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I crouched low at the foot of the mountain, surveying the damage, squinting through the mist.

Overturned carts and carriages littered the farmland, their horses nowhere to be seen. They could have fled from the panic or been taken by attackers. The cows were slain—brutalized, more like. Carcasses lay in pools of blood, staining the wet grass, with bones jutting out from torn flesh.

It was pissing with rain, gently blanketing the village below in mist as it rose from the ground, mingling with the salt in the air. Heavy rain was hard on a humble village, no matter how much the plants enjoyed it. The last thing they needed on a night like this was a warg attack.

Lord Edward may have been a good lord—better than most when it came to looking after his subjects—but he was no babysitter. They had to look after themselves, and they could hardly do that when half their cows were dead and the other half traumatized.

With my blade at my hip and a leather bag in my hand, I made my way down the steep, slippery steps, gripping an old, threaded rope for balance. What would've been a gentle winding path elsewhere was made brutally steep here, designed to make even the youngest Penishman strong and keep them that way long after they'd grown old.

It was bloody dangerous, is what it was. My feet skidded on the steep steps as I clung to a rickety post that remembered better days. I was more likely to fall relying on it than on my own sure footing.

Can't be looking for help in danger; no, better to rely on yourself. Shame the same couldn't be said for the villagers.

That's fine. They had me.

Just me, apparently.

"You're 'ere already!" Farmer Bren exclaimed, leaning on his rake. A woolly sweater and a battered flat cap did little to keep the rain from soaking him through.

He'd been sweeping bits of cow carcass into a pile as if they were leaves, hair and flesh snagging in the rake's teeth. A shovel would've been better, but what little I knew about farming told me not to say so. Penishmen would rather do it wrong than be told how to do it right by some city lad.

"Reckon they headed that way," Bren said, pointing a sausage finger.

That didn't stop them from telling me how to do my job, however—an experience I was happy to put up with. They were sometimes too dead to try.

Besides, judging by the long trail of cow blood leading away like a red carpet into the forest, he may have had a point, and more fool me for getting pigheaded and doing it my way.

"How long?" I asked, resting my hand on Violet, my trusty mythril sword. She and I had seen a lot together. I was glad we'd be seeing more.

"Last night," he said.

I nodded. "That's good. It means they'll be fat and tired." I turned away from the carnage. The poor man's life would be changed forever now, with his income more than halved. Hopefully, Lord Edward could do something.

"Coming in for breakfast?" the farmer asked. "You'll need your strength if you're off fighting."

Suddenly, the door to the cottage opened, and his wife poked her head out. "Did you invite him in for breakfast?" She was thickset, with curly hair, rosy cheeks, and a bountiful chest sure to cheer even the most downtrodden farmer.

"Oh aye, I did, Bessie."

Of course her name is Bessie.

"I best be off," I said. "I can't fight on a full stomach." I was about to walk away when I cursed myself, remembering the knapsack I carried. "Here, take this, please."

Usually, you couldn't turn down such invitations. It also helped that I didn't have a cook, so I took every opportunity to be fed some good food. I'd gotten so used to it by now that I brought a change of clothes with me, so I didn't have to sit there all bloody and dirty.

Because I had wargs to kill.
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I followed their blood trail into the tree line, my boots squelching in the wet earth. Terrible footing for a fight. I was likely to slip and land on my arse—hopefully not on Violet. That would be an embarrassing way to die. They'd end up laughing about it in the pub eventually.

Rain pattered through the clearing, more unpleasant for coming in bursts; sometimes a heavy splash when the leaves could hold no more, bits of dirt falling on me too.

The forest was quiet—no birdsong, no rustle of rabbits.

I pressed a palm to a fresh smear of blood on the bark. Still warm. It hadn't dried or even begun to clot. The scent of iron filled the air through the rain. I swore, if I pricked my ears, I could hear them sleeping. Like a gentle, almost peaceful slumber of dogs or cats.

Big ones.

A lot of them.

"Arf," one snorted.

Dreaming too.

I closed my eyes and offered a silent little prayer. Not really aimed at any god, but to my own fortune—good and bad alike—how it had led me to this moment through my own actions, and how I'd best stay on that path, or I'd be led somewhere I didn't wish to be.

Taking one step into the clearing, a branch creaked overhead. I snapped my gaze up, looking for a bird that had seen fit to disturb my plans.

Nothing.

I crept on.

Under a canopy of trees, a mess of furry mountains breathed in gentle slumber. The trail of blood ended here and split in several directions, the cow carcasses picked clean. It was not just one cow, but many, dragged along the same line to make it seem like fewer.

Smart creatures. They would've been even smarter to carry them, but wargs were as lazy as they were ferocious. Thank the gods for that; they slept soundly now. My job would be easy, as long as I was quick and quiet.

My footsteps were deft and silent. Years of practice had led me to this moment. Violet gently hummed as I pulled her from her sheath, the red-stained mithral a gorgeous shade of violet to match her name. Yet I might have to name her Ruby after this battle.

Another branch creaked; something stepped on a twig.

"Gnf," one of the wargs grumbled, scratching its belly with all-too-human-like claws. Big enough to gut me, to grasp my whole damn head and squeeze until it popped.

It sighed to itself and rolled over on its back, its protruding belly full from feeding time.

Others were curled into balls, looking strangely cozy and almost cute, were it not for the blood staining their fur and the bits of bone littered around them. Those bones could just as well have been human; they would be, once they ran out of cows. That was how it always went. They were smart enough to go after our cattle and herds first, not smart enough to withstand their hunger afterward.

Now, I told myself. Do it now. Now now!

Throwing fear to the back of my mind, I stepped forward, both hands on Violet. Then I let one hand go and approached the beast curled in a ball, holding my free hand out for balance. No, I thought—and twirled my blade downward.

The point punched through its temple and kept going. No blood spilled at first. Only when I drew the blade free did little bubbles gush out, soaking the fur.

A peaceful way to go. Not even a sigh; so quick, the blissful smile hadn't left the corners of its mouth.

"Time to die, Mr. Wolfs!" a Dämmerhan voice cried out.

Birds erupted from the trees at the announcement. My gut twisted.

All the wargs' eyes opened at once. The one on its back sat up and yawned, awakened from a peaceful slumber, not yet furious, more confused.

Anyone would be.

Graceful ran into the clearing, adorned in tight leather, her skin as red as bright blood. She had a horned head, straight ashen-white hair, and two curved blades in her hands—running with them in a way you're taught early not to, blades up and ready to stab your own eyes out.

She leaped onto the creature, straddling it in a way that might've made a lover jealous if she hadn't slammed her blades down into the warg's forearms, then his shoulders, punching up his body step by step until they finally found his eyes, and he could play no longer.

I groaned to myself, imitating one of her swears. "Scheiße, now they're all awake!"

"Apologies for being late, Herr Gerald!" She leapt off the creature, the hole I'd cut in the back of her leather pants having ripped, revealing all of her juicy red behind.

Fortunately, we were about to kill anyone who might see it.

Our backs slammed together, her tail sliding up my thigh.

"And further apologies for waking them," she added, crouching low as the wargs rose, hunger filling their eyes.

"Don't apologize for that," I said, both hands on Violet, ready to swing at anyone who dared make the first move.

"But why? I ruined your sneaky sneaky." Her tail slid up between my legs, an inappropriate moment to get frisky with me.

"Because now..." I clicked my neck. "It's going to be fun."

The wargs lunged like they'd been cannon-fired.

The first came barreling in, claws ready to open me up. I pivoted and met it shoulder-first, letting its weight slide past me. It was unsure on the rainy mud, just like me, but I wasn't buggered by momentum.

I brought Violet up in a tight arc; the mithril sliced under its rib, splitting it almost neatly. Blood sprayed my arm. The beast gurgled, stumbled, then crashed into the dirt.

Another leaped straight for Graceful.

She dropped, sliding under it with a momentum she shouldn't have had from a standstill, as if something unseen had pulled her feet out from under her. As she slid beneath it, she scythed both daggers upward, carving into its gut and ripping it open.

The warg landed on its belly with a hollow thud, whimpering like a puppy.

"Haha. Foolish creature!" She laughed at the dying beast, hands on her hips, blades dripping blood.

"Watch out, you fool!" I yelled back as three more appeared—one for her and two for me.

She hadn't even turned when the first slammed into her.

She ducked instinctively, taking the blow on her shoulder instead of her throat, sliding back on the slick mud as its claws raked her leather, splitting her tunic at the back.

"Hundesohn!" Graceful spun and bit down on its wrist.

Wild orange eyes stared at me, and when she let go, a spray of blood erupted from the vein she'd ruptured. It fell, stumbling woozy, losing so much blood from such a small, simple wound.

If I hadn't had to contend with two of my own, I would have watched like it was entertainment. I couldn't believe she bit it. Always full of surprises, that one.

Time for me to fight again.

The first lunged high, jaws wide, going straight for my throat. The second galloped from below, trying to take my legs out.

Some kind of pincer trap? Honestly, kind of impressive, if I were sure it was intentional.

I stepped forward—fast—closing the space so the high one didn't get the room it needed. I slammed my boot heel down on the low one's neck before it could bite, pinning it to the mud. The creature shrieked, and before it could twist free, I brought Violet's edge down in a clean, tight stroke.

Skull split. Job done.

The high one reared back, confused that its partner had died so easily. It tried to correct and swipe again, but I was already on it. I drove my shoulder under its arm and shoved, knocking its balance just a hair off. Then I stabbed up through the ribs, angled high so the point punctured a heart in one push.

The beast sagged forward like a sack of grain and hit the dirt. I didn't even need a second swing.

I straightened, breath steady, and glanced over at Graceful just in time to see her thrash the last of hers with infectious joy. Hopefully, that was all that was infectious, considering where her mouth had been.

She spun like she was dancing, her blades carving a neat crescent across the warg's throat. It gurgled, collapsed, and she hopped back over it with a grin wide as a tavern doorway.

And then we killed the rest. Not much to tell. They were out-skilled and half-asleep from overeating. A few scrambles, a few swipes. We stepped and danced around each other, Graceful literally leaping and twirling like a dancer.

And then it was done. The clearing was utter carnage, wargs resting much more peacefully now, less burdened with organs and appendages. Mud churned red where blood mixed with rainwater, steaming in little patches. Bones jutted out of torn fur like snapped fence posts. One of them had a hoof wedged between its teeth—Gods know what Graceful had done there—though I had early heard her laughing maniacally as if she'd told a funny joke only she got, so it was probably then. Another had spilled most of its insides over a stump, fallen over it like a drunk.

Graceful stood beside me in the middle of the carnage, blades dripping, tail flicking lazily. Her grin stretched stupidly wide, cheeks flushed with that manic joy of hers, eyes bright and shining. She breathed slow and steady, not even winded, pleased as a pig in shit.

"Easy, ja?"

I wiped Violet on my arm and sheathed her, panting from my efforts, finding myself smiling.

"That was..." I began, trying to find the words.

Graceful's head bowed, pointy ears almost flopping with guilt, bracing for my scolding.

"That was fun," I said, grinning. "Really, really damn fun. Now do me a favor—behead that one. The farmer wants to frame it on his wall."

I didn't have time to think when Graceful launched into me, wrapping her legs around me and showering me with blood-soaked kisses.

I laughed, patting her back, and discovered her tunic completely split open, revealing her soft shoulder blades. With that and the rip in her pants, which was even worse now, I felt like I'd made a mistake trying to cover her up in something more than her maid outfit; nature obviously had better ideas.

"What were you doing anyway? Why were you so late?"

"I got distracted," she said, muffled against me as she clung so tightly I found it hard to breathe, her clawed feet hooked over each other. "I saw a deer, Herr Gerald. A deer, can you believe it!"

Not exactly a rare sight, but considering she'd been trapped in my cottage for the past hundred-odd years, I couldn't find the strength to be mad. Everything was new to her, and she was a bit mental anyway.

"Next time you stay with me," I said.

"Fine. I'm never leaving your side," she replied, holding tight.

We basked in the warmth of our feelings for each other for a moment, squeezing and stroking each other lovingly.

Then something thudded onto the mud, jolting us out of it. The warg that had slumped over on the tree trunk had fallen into the dirt with a splat.
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The mud clung so hard to my boots that it felt as if it were trying to eat us, swallowing each step with a slurp.

Graceful carried a warg head by the jaw, humming and singing to herself while blood splattered onto the ground behind her, creating a new dotted trail beside the red carpet of blood.

If only the rain had cleared up to accompany our victory; instead, it only got heavier, drenching us to the bone. When we left the forest, the farmer's house glowed like a lantern.

I could see the warmth rising off it, steam battling against the rainfall. The stone walls were old and gray, with moss clinging to the mortar. A chimney pipe puffed out white smoke, and the faint smell of pork fat drifted on the wind.

My stomach rumbled. I was hungry, and not even the images of what we'd left behind could ruin that.

"Hmmhmmhmmhmhmmm," Graceful sang, skipping, her peachy red butt hanging out from the flaps as her tail swung around. "Herr Gerald is a mighty big man, his sword thick as a⁠—"

"How about we hold off on the singing for now?" I said. "The farmers might not be feeling so jolly when we show them this."

"Why not? We are victorious, no?"

"We are, but they lost half their cows. This head won't be as much of a consolation as they thought at the time, believe me. It will soon sink in how fucked they are."

"Oh." Graceful looked downtrodden. "Then a jolly kampflied will set them right as the rain?" She hummed and sang again, explaining what that word meant, skipping ahead, her clothes nearly falling off. She had such lovely shoulders—slender and toned and... out for the realm to see.

I shook my head and laughed, then ran after her, mud clinging my boots to the ground. I leaped over a fence, causing a spray of mud in my wake. "Wait!" I yelled. "Farmer Bren will have a heart attack if he sees you like that!"

Graceful spun mid-step as if she meant to tease me and nearly toppled over. She caught her balance, tail coiling, and shrugged like she hadn't almost shown the entire village her rear.

"Better that than him seeing us empty-handed?"

"Not if his wife sees you first."

"Oh." She straightened her back as if that would hide anything. "Then I shall act very proper." She stuck a little clawed finger to her lip and made a sort of pouty head wiggle.

She took one more step and immediately stumbled into a puddle, splashing muddy water straight up her thighs and covering her completely.

It sort of solved the problem.

"Very proper," I muttered, catching up to her, Violet clinking at my hip.

Ahead, Bren finally spotted us. He stiffened, staring as if he didn't believe we'd actually done it.

Time to present the head.

Graceful made a show of rolling it out toward his feet, but, of course, because of the mud, it just splatted face down and splashed us all.

"Tada!" she said, hands on hips. "Reward now, please!" She held out her hand.

Farmer Bren took off his hat, looked at the head, and appeared unaffected emotionally by the splash, at least. Then he looked at me; his jowls wobbled, and I thought for a moment he was going to break down when he realized how futile it was. His real problems had only begun.

He crouched low to get a better look, and when he sat up, I expected a grimace, even anger.

He grinned. "By the gods, you've only gone and bloody done it." Then he reached for my hand and gave it a firm shake. "Come in; you best come in and get cleaned up. We've got stew on the fire for you."

Thankfully, he seemed to see Graceful as more daughterly than the sexy, young, muddy warrior maid she was. It helped that I was the only one who could actually see her demonic form; she just looked like a human—albeit a very peculiar one.

"'ere, this way." We followed him around to the back of the house, abandoning the head in his front garden, while Bessie, his wife, caught sight of the head and threw an absolute fit.

"Thought you might need washing up when you returned," Bren said. "Got a nice wash bucket out back, some towels for you."

He led us around the back of the house, boots squelching.

Rain hammered the roof tiles above, making a steady thrumming sound. The mud turned to gravel here, and stone slabs had been laid down to create a little yard area.

A few wash buckets sat waiting, steaming hot, big enough to dunk a calf in. They'd boiled water from the fireside.

Thick towels hung on a rope line, various shades of gray and brown; there was even a bar of homemade lard soap perched on a plank—more likely to smell of goat than lavender. Thankfully, I had a cold and wouldn't be able to tell.

Bren left us to it, and Graceful didn't hesitate. She hopped out of every scrap of clothing at once, her tail keeping balance while she peeled the torn leather free. Mud slid off her legs in thick streaks.

She pointed one delicate foot with razor-sharp claws into the bucket, then brought it out, slippery and wet.

Meanwhile, I undid my belt and pulled off my own soaked clothes. She grinned when she saw my body, my abs, and suddenly held a different kind of smile.

"Later," I warned her.

"Later," she growled.

As I picked up one of the buckets and poured half the hot water over her, completely cleaning her in one fell swoop, she could now soap herself.

She did the same to me, and we took turns soaping each other up. It would have been an intimate moment were it not for the farmers on the other side of the wall. I lavished her toned body in soap, around her juicy maroon-nippled tits, toned legs, sliding between them, sliding between her cheeks. Her hand slid over my groin and hardened me—shame it would have to go untended.

When the soap was gone and the heat had chased away the aches in my muscles, I handed her one of the rough towels. She wrapped herself in it like a cape before twirling, laughing, then I told her to stop misbehaving and put on the damn dress.

It was a simple village thing—soft yellow linens with a faint pattern of stitched flowers at the hem. It hugged the line of her waist and puffed slightly at the sleeves. The neckline dipped low, tied up by corset strings, and the skirt hit just below Graceful's knees. The skirt was heavy enough that it forced her tail down unless she tried to lift it with serious effort.

Her tail flicked out from under the hem, trying it, before she sighed and let it fall.

She smoothed the dress down and stood proudly, chin lifted.

It shouldn't have suited her, but it did. She looked like some demonic farm girl.

"Well?" she asked, spinning once.

"Yeah," I said. "You look lovely."

She grinned. "And you, a hingucker," she said, finger tapping my chest.

"A what?"

"Hingucker," she repeated, pleased with herself. "A man you cannot stop looking at. Very handsome. Very...mmh, distracting." She bounced her eyebrows down at my naked body.

"Fair enough." I quickly put my clothes on and led her inside while she hummed away behind me.

The last time I'd tried to take her out in public had been a tad bit of a disaster. I'd figured the next time we should complete a mercenary contract so she could get in their good graces. That was done; now it was time to see how she could handle a polite little dinner.

It was going to go terribly, obviously. That didn't mean it wouldn't be entertaining.
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It's just practice, I told myself, squeezing Graceful's hand as her claws dug into my palm. Just practice.

I tried to press some of my nerves into that squeeze, then pulled back. If I told her how I felt, she might...try harder. Sing one of her demon songs. It was difficult enough keeping her from revealing what she was. Thankfully, most folk around here weren't well-traveled, and she could always claim she came from some far-off island.

"Relax, Herr Gerald," Graceful said, her breath tickling my ear. "You bear the stress of the mountains." She wiped some dust off my shoulder. "A little nervous, are we?" I supposed I wasn't hiding it as well as I thought.

The knobbly old backdoor to their home beckoned. I was ready to open it, but Graceful pulled me back.

"Unless you have more naughty secrets to share," she said. "I don't think I'll be acting the same as at the Salty Cock. So relax, unpucker your buttocks! Or..." She thrust a clawed finger up. "I shall loosen it for you!"

I shuddered at the thought. And I dared not remind her I had told her to trim her claws, in case she took it as that being why I wanted her to trim them.

"Let's get this over with," I said, pushing the door open.

The warmth from the distant fireplace gently coated me like a blanket. The place was small, cozy, but the heat coming from that hearth made it a sanctuary. The room smelled of meat pie, food already set on plates, while Farmer Bren and his wife, Bessie, with the great big tits, waited for us, smiling warmly. I couldn't help but think how much I'd love a hug from her. There was something motherly about her—something I'd missed in my life for sure.

Gods bless Guildmaster Terrence; he was a good father, but he'd hardly been warm.

"Great Baron Hunkerdink!" Graceful exclaimed, rushing to take her seat. She grabbed a wooden fork and spoon in tight fists, licking her lips in excitement.

"Nothing like killing to wet your appetite," I said, laughing, reminding myself we had just saved their lives, so a little eccentricity from us was going to be allowed.

"Then eat, eat my lovelies!" Bessie got up and began serving.

Graceful stared at her breasts wide-eyed, suddenly forgetting about the food that slopped onto her plate.

To be fair, they jiggled pretty mercilessly with each serve, and when my food was given to me, I suddenly thought this might be one of those scenarios where we find ourselves woozy as we ate, then woke up tied by rope in the basement.

I shook it off. The battle was over. These were friendly Pennish folk wishing to pay their gratitude for their lives being saved.

"Mmmmffmm!" Graceful dug into her meat pie. "This is much better than my cooking!" She turned to me.

I laughed and dug into mine. Steak and kidney pie. Exactly the kind of meal I'd been dreaming about.

"Oh, that can't be true, love," Bessie said, beaming happily at her, a smile wide as her blouse. "Just a simple pie."

"Oh yes, frau, it is quite poor in comparison to the cook at the Salty Cock, but as homely cooking goes? Divine!"

I tensed. Bessie frowned for a moment, then shared a glance with her husband.

Bren looked conflicted and cleared his throat. "Well, that's fair enough, ain't it? No one's as good as her."

"Devilishly good cooking, you could say," Graceful beamed, raising her eyebrows at me with her little joke, because of course the cook was a demon—something I believed only we—and perhaps the innkeeper who owned her contract—knew.

"Right," I said, quickly trying to think of something to say to save it. Little came. I ate a piece of pie in defense, wishing there were more wargs to kill, or that one might jump through the window and quickly slit all our throats to end this.

"But these pies..." Graceful said, taking another bite. "From the heavens! Godliness is in the little folk. Not that you are little—" She bounced her eyebrows at Bessie's big tits. "But speaking figuratively, of course, you understand?"

I took a sip of ale, and the graveyard silence washed over me. So awkward I felt like I observed it from outside my body.

Then Farmer Bren chuckled. A wheezy belly laugh that shook his shoulders. "Pie's from the heavens, eh? You can put that on your gravestone, love."

"If I can fit in it!" She squeezed her arms together.

We all laughed. The tension released from every part of me, and finally, finally, after all this time, my buttocks unclenched.

Graceful continued, "I know the cook at the pub. She is a flighty little creature who believes herself above it all, whereas you are of the ground, salt of the earth. The gods smile upon you and your honest, homely efforts. Bitte...may I take some home?"

"Yes!" Bessie exclaimed. "By all means, m'handsome. I've got some whole ones made. You like chicken pot pie?"

"Do I?" Graceful exclaimed. More like an actual question than a retort. "We shall find out!"

I sat back, letting her ramble and joke and somehow say the exact wrong thing in a way that made it all right.

These people weren't judging. They weren't stiff nobles or rival guild folk waiting to pounce on weakness. They were just Pennish villagers who loved a character. And Graceful had character in spades.

"Speaking of the pub," Bren said. "You two coming later? I know you had a little problem there last time, but..."

"We'd be delighted," Graceful said. "Herr Gerald and I have no plans for this evening, isn't that right?"

"Nope, we certainly don't." Fortunately, we had an actual reason to be there, so I didn't have to worry about telling Graceful not to blindly accept any invitation we got.

If anything, I needed someone like that. Someone to get me out of my shell. Not that I'd had much difficulty with that, with all the locals here forcing their invitations on me, but at least I had a partner to share it with now.

Hells, I was so worried about Graceful in public; it turned out she was going to be more liked than even I was. I should even be a little jealous. I chuckled.

Breakfast was finished, our bellies were full as we sipped on our ales, and I took one last look at my demon battle maid, feeling grateful for all that had inspired.

Her cheeks were flushed from the warmth, and the red of her skin looked richer in the orange light. That village dress she'd squeezed into hugged her figure in all the wrong ways and the right ones, and her sharp pointy canines showed on her grin.

Her orange eyes burned bright—alive as she shared jokes with the farmers, told the story of the first meal she had cooked for me, cackling and kicking her legs so furiously the table shook.

Everything I'd set out to do had led up to this moment, to her, my place in this town. It'd all been for the best and then some, and I took her hand and squeezed, trying to tell her this, any of this, through my gaze.

She rewarded it with a warm, bright, pointy-toothed grin. "Herr Gerald looks ready to plant his wurst in meiner blumenbeet!"

I snorted, not even caring about her crudeness. "Yeah, something like that." I rose, thanked the farmers for their hospitality. "See you at the pub?" I said.

"See you at the pub!" Bren replied, rosy-cheeked and looking hungrily at his wife. Something told me a little wurst would be planted the moment we left.
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Graceful clutched my hand as we followed the winding road toward Porthhowl, dense hedges and thorny scrub crowding close on both sides.

She kept stealing smiles from me—a regular thief of smiles she was, and she had just as many to give back.

It was getting hot out, the road already drying from the rain. I wondered how we'd fare once summer set in and what she'd want to wear. That heavy yellow dress, all flowers and layers, wouldn't suit the heat at all. My own black mercenary leathers would cling to me, rubbing my thighs raw.

The path steepened, twisting as we passed the first house into town. A chicken clucked in protest, herbs hung drying from a trellis, and an old woman waved as we went by. Graceful waved back just as fiercely and veered toward the house, as if that were our destination all along.

If I hadn't been stopping her, we would have had something like ten dinners before we even got to the pub.

Soon, we approached the pier. Graceful squeezed my hand with excitement, and it struck me again how alive the sight was, like the view I held was one a painter would yearn for.

On the right, dockhands mixed with fishermen, guild workers mingled with folk who just lazed around, and yet the mood stayed warm. How could it not? The smells from the pub next door wafted over, promising them a hearty dinner for their efforts—or lack thereof.

Graceful squeezed my hand as if she could barely hold herself back. The smells alone were enough to drive her mad: honeyed veggies, beef gravy, fresh, crusty bread cooling somewhere unseen. Her tail twitched behind her like a snagged fishing line.

Families sat on benches outside the pub, a building stitched together from a mess of added-on extensions, as if it had grown that way over the years. We passed through them, their dinners washing over us—salty sea air, crispy potatoes, roasted chicken slick with beef gravy.

Fucking amazing.

We stepped beneath the crooked eaves, and I pulled the door open.

Noise hit us like steam from a warm bath—cheers, groans, laughter, clattering mugs, people arguing over cards and talking over one another.

Warmth twirled from the fire in the left wing. The right was always a little quieter. And between them stood the bar, where the innkeeper—a spindly old man—peered at us with a friendly smile that sat awkwardly in the deep lines of his face.

"Gerald!" Lord Edward called. I instinctively turned to the left wing, only to find it empty. There was the old labrador, the fire, Arnie, and all the rest, but no Lord Edward.

"This way, old chap."

I turned to the right wing, much quieter, where we saw him, along with his wife and daughter.

Lady Loveday and Jennifer were both short and round, a common enough shape among wives in this part of the world. I hadn't known they would be here. I couldn't decide whether Graceful meeting them would be a boon or a disaster.

"Mr. Edward, sire!" Graceful waved exuberantly and was off to the races, leaving me at the bar to get the drinks.

Not the worst thing in the world. Lord Edward was one of the few people who knew she was actually a demon. That left me at the bar with the innkeeper, one of the few people in this town whose name I didn't know.

I certainly suspected he was a bastard, though.

"Alright, pal," I said. "Five ales, please." I had a decent bit of coin from some jobs I'd done around town, and Lord Edward was far too generous at the pub anyway, so this round would end up counting for five of his. I'd try to make that more even. The rest of the town took advantage of his good nature; I didn't want to be the same.

As the innkeeper poured, I studied him, trying to gauge his character. Was he really the sort to trap a demon under contract? How was I supposed to go about freeing her?

Best to just leap right into it.

"Alright?" I asked.

"Alright," he replied.

The first barrier was broken. A legion of knights, archers, and horsemen were at the gates, ready to break down his walls.

"Been busy?" I asked.

"Yeah, not bad. Not bad."

The trebuchets fired. Great stone chunks plummeted through the air, ready to crash through stone and man alike.

He continued pouring the pints. Two down, three to go.

"So that cook of yours, had a little chat with her recently," I said.

He groaned, pushing another pint toward me. "What's she told you then?"

I grinned sheepishly. "She's a funny sort of lady, ain't she? Funny accent. Funny disposition."

"Yeah, a right little scamp she is."

I squinted. She was no scamp, just an imp, but the connotation was enough for me to suspect. "You and her get on then?" I asked.

"I don't need to get on with my employees. Just pay them handsomely. Well, most of them." He chuckled, then gave me a knowing look, as if I was in on an unsaid joke.

The last of the beers were poured; I whistled toward the table.

Graceful popped up like a puppy, gasped, and ran over as if I'd trained her by whistle or something.

"Here, give us a hand with this—" I began.

She scooped up all five in one grab, pushing them together to hold them all at once with an expertise most unlike her.

"Bloody hells, you need a job as a barmaid?" the innkeeper said. I really regretted not learning his name. At this point, it was far too late.

"Ja!" she said. "It would be quite nice to earn some extra coin; Herr Gerald pays me in ought but kisses!"

"No!" I quickly interrupted, obviously not quick enough. "She's already taken as my maid." I shot her a look.

She shot me a look right back, then nodded knowingly, like we had some unsaid inside joke.

"Go and take those back," I said. "Wait, leave one here."

Once that was dealt with, I turned back to the innkeeper, studying his reaction. Either he didn't know she was a demon or was practiced enough to pretend not to. After all, if he'd had his own one in the kitchen all this time...

"Smart not to prance her around in that little maid outfit," he said, grinning.

He did know...something at least. Because of that, or because of what Graceful just said, I could use it to my advantage.

"Aye, not like that little cook's outfit you got on yours," I replied, sipping my beer and grinning at him.

He chuckled. "Seems you and I have something in common."

"Or she and her."

"Ha!" he barked. "Shame yer one got out. Ol' Patuna had her there for so long I couldn't believe she looks so young when I saw her. Must be her daughter, aye?"

So he didn't know she was a demon.

He could still just be pretending.

"Your cook can't leave?" I asked, then grinned to show admiration. "How the bloody hells you manage that?" I leaned forward. It was our little secret.

"Owes me a debt beyond her worth. And considering how well-beloved her cooking is, you can imagine that's quite a bit."

I took another sip.

At this point in the battle, it was as if he'd thrown open the drawbridge and invited my army inside, all because I wore the same colors as him. Did he not know armor could be put on and taken off, that it didn't mean we were on the same side?

"It's all above board, then?" I asked. "Approved by Lord Edward and such?"

"It's none of his business." He sneered toward him. Maybe that was why the dislike began. He was the one man who could disturb his sweet little deal. Well, until I came along.

Maybe I could...hmm. I needed to tread carefully here. Lord Edward is a friend. I can't involve him and cause him chaos. Shame that I like the guy; that would have worked quite well.

"How'd you get her to agree to that?" I asked. "Can't she just walk out?"

"It's for her protection," he grunted, pouring himself a glass of whiskey. "Lulette was on the run, begged me for a place to hide, said she could cook up a storm and make no mistake. Seemed a fair trade at the time. Her safety for food and board. She even signed a contract." He looked away at that, sipping the drink for courage; at least that's how I recognized it. He seemed relieved—relieved he could finally share his burden with someone like him.

"Was the contract fair?" I asked, grinning, hoping it wouldn't be.

"Fair as could be; she signed it, so it must be." He shrugged. "Lulette ain't left, so obviously she thinks it's fair too!" He burst into laughter. "She's not all there..." he whispered. "And yours is like that too. Bloody barmy, ain't the lass?"

My fist tightened. "She is a character," I agreed.

Lulette knew her own name. She could sign another contract, void his, trick him. She was an imp; they were masters of trickery. So why had she let herself be imprisoned?

I may have made an error in speaking to him. When she disappeared, he'd know it was me. Unfortunately, I had to do it to make sure the imp's words were true and not a trick on me. The only other way would have been to rent a room, sneak around, and get into all sorts of trouble, just like I had done at Lord Edward's estate before.

No, this time he needed to know I was doing it and what would happen if he retaliated.

I gave a friendly smile.

"Well, cheers then," he said, moving on to another punter.

"We're not done," I replied, sipping my beer. "Ooh, lovely stuff that. Now, it seems like Lulette is under duress. As a mercenary myself, it's generally in my best interest to help the misfortunate—those who have suffered injustices and such."

Shock ran across his face, shock that quickly turned to anger. "Why, Mr. Gerald, I don't know what she's told you."

"You've told me enough," I replied, resting my hand on Violet's pommel.

"She ain't gonna be able to pay you."

"You don't even pay her," I spat quietly. "That's pure slavery, plain and simple. I think I'll have to get Lord Edward involved..." It was a threat, an obvious bluff to get him to agree to my terms.

"It's none of his business," he replied, calling my bluff.

"Is it the King'sbusiness?" I asked. The innkeeper knew I was from the city. He didn't realize I didn't actually have the King's ear, but my father did, so in a roundabout way, I did. "I'll speak bluntly," I said, having already downed nearly half my pint. "By the King's laws, you can't imprison folk. Indentured servitude isn't allowed. If she took on a debt, then she owes you, but you can't keep her trapped here like a serf. They outlawed that sort of thing a while ago."

The innkeeper had nothing to say to that, clearly wanting to murder me for my subterfuge. I'd fought cambions with muscles of steel; what do you think you could do, old man?

I took another sip. Likely the last I could ever drink here without spit in it.

"Today the contract has been completed," I said. "I'll be taking her away tonight, once her work shift has ended, so as not to disappoint all these lovely families who came down here to eat, and to avoid causing any drama on either side of the board. Sound fair?"

The innkeeper had turned as red as beetroot; he held a mug so tightly it shook, and I feared he would crack it in his spindly fingers.

"Fair, fair? Bah! You come down here, strutting with⁠—"

"Quiet." I raised a hand, hissing now as I got close enough to smell his pickled breath. "I'm not from 'roundhere, so I don't give two fucks and a vedge pasty what your ways are, at least when it comes to keeping folk prisoner. Now I'm not a guard, so I'm not really interested in arresting you; I'm only freeing that which you've got under your charge. And if you try to fight me on this, then I will act as such. By the gods, the law is on my side, Lord Edward is a friend of mine, and I could send a pigeon to the King like that and have you in the stocks with your trousers around your ankles for all the realm to see. And that's if I don't decide to slay you where you stand, which I am sure I'd get away with eventually." I took a final sip of my beer. "So I'll be taking her tonight, and you'll consider her debt paid off."

The air crashed in and around us; every breath I took sucked it in further. He was furious with me, the veins in his eyes close to popping.

Furious and at a total impasse, what could he say, no?

"You still have the contract?" I asked.

It took an age; the spitting torch behind him and the sound of the reveling crowds the only evidence that time had not stopped.

He nodded slowly.

"Are you going to get it for me without creating problems?"

"Yep—nope. No problems," he said, trembling with fire within. But it was all bark and no bite. I could've crushed him with one hand behind my back.

Not all power lay in the fist, however, and that's why he was so damn furious—because he had none over me. The rest of the villagers needed a place to drink; maybe that's why they all needed to stay on his good side.

Maybe I really had fucked up here. How would I explain to the others why I was barred?

No, he wouldn't bar me. That's why he was so angry. I could even watch him pour my drinks to make sure he didn't tamper with them. Gods, if I were a cruel man, it would be fun.

"I'll just go and get it," he said, gritting his teeth so hard I heard them grinding.

"You do that, and I'll be out in the kitchen."

I was looking forward to it. Nothing like being the one to deliver good news.


5


I stepped into the kitchen and was blasted by sweaty heat. Smoke clung low to the rafters, the pot on the stove spitting oil, while the glow bug underneath fiercely beat against its cage, trying to escape.

Lulette stood at the center of it all, tiny and blue in her cook's outfit, with a short skirt cut high at the hip. Were it not for her wide hips, you might have thought her incredibly young. She leaned on one leg, pushing her hip out and barking orders at her assistants.

When one of her assistants faltered, she teleported to help the lanky fellow, pushing herself up on the stove with demon strength to see above the pot. The humans paid no mind to her dancing around, frightened by her yelling and oblivious to the teleportation. That had something to do with the contract, no doubt. Anything that got in the way of her servitude was overridden.

She wiped the sweat from her brow; the thick braid running down the side of her head, below a horn, sparkled with it. Her apron, once pure white, was now streaked with stains, and her tall white hat was bent and sweat-darkened at the brim.

And yet she was in control of it all, pointy clawed nails waving like some kind of conductor or captain of guards.

"Fancy a break?" I asked her.

"Gerald!" she said. "Oui. I will take one. It is a pleasure to see you. Have you any news of my rescue?"

"It's in the works," I said.

"Come, then. I'll take my break." She fished into her hat and pulled out a comically large pipe, at least for her tiny stature, though it would still have been way too big for me.

"Right, a smoke break. You are a cook, after all." I shook my head and followed her deeper into the kitchen, away from the smoke and the noise—and from the way the assistants and even the kitchen itself seemed to sigh in relief when she walked away—toward a back door that opened onto a small square garden, walled in so it still felt part of the building.

There was a little bench that touched both walls, a flowerpot full of ash, and a scatter of small pots holding herbs and spices along the far side. I gave them a quick look, half-expecting to find she'd mixed them up and served ashy herbs in her cooking, but all I saw was fresh dirt and green.

The short cut of her cook's shirt rode up with the skirt, lifting above the hip she leaned into so hard she was nearly rolled onto her front.

The pipe hung from the corner of her mouth as she struck a spark with one clawed thumb, the flame flaring too bright for a second before settling. Smoke twirled around her face. She exhaled slowly, her shoulders dropping a fraction, tension and smoke bleeding out of her. Only then did she look at me properly, with thick-lidded eyes of tiredness, violent bloodshot violet eyes.

"Tell me you have news, monsieur."

I didn't sit; I didn't want to be closer to the smoke. "I got the long and short of it from the innkeeper," I said. "It's not right the way he's kept you here."

"Oui, he is putting a rape upon my soul by making me cook this horrible Viridian food."

"Maybe don't say it like that."

"It is still food, I suppose; I make the best of a bad recipe, but I would not eat it myself."

"Not the bit I was referring to," I said, shrugging. She was stressed, a real mess, and a literal slave. I could cut her some slack. "So you like to cook?" I asked.

"You like to state ze obvious?"

Patience, I told myself. Even arses are worthy of saving.

"I'm just making conversation," I said, sitting down on the bench. "He forces you to cook, but you would be cooking anyway, just not his food. I'm just making sure it's not like Graceful's situation, where she was forced to be a maid."

"But she iz still your maid. So the talk of the town goes. I hear things from my assistants."

"She likes the outfit. Picked it out herself."

"Oui! So did I!" Lulette gestured proudly to her cook's outfit, which barely covered her. Her tail thwipped excitedly, slapping my leg annoyingly.

I nodded, waving away the disgusting smell of pipe smoke. It made my eyes sting. "Let's get down to business then. Tonight's your last night. I'll get you out tomorrow. I just have some questions first."

She nodded, taking another sip of her pipe like it was a nectar that healed her.

"You're in danger?"

"Oui. Next question."

"From..."

"Demons like me, though a far more brutal kind. Next question."

"Why?"

"Stole from them. They had ingredients I coveted. I am good at this. Top marks so far, to me!" She rolled her eyes and continued smoking.

"So you stay here willingly."

"Of course not! I am trying to leave all the time! I doubt these demons would ever find me here after all this time. They likely looked, lost me, and moved on with their day. Yet I am trapped here for eternity and several days more."

There was something here. They couldn't enter the inn. Why? Were they vampiric demons? No, it was that she, an imp who usually tricks others, had been tricked herself, and nothing could save her from this fate of being deceived. Still, I had to be sure.

"You know your own name?" I asked. "He obviously doesn't know the ins and outs of demon law, so you could just write your own contract?"

"I have tried; I simply cannot! No matter what I try to do, it always fails somehow!"

I nodded, beginning to feel certain. From what I knew of imps and demon contracts, I believed I saw a way. I also believed I had to keep it to myself or it wouldn't work.

"Will you get me out, then?" she asked, leaning toward me. Her breath stank of tobacco, and it made my eyes water.

"I owe it to Graceful," I replied, trying to direct the conversation away from the hows and wheres.

"Peculiar name," Lulette said. "And a peculiar relationship the two of you have, judging by the whispers of my kitchen. Is this what awaits me, if we escape? To live at your hip?"

"She lost her old name; that's how I rescued her from a hundred years of bondage. So if I did that, you can trust I can help you too. She is free to go as she wishes. You can ask her; she chooses to be with me."

"And what choice will I have?"

"Any you want. That's what freedom is. The choice to make any, good or bad. I'll give you that, then our business is concluded as far as I'm concerned."

She nodded and took another toke. "Forgive me, monsieur, for not jumping for joy. All this is words and no action. Until it happens, I shall be a slave forevermore."

"Shame you had to be a slave to such an arse."

She snorted, and we shared a look, though whatever camaraderie could have been built, the tiredness and lines in her eyes were not able to commit to it. "He is not the master I would choose, were I to have the choice."

"So what would you choose, right now?" I asked. "If you had the choice to do anything and go anywhere, what comes to your mind?"

She took a long drag from her ridiculously oversized pipe. The damn thing looked like a horn one might blow to alert men of trespassing or something.

"Fricassée," she said. "I wish to cook a fricassée."

"What's that made of?" I asked.

"Chicken, overall," she said, her eyes drifting to realms far beyond. "Not roasted. You cut it up and let it go pale in the pot, gently, Monsieur, no rush."

I nodded, watching the gaze in her eyes. Why the innkeeper wouldn't let her cook this, I didn't know—probably just out of cruelty. I figured I could be kind and let her go on.

"How do you cook the rest?" I asked.

"Oh, you start with onions. You cook them slow, softening, sweating. Then you add a little white wine. Just a splash, eh?" She smiled faintly at that. "After, good stock. Not this Viridian water they call broth. Thyme, bay, parsley—herbs that still smell green when you close your eyes."

Her tail flicked once as she spoke. She waved her hands, an orchestra being guided in her mind.

"Potatoes. They must drink, not engorge themselves. Cream at the end, when the fire is low and everyone has stopped shouting. And butter—just a little—to make it embrace you." She exhaled smoke, slow and satisfied. "You eat it from a bowl," she said. "With bread. Sitting down. Quiet. Not all zis yelling and brashness." Then she glanced at me, just briefly. "That's what I would do."

Chicken, onions, white wine, thyme, bay, parsley, etcetera. I listed off the ingredients, casting them to memory.

A good parting gift, I thought. A lasting impression of humans, to show we aren't all bad.

Speaking of the devil, the innkeeper cleared his throat at the doorway. Perhaps listening all the time. His spindly hands opened the door, and he led himself into the garden.

"Here," he said, meeting no one's gaze as he held out the parchment. "Here's the contract."

I took it from his shaking hands. He glared at me, full of hatred, yes, but no such look could be spared for Lulette.

"Wait," I said, then turned to Lulette. "Pass me that." I took Lulette's pipe, held the corner of the parchment, and let it catch flame. The words of enslavement disappeared into the ether.

The innkeeper's shoulders tightened; he looked at it for the horror that it was to him. "That's that then."

"Oui," Lulette said, then waved him away. The door closed, and we listened for his footsteps departing.

"You don't know that it is simply a piece of parchment," she said to herself, barely quiet enough for me to hear.

Was she talking to him or me?

I said nothing, merely handing her pipe back and rising. "I'll return to my companions," I said. "They'll be wondering where I've gone."

"And I shall be here, forevermore." She sighed, pushing down her skirt, which did little. "It was a pleasant fantasy you led me through today. A shame it is not real."
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Crash!

The innkeeper slammed the tray down. Glasses clinked and wobbled, chiming like drunken angels.

"Easy, Trev!" Lady Loveday exclaimed.

Trevor! That's his name! I thought, a much-belated victory.

"Slip o' the fingers," the innkeeper said. I couldn't think of him as anything else.

With the innkeeper gone, we all took our drinks—Lord Edward, his wife Lady Loveday, his daughter Jennifer, and my lover Graceful. I eyed mine distrustfully.

"Spit-free, Herr Gerald," Graceful whispered in my ear. "I watched him pour."

"Good girl," I said, squeezing her hand and kissing her cheek. She smelled divine, like rose flowers and peppery wine, a much-needed respite from the pipe smoke and work sweat of that imp Lulette.

"Dear boy..." Lord Edward said, worry etched on his well-chiseled, slightly stubbled face. "You've not upset the innkeeper, have you?"

"Not a crime to piss off a prick, if he's not a royal one," I said.

"Yes. Indeed. But he holds power, you know. Like a lord of the people. Well, I am a lord of the people—but he's one in a different way, as I'm sure you can imagine if you think on it for a moment. Anyway, it's not wise to get on his bad side. You could get barred. Think of that before you act!"

"Too late," I said, taking a sip to prepare myself.

I told the story of what happened. The four of us huddled close as I recounted the tale.

"So I've got to trick her out of the building," I concluded. "As an imp, she is beholden to the will of he who tricked her."

Jennifer gasped. "Doth that mean he is to lay her down upon a bed? That Trev was always a perv. I knew it! You should see the way he looks at my arse when a handkerchief slips from my fingers!" Jennifer, as always, tried to speak all proper like her father, but she could never quite hide that she was her mother's daughter through and through.

"He is surprised by the size!" Graceful said. "And that those wursts could open wide enough to drop anything."

"It's not him I was trying to attract," Jennifer said. "He just happened to be there at the time. And wait, did you just say⁠—"

"Enough of this," Lord Edward said, then turned to me, grinning. "We really must learn to control our women."

The women did not like that.

I grabbed my drink to hide my smile; he did the same as we took defensive sips.

"Let's figure this out," I said, wiping my mouth. "Between the five of us, I bet we can come up with something."

We huddled close, beer breath thick between us.

"Gerald..." Jennifer said. "You said that imp's bound to whoever tricks her? So that means she's yours to do with. Like some sensual love-slave, or something nice like that?"

"Jennifer!" Lady Loveday cackled, then turned to me. "She be speaking the truth?" Her eyes gleamed at the notion.

I dared not look at Lord Edward, in case I saw in his eyes all that they got up to—chains, whips, roleplaying as Farmer Bren and his cow, or worse, Farmer Bren and his wife roleplaying as his cow.

"My will is for her to be free," I said. "I'm tricking her to escape her bounds. That should do well enough, right?" I turned to Graceful.

She shrugged and sipped her beer. "Ach, had I known the laws of my people, I would not have found myself in the mess I had."

"Fair enough."

"What 'bout them demons after her?" Lady Loveday asked. "Won't they be coming after you?"

"I'm not sure how likely that is. Would they be watching this place after all this time? They've got better things to do, I bet. And if they don't—" I shrugged. "I'll just kill them."

Lady Loveday and her daughter locked eyes, gasping in delight at my confidence and probably getting a bit horny off it.

"Anyhoo," Lord Edward said. "Bravado aside, I don't feel it prudent for you to release hellspawn incarnate upon my constituents—no offense intended to present company."

Graceful was humming to herself and enjoying her beer, barely listening to the conversation.

"You're right," I said. "But it's the right thing to do, isn't it? She doesn't deserve to be imprisoned, and she's your constituent too, by technicality. That makes you oathbound to help her."

He nodded gravely. "I'll agree to that. I'm just not sure I can relinquish my guards to aid you. It should be discreet, so that no one knows it has happened."

"Agreed, that's how I planned it. At the end of the work shift when everyone's gone home."

"Glad we can agree."

Jennifer yawned.

"Ahem, back to the real matter at hand," Lord Edward said. "How do we trick her?"

The four of us pondered, scouring the depths of our minds in that quiet corner of the pub. A glass broke at the other end; some guys cheered. We did not react.

Lady Loveday giggled to herself, stealing all our attention. "Hoho, there were a right funny little trick I used to play on my brother as a girl. He'd ask for sugar, and I'd pass him salt instead."

Her daughter groaned. "Obviously that isn't going to help get her out of the pub, Mother. We need to trick her outside of the house. The trick will be her freedom, setting the tone of the relationship between her and Gerald. Her freedom is the bloody trick, ain't it?"

I grinned at Lord Edward; he grinned right back. "That's my daughter," he said proudly.

"That's it!" I said. "That's how we do it. Simple as. Cheers." I held up my beer.

We four all clinked glasses, and I shook my head laughing at this strange party, my strange friends. Lord Edward and his family, my demon maid I cared for ever so. What a strange life I'd found, strange friends I wouldn't change for the world.

"Right," I said. "The thing is, just because we know the goal of the trick doesn't mean we've actually landed on howwe're doing it."

"I know a way!" Graceful raised her finger so fast it cut the air. She grinned devilishly.
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She wiped the sweat from her brow. Her little nose twitched as she lifted an armpit and sniffed.

"Ugh. Disgustin'."

It was extremely pungent.

Lulette sniffed again and shivered, her eyes rolling in a strange, sick enjoyment of it.

She needed a bath. Another smoke. A stiff drink.

The kitchen was still a mess. Piles of steel pots lay in the sink, waiting to be washed. The herbs on the windowsill had been ripped down to the stems, moonlight slipping past them to cast the kitchen in a cool glow.

It was silent, save for Young Craig, grunting as he wiped the sides with a dirty rag, mostly spreading the dirt around.

"Do not take too long," she said. "Your family is waiting for you."

Craig was a good boy—entirely useless and painfully slow, yet always appearing to work faster than everyone else. A rare talent.

With proper encouragement, he might one day be the lord of the village.

The pub was closed. The guests had all fled for the night. He should have been finished by now. But she was done with her work, so it was no concern of hers.

Lulette yawned, fished her pipe from her hat, and made her way to the garden.

Outside, a rat scurried along a pipe. The night air was cool, carrying a faint saltiness that made sitting on the bench all the more pleasant.

After loading her pipe, she lit it. Sparks skittered down the wood and into her lungs, bringing respite, purpose, hope. She exhaled and watched the silk of smoke rise into the sky.

For a brief moment, she was free. She could not understand how anyone lived without it. How they endured such emptiness.

"Kuh," she coughed, punching her chest with a tiny fist. "Ahem."

I should quit, she thought, taking another sip. And then what would she have? It was her one joy in this miserable little life. The only god she worshiped. The small wooden cock she pressed to her lips and suckled.

Without it, she would have nothing. Sweet fuck all.

She sagged against the cart, her tail flicking weakly against the wood. This was it. This was her life. A brief promise of hope, already gone. Nonsense from an arrogant man who promised much and delivered little.

Footsteps approached somewhere in the distance beyond the inn.

Was it Trevor, come again with his false politeness? He had not tried in some time. It had never worked.

Fool. He likely believed the gods favored him when her tight blue arse appeared, only to learn he was permitted to look and nothing more.

"I'll be off then," Young Craig said, poking his head in the door.

He looked tired. Good for him. He had a warm bed and a family waiting. And who did Lulette have? Only the little wooden pecker she raised to her lips.

She waved Young Craig away. Such things should not be witnessed by the young. Scandal was not a sin she'd wish to add to her list.

He was gone. The inn settled into silence, broken only by the slow, solitary puffs as she smacked her lips and savored the peppery smoke.

"Divine," she murmured. She teleported to her feet, mere inches from the bench. Lazy, perhaps, but no one dared accuse her of sloth. She had worked herself to the bone.

Just as she placed the pipe back in her hat, a cry rang out in the distance.

She teleported, a silky poof in her place as she stood upon the bench, though she was still not tall enough to see over the wall. Leaping high, she reached just so, the tips of her clawed fingers tickling the edge of the slates, bringing down a rain of dust that stung her eyes and dirtied her further.

"Help! 'elp me! I'm stuck, I am!"

A teleporting leap had Lulette pushing herself up by the forearms, grunting and heaving as she looked over the edge to find a quiet backway for carts and barrels. A stray dog scratched its hindquarters.

"Help!"

The dog looked up in shock, then scurried off, frightened by the noise.

But Lulette was not so easily fooled.

"A terrible try," she mused, climbing down.

"You must 'elp me!" the voice said, hiding behind some barrels, it seemed.

"Someone else will help you, mademoiselle," Lulette laughed. "I wish you well. I am retiring for the night."

She teleported back to the ground, dusted herself off, and made to leave the little garden.

"You won't even have a look?"

"I would, if I could," Lulette murmured to herself. "But I do not care. And so I will not."

She was even sure she could recognize the voice. It was Lord Edward's wife. No one would dare to kidnap that one, not least for her station but for how heavy the cart would sway, making for a terrible escape.

She piqued her ears to the pub.

It was quiet. Like a ship moored. For a moment, Lulette imagined herself aboard a great ship, swaying on the open sea. No teleporting. No escape. Her fate in the hands of the ocean and the skill of sailors who would learn very quickly to keep their distance.

"I could really be in danger, you know." The voice was quieter behind the wall, but no less annoying.

Lulette huffed. "I suppose I owe you a look. I have not seen much entertainment within these walls. If this is what you are offering, then so be it."

She teleported to the door. It whined open onto a dark hallway. She crossed it, kicked the next door open, and stopped at the threshold—the exit behind the pub.

She stepped onto the rough straw mat; it nearly cut into her bare feet. A nice respite, as she frowned at what lay before her.

Several barrels made up a barrier outside the door, a wall of them not dissimilar to her little garden.

"What in Lord De Leon's fangs is this?" She burst into laughter, doubling over. "You try to extend the bounds of my imprisonment? How foolish."

A rosy-cheeked, curly-haired woman poked out from behind one of the barrels. "Worth a shot, aye? I wanted to use salt, but they said it had to be things that belonged to the house."

"That is foolish, mademoiselle. If a barrel does not extend my confines, how is salt any different?"

"That's a great point, ain't it!" A little silence filled the air; an owl hooted somewhere, graceful enough to try and fill it. "You gonna at least try to step out?" Lady Loveday asked. "We couldn't trick you out to save me from being kidnapped; might as well have a go with plan B. Heh, plan barrel."

"I suppose I could⁠—"

Darkness swallowed her as a sack dropped over her head. The door behind her slammed. Her feet left the ground, yanked from beneath her as the mouth of the sack cinched tight.

Her heart thundered with terror as she clawed at the rough jute, her body turning end over end.

"What in⁠—"

The hands that held her were rough and powerful; that much she could tell from within.

"Plan G, fucker of mothers!" that succubus Graceful yelled.

"Fuck!" She was thrown. Air rushed past her. The world lurched, spun, and then she struck the edge of a cart wall. Something cracked. The pain was sharp as she crumpled over the cart.

"You've killed her!" Lady Loveday exclaimed.

Straw filled Lulette's mouth. Pain burned along her ribs. With one good arm, she tore the sack away and dragged herself upright, breath coming in short, furious gasps.

She touched the grass growing between the cobblestones and looked back at the pub. So near, and yet unreachable.

She was outside.

She staggered to her feet and teleported, smacking into an invisible barrier. She struck it and fell back onto her arse.

Only to find the imbecile Graceful grinning down at her, and a frighteningly handsome hero of a man grinning from the other side.

"Tricked you," Gerald grinned, holding out a hand.

"You smell of shit," Graceful said.

Lulette sat up, ignoring Gerald's hand. "It has been a long day, mademoiselle."
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The cart bumbled along the cobbled streets. It was a gorgeous night, the sky clear, and a galaxy of stars looked down on us.

The smell, however, was not so nice. Manure from the farmlands battled with the horrors lurking beneath Lulette's armpits. Frankly, I was rooting for the manure.

I was driving the cart, leaving both demons to sit in the back. This was chivalrous of me, of course, and it also meant I was farther away from that nasty little demon's stench.

I turned back to check all was well. Graceful was making exaggerated motions to wave away the stink.

"Stop this," Lulette said, scowling at Graceful.

"You can have a smoke," I suggested, thinking it might be an improvement.

"I'm thinking I may quit," Lulette said. "It was a brief respite from imprisonment. I no longer need it."

"You need a bath!" Graceful exclaimed.

"Yes, I am aware. I was about to bathe when you interrupted with your rescue."

I glanced back again; she was smiling.

"I am uncertain how to express my thanks," she said.

I laughed. "Just don't think too badly of humans. Here." I fished out the knapsack and handed it to her. "I got you this, a little parting gift. Maybe it'll help you think of Porthowl a bit more fondly."

She opened the bag and looked inside. Then she closed it. Her lower lip trembled. After a moment, she opened it again, inspecting the ingredients I'd collected.

She removed her hat and wiped the tears from her eyes with it.

Strangely, the pipe wasn't there. I guessed it was some kind of magic hat, one that only brought out your things when you needed them. Not that magic existed in this world—praise the gods for that. Monsters were bad enough.

"This is...more than I expected. Thank you, Gerald. Graceful, thank you too. And please pass on my thanks to the fat woman, and to anyone else who helped."

I got a little choked up at that. "No problem," I said, turning back to the road. "So where shall we drop you off then?" I asked.

"I do not know," she said, striking her pipe. "The ocean, perhaps. But to bind myself again...no. That would be foolish."

"The city!" Graceful said. "Draydon has everything."

"It is not a bad idea. I am unsure how I would reach it. My teleportation does not work well over long distances. I would quickly exhaust myself if I tried."

"I know a cart driver," I said. "Name's Bazza. He's a good guy. How about we visit him now, leave a note at his door saying we'll pay him handsomely to ferry you up there?"

"Pay him? But I have no money."

"I'll pay for it," I said. "Been making a fortune killing monsters recently. Not a big deal, honestly."

"It is a big deal," Lulette said.

That stuffed the silence for a moment, warm and heavy like a steak and kidney pie. I wasn't sure what to say.

"I will cook for you tonight," Lulette said. "As a thank you."

"After your bath!" Graceful said.

"Yes, after my bath."

I pulled the reins. "Off we go then."

We traveled down the road. The crickets were buzzing, and the roads were clearer than usual, so we didn't have to stop and chat with anyone passing the other way.

Rolling hills greeted us, and my home, Windystone, soon appeared in the distance—dark and shadowy, but still a welcome sight. Still far off. The horse's hooves clopped loudly, filling the silence in a way that felt almost comforting.

"I know this feeling," Graceful said. "To be trapped and then released. It was not the same for me. But I know it, ja?"

That cut through the silence like a cook's knife through onions, and I could hear Lulette sniffling.

"You are too kind," she hummed. "I would be grateful to cook for you. My talents were wasted on that Viridian muck."

"I liked your cooking," Graceful said. "Very good. Very tasty."

"It was a rape upon my soul!" Lulette stood up and cursed the sky with a fist, rocking the cart. Some birds fluttered out of a nearby tree.

"A little dramatic," Graceful said.

"Perhaps, but we'll see how you feel when you feast upon my Fricassée de Poulet!"

"And I will share my gifts with you!"

"Ooh la la. What are those?"

"I'll show you how well I draw a bath."

Lulette snorted. "Madam. I have drawn my own baths. I do not need you to."

More silence then.

"Though if you really wish, I won't forbid it."

"I draw a very good bath," Graceful said. "I am a maid, you know."

I bit my tongue, of course. And she was half right. Drawing a bath was one of the few things Graceful was genuinely good at—mostly because it was difficult to mess up, though she always tried.

But that wasn't why I liked her. I didn't care about any of that. I liked her cheerfulness, her unpredictability, the way you never quite knew what was coming next.

Now, she seemed almost reined in; I supposed she was trying to be kind to Lulette.

As for Lulette... I wasn't really sure what to think of her. She'd been imprisoned, so she could be a bit grumpy. That's the slack I'll be cutting her.

I'm sure I'd look a little more favorably toward her after she'd bathed and I'd hidden that damn pipe.

"Putain!" Lulette exclaimed. "It is the skeletal flying horse of my nightmares."

I snapped around, squinting into the darkness behind us. There was something flying in the distance; it could've just been a bird were it not for the glow around it, illuminating it like a firefly.

"Friends of yours?" I asked, reaching for Violet, but it was in the back of the cart.

"Not the word I would use, monsieur," Lulette replied, straightening to face them. She rolled her arm once. It seemed to have set already.

She picked up Violet and drew it. The blade was nearly as tall as she was. She leveled it toward the sky, steady and unflinching, ready to face what came.

I pulled the reins, bringing the horse to a stop, and climbed into the back. "Don't mean to ruin your moment," I said. "But that belongs to me. Graceful, why don't you lend her one of yours?"

Graceful leapt up and drew one of her daggers, passing it handle first to Lulette.

Lulette took it; I noted she could at least touch her with something in between them. Logistics of imp law pushed aside, she passed me my blade in much the same fashion. "Use it well to defend me, Gerald," she said.

The skeletal winged horse galloped fast through the air toward us. I saw now its eyes glowed like torch lights, and behind it was a carriage not so dissimilar from ours. One brutish muscled cambion leaned forward in excitement, holding the reins.

Behind it, two smaller red cambions with wings. Scamp imps loyal to their master.

A crash of thunder erupted, illuminating them in awesome terror.

I adjusted my grip on Violet; my hands were already sweating. "Not exactly what I had in mind for retirement," I said. "Graceful, you alright killing your kind?"

"Herr Gerald, I believe I owe you an apology. If there were ever demons that deserved slaying, it is these." She twirled her blade. "Tell me, have you ever faced a call to arms like this?"

The descending demons seemed like they'd come from the heavens. A sick joke; never had something so clearly been from the hells. Or was she talking about my companions being the call? A red-skinned succubus barely of her sane mind and a pretentious blue imp cook?

"No," I said. "On both counts."

Another blast of thunder, and rain started falling. Our poor horse was terrified. I grimaced and quickly undid his reins, smacked his arse, and let him run off to safety, then returned to the battle just in time to find them a mere hundred yards away.

Darran would be jealous of this, I thought. The kind of glory the Hunter's Guild was all about. Too bad demons were my territory.

I ran forward, kicked up the ledge of the cart in a grand leap, and swung Violet up. She smashed across the horse and shattered its bones into a thousand pieces.

That left me falling toward the hard cobbles; fortunately, the cart descended so harshly I grabbed the edge of it and pulled myself up, leaping even higher as I clashed blades with the cambion.

The cart leveled out before it hit the ground, smashing into ours and sending further pieces flying much like I had done to the horse.

"You have our property!" he snarled in perfect Viridian. The black of his obsidian axe ground against Violet.

"You have... a pretty good axe!" I yelled back to the demon, blinking at the spit.

In my periphery, Graceful was having a hell of a time fighting two scamp imps at once, cackling all the way, having fun with it. Lulette was nowhere to be seen.

"I am no man's!" Lulette cried, teleporting behind him and stabbing the dagger into his flesh. His skin was so tough the blade barely punctured it.

"Get off!" he yelled, reaching for her. She disappeared out of his reach. Though he was so excited to nearly have her, he'd exposed his back to me.

She must have been important to him to do something so stupid like that. I gripped the steel-hard muscles of his shoulders and pushed Violet into flesh. She had little difficulty, piercing right through him to the heart and beyond. I gripped both hands and cut away; the blade freed before I could sever her out fully, still a hot shower of blood fountained away from him.

He fell to his knees just as the cart crashed to the ground and sent us all flying, including the two scamp imp corpses. We all flew through the air, and for a moment, I had a little more understanding toward Lulette for how she flew when we threw her; at least I could break my own fall. I tossed Violet aside the moment I had a chance, willing to take my chances against the cobbles more confidently without landing on Violet's sharp edge.

Smash.

I crashed into the ground, rolling just in time to save myself. I cut and scraped and bruised as I rolled until finally settling with my cheek mashed into stone.

Violet rattled and scraped over the cobbles somewhere in the distance.

The cambion was trying to push itself up, but his wounds were too deep for him to get far enough to reach for the blade.

I got up, limping, aching agony from every part of me as I picked up Violet and found Lulette pointing a dagger toward the cambion's neck.

The creature was holding his wound, keeping his organs in, unable to do much else but that.

Graceful was sitting with her legs out against the bush, huffing to herself. She'd done pretty damn well and deserved a rest, I thought.

Holding the blade, I offered Violet's hilt to Lulette. "Don't think that dagger's gonna do much."

Lulette batted the mithral blade aside. "Non," she said. "I do not want it to do very much. Chopping an onion with a poor blade takes far too long, you understand? You cut, and cut, and cut, and still the work is never finished."

She took a step forward, raising her bent and battered dagger. She was grinning devilishly.

I liked her a little more.
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Home. Finally.

We stood at the top of the small hill, battered and bruised, but alive. I smiled at the overgrown grass of the garden, the patio with its upturned rowing boat, and the wheat fields stretching out beyond. But none of that was what made my heart ache.

It was the cottage itself. Windystone. Tall, crooked, and far too large for just Graceful and me.

At least one more room would be filled tonight.

After putting the horse away—shaken but no worse for wear—we trundled down the stone path set into the grass, our trio an even stranger group than my drinking companions had been earlier.

"How's your arm?" I asked Lulette.

She turned it with a clean rotation, as if it had never been injured at all. Either imps healed fast, or it had never been all that broken.

But her rotating arm led to a waft.

"Bath," Graceful said, covering her nose. "Stinky Vilennais."

"That is an affront! An offense, a stereotype, but one as true as any of us after a long day at work!"

"She's got a point," I said. "Don't we have to take a pair of clothes to every job we do so we're not stinking up the place when they invite us in for supper?"

"Fair," Graceful said, still covering her nose and sounding nasally. "I'll still draw you a bath, frau."

"And I shall lie upon it, oui, while you make quite sure your kitchen is prepared for me." She gave a wicked little smile and fished her oversized pipe from her hat, already looking ready to blow it like a horn and announce our position to every enemy within earshot.

Lulette walked to the patio and sat on one of the chairs, peppering some tobacco leaves into her pipe and preparing to light it with some unforeseen flame.

"You really want to cook?" I asked. "After... all that cooking you did today?"

I stepped forward to meet her, keeping my distance to avoid the smoke. I'd just as soon prefer the stench of battle and death. Not by much, mind you.

A bat flew from the trees, and an owl hooted; the sky was painted with sparkling stars.

"I am a cook," Lulette said. "It is what I am, as a blade is to kill. A blade that has been used upon the wrong folk is not set aside once you find the right ones. Enfin, I am tired; my poems did not sing as they should. I think you understand—there must be something you hold just as true in your heart."

"Killing," Graceful hummed. "He's a killer, through and through. Gets him randy and ready to rut. Hmmhmm."

Lulette chuckled, taking a sip of her pipe like it were a goddess's nipple. "You are supposed to be drawing my bath."

"And you are meant to say thank you," she said. "We saved your pretty little blue backside today, and there is not even a trace of gratitude, only a trace of something else." She pinched her nose and waved the offending smell away again. "Pfui."

Lulette leaned forward, cutting a striking figure. Petite, yet unmistakably womanly in her curves—the way her back curved into a near-C, pushing out her small cups and thighs thicker than a small thing should have.

"It is not little," she said, taking a longer sip, then fussing with the wooden tip, adjusting it once, twice—thrice—though it plainly did not need it. "The truth? I do not know how to thank you. It is too grand; simple words would not suffice. A hug would be most appropriate, oui, but I cannot do that."

She sighed and looked out over the garden, her gaze lingering as if she were counting each blade of grass. Lamenting the inconveniences of her impness, perhaps.

"I am the greatest cook this land has ever known," she went on. "Alors—I shall cook for you. What do you say to that?"

"Arrogant!" Graceful yelled.

"Acceptable," I laughed, taking Graceful's hand. "Come on, go draw her a bath. She's been through a lot. We don't need to scold her. Not like we're the greatest hosts either. We can't even feed her."

"And what about us?" Graceful asked, twitching her nose. "We are covered in blood and battle."

"It's the outside bucket for us, as per usual."
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Barely dry and dressed in a cool linen shirt and trousers—while Graceful wore her finest maid's dress—we waited patiently in the kitchen, staring at the mountain of ingredients piled across the table.

"I could just—" she began.

"No," I said.

"Get it started a little?" She stared wistfully at the knife.

I put my arm around her. "What part of the conversations we had led you to believe she'd want that?"

Graceful pouted, then leaned on me. I kissed her temple, running my hand down the small of her back.

She shivered delightfully. "Herr Gerald, you're getting me all excited."

"We've company," I said.

"She would understand." Her clawed hand trailed down my stomach, finding a rising heat to meet it. I adjusted in my seat. These soft linen trousers did absolutely nothing to hide the true shape of it.

"Did you like hearing when Pertuna got her jollies on?"

Graceful giggled. "It was most amusing sometimes."

"You know what I mean."

"Passt. At least let me pour the wine."

"That, I think, would be fine."

I watched her clumsily remove the cork. It popped and smacked the ceiling, which earned a yell from above.

"Almost done! Putain."

I laughed to myself, thinking how alike they were as different, yet I couldn't really see them bonding. Maybe it was the difference in their species pushing them apart from one another.

Well, it was early days yet, and we had the evening before Lulette would be gone, and we had wine.

But...

She couldn't go, could she? She'd be found. I doubted they'd ever be able to catch her, but it would be annoying at the most.

I rose, looking out to the back garden, covered in bushes the bees loved; we never spent much time there, though I thought it would be wonderful for lunch.

Graceful passed me the glass of red wine, and I sipped, wincing at the very first taste like you often do, then it was magnificent.

Surely we could've waited for Lulette to join us, but fuck it, we'd had a long day, and the tiredness was beginning to set in.

Graceful looked animated as ever, desperate to backflip and cartwheel and chop the hell out of some onions in a lack of skill even I would be appalled by.

I downed the wine as fast as I could, gulp, gulp, gulp, and felt the tiredness not float away as much as ride alongside the silliness.

Nothing else got me on the same level as Graceful as drinking red wine. And with her being actually red, I'm sure there was some sort of little poeticism there.

I cared not to find it. I just wanted to get pissed and eat and fuck her, in absolutely any order.

A foot stomped on the ceiling, and some water splashed, definitely onto the floorboards.

She was coming.

The blue cockblock.

An assault to two of my senses and a joy to two others.
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Lulette stood in the doorframe, peering around suspiciously. She was wearing one of my rough-hewn shirts and little else. If I had a coin for every time a demon appeared in that exact doorframe wearing one of my shirts, I'd have two. There wasn't much funny about that—but it felt worth noting.

"You drank without me," she said. "Tell me, where is this wine from? You know Vilenn has the best?"

"Every far-off land thinks they have the best wine," I replied. "The further away, the better it is, until you get there and—" I resisted a hiccup—"they're all drinking from other far-off lands."

"I assure you, mon ami, no land in any realm, this one or below, is drinking wine from the Sovereign Isles unless it comes from Solencia."

"Fair point." I sipped my wine and mused on my previous thoughts. She had been chased here right away, yet no demons were appearing at our door. The answer seemed obvious. Homes. Always homes with demons.

I studied the blue demon as she pottered around on tiny clawed feet to inspect the ingredients. Picking up a potato and rolling it around, sniffing the chicken—as if I would bring her rotten chicken, how insulting.

Did she know about her new predicament? Had she realized?

Graceful was sitting on the kitchen counter, kicking her feet and holding the bottle with both hands like a baby, taking great gulps. Maybe she knew, and that was why she drank so heavily. More likely, she was just being Graceful.

I sipped the dregs of my wine, too tipsy to ask for another. Some food would sober me up again, and I'd be so tired I'd sleep wonderfully, ready to deal with whatever problems we had tomorrow. Tonight, we ate.

"How long will the food take?" I asked.

"Up to an hour," Lulette replied, crouching to find the dial to spark the glowbug awake. It grumbled, opening one eye from the first spark, to which Lulette bashed her fist against it, shocking it awake as it burst into flames.

We had a long night ahead of us then. I rose. "I'll get more wine from the cellar," I said.
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"A demon hunter," I mused some time later.

We were all quite drunk, Lulette included, though that did little to hinder her cooking prowess. She worked like an artist, spoon to lips, pinch of salt, a distracted hum as she nudged the pan and let the sauce thicken.

"A demon hunter," I mused again because no one had responded. "Me, living with two demons. I'd never have imagined it. What would my father say if he saw me now?"

I should write to him. I felt a guilty surge. Sons should write to their fathers. Well, he hadn't written to me either, probably too busy leading a guild.

I looked up and found everyone staring down at their feet, caught in their own contemplations.

Did Graceful have a relationship with her parents? Talking to her, you'd assume she appeared fully formed and ready to fuck. I couldn't imagine a teenage Graceful, nor her old. I didn't think demons aged like we do; I'd never met any who didn't seem to be about twenty.

Lulette sniffled. "Damn onions," she muttered, hiding her face from us as she got lost in the pots and pans. The oil fizzled, and the windows began to steam, obscuring the rolling hills of farmland beyond. It was too dark to see anyway, and the view inside the kitchen was much nicer.

I caught myself staring like a lech. Wine could do that to you, and I could blame it on the wine. I cleared my throat and returned to the table, not that there was much to look at.

"Frau, how long until the food will be ready?" Graceful asked.

"Twenty minutes," Lulette replied through a sniffle. "Though it may as well be a lifetime..." She stared contemplatively at the steamy window. She couldn't even get a view beyond, hinting further at our imprisonment. "At least this fire is warmer than the frying pan."

It was beginning to smell wonderful, but the atmosphere was heavy. The candles that lit the room were doing a poor job; we were cast in ominous and unwelcoming shadows, threatening to snuff out at the slightest movement yet never really doing it, as if they were fighting against it.

"We're not so bad," I said. "We'll figure it out, you know, then you can get back to⁠—"

"My father," she said, turning with an unnatural smile. "He is waiting for me back at Vilenn, bien sûr." She looked out to the garden, abandoning the cooking for a moment—then, when it fizzled, returned to it with passion. "We lose our powers, did you know? Us imps. When we give birth."

"How'd he manage that?" Graceful asked.

Lulette laughed, breaking some of the tension.

It was a fair question.

"He didn't. My mother did, but it happens to them both. The ties that bind are ever tight—les liens qui nous lient."

"I'm pretty tight too! Just ask Gerald."

"You are an imbecile and a buffoon, mademoiselle." Lulette focused on her cooking, seeming to want to avoid us now. "And kind and funny to boot. I am a bitch, and you will get sick of me quite quickly, I am sure."

"And you stink too, not just of smoke. Herr Gerald, would you ban her pipe before I shove it up her arse?"

"Why are you so obsessed with putting things up arses?" I scowled.

"Because you will not allow it!" Then she turned to Lulette. "If the master will not, then perhaps the cook will find her own buttock willing?"

"I'll ignore that. Not that you could ever pin me down to do it, mon cher."

"Oh ja, that's right. Baldurdash. Well, now I am depressed. Herr Gerald!" She held out her bottle. "More wine, bitte!"

"Were you close to your father?" I asked Lulette. "I share a profession with mine and respect, though as men, that's about the extent of what we share." I found myself rambling into my wine glass. "Men could do much worse, though. I can't be sad about it. Still, I wonder what it would be like to be close to a mother sometimes. That separation of gender can bring closeness, can't it?"

"Oui, it can." Lulette cleared her throat. "My father was all I had too, and we were close—so very close, as you can imagine—the only two people in the world to hold onto each other tight when you can touch no one else."

I shot a quick glance at Graceful. I knew exactly where her mind was going, and if she dared say it, I could not be responsible for the knife Lulette would stab her with.

Thankfully, her lips were sealed as she drank from the bottle she realized she held in her hand when she'd asked me for more wine.

"Must be nice," Graceful said. "To have someone like that. I was a street rat, an urchin. A joke for the gods. So ist es."

"You're mine," I said, rising and stumbling toward her. "You have me, and you are not a rat but my little kitten who will never need to beg for a scrap in her life, for I will give you all I can. Though you are very funny, I give you that."

I stepped between her open legs as she still stood on the counter, and we kissed, her warmth engulfing me.

"So you're my daddy now?" Graceful asked.

I groaned. "Don't ruin it."

Lulette laughed, stealing our attention. She covered her mouth and burst into the most adorable laughter as she pointed the knife, waving it. "You two..." she cackled. "You two are amusing." She sighed, returning to her cooking. "A beautiful creation."
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"Is that it?" Graceful said when the food was placed onto the table. She snarled at it like it had personally offended her.

"Graceful!" I whacked her arm gently. "That is very, very rude."

And very true, I thought.

"Ha, you foolish succo," Lulette said. "My food is art for the stomach, not for the eyes. At first glance, you were deceived, of course."

"So it's a trick..." I laughed. "Does fit the theme, I suppose." Still, I was drunk, and the more I looked at it, the more enticing it became.

The chicken, soft and plump, was cut into serving pieces, sitting in a thick, glossy sauce of warm, faintly golden cream. The mushrooms and potatoes had soaked up the sauce, and I could just picture myself biting into them and tasting all that...sauce.

"But wait, there's more." Lulette scattered some bright green parsley over the top, a final step.

"Amazing," Graceful groaned, yawning to herself. "I'm sleepy."

Lulette began serving us, plating up healthy portions, and when that smell hit me full in the face, sleep was the last thing on my mind.

"Three senses now," I said quietly.

"Hmm?"

"Nothing." I grabbed the fork and dug in, taking one small test bite. It was nothing, for a moment, just chicken and cream and⁠—

My eyes shot open, my back straightened. My pupils must've turned as fat as saucers because I felt color and light return to this world, not knowing it had never been there before. It was like a mother's hug. The warm embrace of a woman with big fat tits.

A warm, gentle, silky taste on my tongue all at once. Not rustic and aggressive roasted and fried flavors, no, this was slow and sensual and comforting and lovely.

And it was worth the wait. I'm sure it took even less time than a good Viridian roast dinner would have.

I liked that, but I liked this just as much. That was pure sustenance fit to feed you and satisfy you, but this was, dare I say it? I must say it.

"This is art," I said.

Lulette chuckled, checking her nails in victory. "Yes, I did the best I could with what little time and poor ingredients I had, but I agree—it is rather good, of course."

"Great job!" Graceful slammed her on the shoulder.

But Lulette disappeared, landing high on the cupboards, her fork smacking harmlessly on the table.

"Please don't do that, mademoiselle," she said, teleporting back down and taking her seat. "I'm not in control of it." She sighed and plated up some food for herself. "It's been a long day, hasn't it?"

"We killed a bunch of wargs this morning," I said. "So yeah, you could say that."

"Then you must be rather horny if what Graceful said is to be believed. Tell me which is the furthest room from yours, so that you might rut in peace."

I snarled a little at that. Did she have to be so crass about it? I guess she put all her romance into her cooking.

"Finished!" Graceful said, licking the plate with her ever-so-slightly longer tongue. It was unnerving and not all that sexy, which of course made it extremely sexy to my eyes. "I'll go sort your room out," she said.

She leaped out of the room, leaving me alone with Lulette.

The silence wasn't awkward; it was present, like a guest in Graceful's absence.

Fortunately, I had plenty of food to eat and was never much one to be at a loss for things to say. "I get it now," I said. "It's not all the same, I mean. Slaving away in that kitchen with all those assistants, and then cooking for us here, a simple small meal, it's..."

"Intimate," Lulette said. "I know you all more clearly now, after just one meal. Boundaries have been broken, walls crumbled, and dare I say, friendships formed."

"Yeah, exactly like that." I funneled more food into my mouth, more ungracefully than her cooking deserved, but I couldn't help myself. "Anything for pudding?" I asked.

"Oui," Lulette replied, leaning in so close that I could feel her gentle breath against my ear, the slight peppery tinge of tobacco mingling with the strength of red wine and the warmth of creamy garlic goodness. She breathed in, and it felt like she was pulling me closer.

I held my breath to stop it, but it was too late; I was trapped, ensnared by the breath of the word she would say next.

"Her."

It trailed down my body, sweet and silky, more intoxicating than a thousand bottles of wine.
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I was a clumsy man possessed, stumbling out of the kitchen into the living room, smashing into every doorframe and nearly falling over the couch.

Dinner had done little to alleviate my drunkenness. If anything, I was more intoxicated, spurred on by the imp's words.

That was no demonic power; no, that was all womanly wiles. The feel of her breath on my ear lingered still, as if she had even touched me herself.

I took a moment to collect myself, looking around the room.

It was quiet as a mouse, the sofa with its blanket where we sometimes rested and read books, and the fireplace we'd be feeding later on in the year.

"Unf," Graceful complained, trying to fix the bedsheets. She was nearby.

A hunger grew within me. I swear I could've growled if it hadn't come out as a belch.

"Graceful," I murmured, seeking her out in the secondary master bedroom, made when Patuna had gotten too old to climb the steps.

I found her sprawled over the bed, trying to fit the sheets while on top of them.

"You really are a terrible maid," I said, glaring at her angrily. Her maid's skirt had ridden up her dress, and the tail did the rest of the work, lifting it to reveal a sweet round behind.

I blinked, eyes watering. I wiped them, and she turned to her side.

"Couldn't wait a second longer, ja?" She pushed her arms out to present her bosom.

I was already climbing on the bed. My cock throbbed hard and feral within.

"This isn't the furthest room away," I said, climbing over her, pushing her legs apart and revealing that bare red slit. Gods. Demons. Their colors. How could anyone resist?

But inside, they were all pink.

"Yes, it is!" she said.

"It's directly below it. She'll hear everything."

"Um, Herr Gerald. We're right next to the kitchen; I can even—" she sat up and waved. "Hi, Lulette!"

"Bonjour, Graceful!" Lulette responded.

I turned and saw that grinning little imp with her pipe out.

"No smoking in the house," I growled, rising to slam the door shut.

I returned to my quarry. Graceful's legs were out, and she was holding them back, swaying back and forth, humming to herself while staring at the ceiling. The corner of the bedsheet had come off and was caught at her shoulder.

Between Graceful's legs glistened a perfect, narrow slit. I wanted to bend and pray at the altar of it, to lick and sup. My heart raced, and my vision swayed.

"Am I yours?" Graceful asked, staring at the ceiling absentmindedly, a stark contrast to her whole pussy being exposed.

"Yes," I said, unbuttoning my shirt.

"Am I beautiful?" she asked.

"Yes," I said, giving up at the last button and ripping it off.

Something creaked behind me, a floorboard, I thought.

"Do I annoy you?" she asked, sitting up now, letting her legs close slightly.

"Fuck yes," I said, grinning as I pulled down my trousers and climbed up to her.

I kissed her, my hand holding her like an exquisite artifact. It was. I kissed up that deep red flesh.

Gods. She was red. How could any man be satisfied with a human woman when red women existed?

Red women with horns, a pussy so intoxicating it was going to drain me eventually, suck out my soul and leave me hollow and begging for more.

That just made it better, every time.

I kissed further down, and suddenly her legs locked around me, smashing my mouth into her groin. It hurt my teeth; it must have really hurt her.

"Oh mein herr," she moaned, wrapping her legs around me, hooking my head in. The invigorating scent of her aromas swam into my body. Her cunt smelled of sweet hot wine, and I was drunk on it.

It was all worth it for this moment. The chaos. The unpredictability. The quiet retirement thrown away for her loudness every morning. Just to have one more taste.

But a taste just wouldn't suffice. I rose and unzipped, pulling myself down. I was red hot hard, throbbing and veined with a pain that could only be healed within. She had this power over it, making me harder so much it ached.

"Mein." Her fingers slipped around me, slow and curling, one finger behind my balls, the rest squeezing my length, then she pulled me forward, and my whole body went with it. "Mein..." She whispered into my ear. "Hehehe. Do you see me now?"

I got lost in her eyes. Amber and on fire, glowing bright, almost luminescent.

"Do you feel powerful?" I joked. "You think you have control over me? I could stop you now if I wanted to."

"Then stop," she dared me. "Never fuck me again. I will waste away without your cock. That's what you would wish of me?"

"You wouldn't waste away." I laughed and sat beside her, put my arm out, and she brushed her nose against my flesh, taking a big sniff of me like the pervert she was.

"The books aren't enough for me anymore. I need to feel it."

She grabbed my hand and pressed it to her breast, making any words she would say next float right over my head.

"Thank you," she said.

I heard that.

Her eyes were glimmering now; was she close to tears? "Thank you, mein herr. For giving me life. Giving me grace. I will be yours until the day you die, and when you do, I will slice my neck to be there right with you."

I blinked at that. Was that the sweetest or most horrific thing I'd ever heard? I honestly couldn't decide.

Breaking my thoughts, a thin creak of floorboards sounded somewhere behind me. No doubt Lulette was heading upstairs to get into our bedroom or sleep on the couch. She was probably too exhausted for it to matter where she slept.

We were terrible hosts; that was for sure.

Graceful licked her lips across her canines, pushing me on my back.

"Oh look, you've gone soft again. Am I really so ugly?"

I laughed. "Far from it."

"How about now?" She reached up and slipped off the straps of her dress, her bountiful bosom drooping free. I mumbled something as she just laughed.

"Am I not a beautiful specimen?"

Suddenly, her flesh was blue; she was a petite imp in her cook's outfit fallen at her hips, with perky little breasts and deep blue nipples and a glimmer in her violet eyes. She was someone else entirely.

"What?" I asked, as if I hadn't heard her, as if I hadn't been seeing this sudden transformation. It's all in your head, I told myself.

"Heheh," Graceful giggled, returning to her form once again.

She pushed her ashen hair behind her ears and kneeled down, sliding a slightly long tongue across the base of me, giving little licks and tickles.

I groaned, the moment forgotten, gripping the bedsheets as her tongue licked up my cock, finding that sweet spot behind my cockhead. She wrapped her fingers around it, creating the most picturesque sight I'd ever seen. It should've been a painting, were I to let any other man see this without losing his head right after.

She pushed her lips out and kissed it with her ebony lips. "Mwah."

Then dove her mouth over and gobbled.

"Guh guh guh guh guh."

I sat forward, shocked and almost frightened by what she'd just done. My heart thundered as she gagged to my base.

"Guh guh guh guh."

She released, and my poor cock was slick, glistening and sticky from her spit.

"Fuck," I groaned. The last thing I saw was a thin strip of light breaking in from the door as my head slammed into the pillows.

"Glup gulp gulp gulp. Gah."

She went demonic. Fierce, monstrous growls broke out of her like she was a rabid beast feeding. My legs trembled. I felt like I was being fed on by a vampire, utterly powerless but to let her, yet she fed not on blood but on my own damn pleasure.

The door creaked; I brought just enough strength to see that blue demon looking in, shock across her face as she trembled to put the pipe to her lips.

"Get..." I began, unable to find the strength.

Lulette's eyes traveled to Graceful's behind, pushed right up facing her.

I reached for Graceful's head, to touch it, to hold onto anything, but she slapped it away and dove away from my cock.

I cried out, my cock desperate for the touch again.

She gripped it and squeezed, staring right through me. A thousand horrors of the depths and cosmic looked at me then. All the power of her race focused on that single moment, her voice deep and reverberating through me, the bed, and Orth itself, more powerful than she had ever been before.

"Give me your cum."

Graceful gorged on my cock; cum rose through me at her command, from deep within up through the base, while she fully engulfed me. Her tongue pushed out and coaxed it through my length, draining it through me and inside her.

She took my life force; I was terrified and in pure ecstasy, my eyes pulsed with pleasure. In my vision, blinding blasts of whiteness filled my gaze.

I collapsed. Everything turned as black as death.
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Jolly birds sang as sunlight spilled into an unfamiliar bedroom. I sat up with an awful headache and discovered the bedsheets weren't even fitted, crawling around us and driving me mad.

The door was wide open; I could see the kitchen and I could smell it. Bacon, crispy and sizzling. Eggs too, perhaps.

Lulette was pottering around, cooking. Wearing my shirt, images flashed back in my mind of last night, picturing her atop me where Graceful had sat. I had been inside her, hypnotized by the swell of her perky bosom.

"Morning!" Graceful chimed, leaping over me, her cheerful face taking up my vision and scaring me.

"Good morning!" I quickly said, kissing her and hugging her close. She nuzzled into my neck, and I saw Lulette again, shook it off, and turned to hug her, finding my trousers off and my cock rubbing against her soft flesh.

It was just in your head, I told myself, kissing Graceful's neck and finding my mind back in last night. Graceful said the same words as her, and it brought your mind elsewhere. It happens to everyone. You don't even fancy her. She's got a snotty attitude and she stinks for God's sake.

"Graceful," I whispered.

"Yes, mein love?"

"Do... succubus powers make you hallucinate during sex? See something else?"

"Hmmm..." She touched her claw to her lip. "Not that I can think of. You should just be worshipping me. The more I drain you, the more I become herrin and you become the maid, hehe."

"You don't mean that literally, do you?"

"Nein. I think you know what I mean, Herr Gerald."

I shuddered. Memories of drained skeletal men begging for just one more shag flashed in my mind. It was just as well she had taken me in her mouth. I had reason to believe the drainage was much lesser then, perhaps even not at all.

"If we avoid it for a length of time, I should recover enough for it not to matter."

She looked at me worshipfully, her eyes glimmering. The frightening demon from the night before was long gone. This was just Graceful. Lovely, crazy Graceful. "Mmhmm. Once a month, perhaps? Can you wait that long?"

"Can I wait long enough to save my life? I suppose I can," I laughed, though there was an awkwardness to it. Really, I couldn't lay with my love but once a month?

I shook my head. Some men went years. And look how crazy they went.

"I can get pretty creative with my hand and mouth, Herr Gerald," Graceful mused. "And you could always puncture my bottom."

I shuddered, then raised my eyebrows. I supposed I could, as long as she never said it like that ever again.

I sighed and sat up, looking at her sprawled out, her maid's dress lifted to reveal her buttocks and down to show her tits. She looked like a work of art. I gently tapped her behind. "Suppose it was always gonna come to this. Different as you are, different as I am, you are still a succubus, and I am still a human."

She sat up and hugged me; her horn grazed my cheek and stung. "Ow." I touched it, finding brilliant red.

"Mine!" Graceful grabbed my finger and suckled on it.

"Really, even that?"

She just shrugged, continuing to suck.

I rose, pulled myself together, and stood in the doorway of the kitchen. The sun beamed into the room from both windows on either corner wall.

"Coffee, monsieur?" Lulette asked, peering over her shoulder. She was plating away: sizzling bacon, crispy-edged fried eggs, tiny potato cubes, and some kind of pastry folded in on itself.

"What is that?" I asked.

"A croissant," she replied. "Popular in my kingdom. I made it myself, you know. Here, I'll show you when we eat."

I nodded, tapping the doorframe. I was at the cross-section between the living room, kitchen, and the bedroom where I'd slept, where the sofa was bunched in blankets where Lulette had slept.

"Sorry we took your room," I said, frowning at the memories. She had whispered in my ear, told me in no uncertain terms to go and fuck Graceful there and then. What was that all about? There was nothing 'trick' like about that.

Lulette nonchalantly finished plating up the food. I studied her; she was unthreatening for a demon, but she was a demon. Graceful was sweet, but that didn't mean Lulette wasn't pure evil as well as someone who needed saving.

Or just a damn troublemaker, of course. That's it. I didn't appreciate it in all honesty, being toyed with like that.

"Don't do that again," I said simply.

"Do what, monsieur?" She looked up, surprised. I almost would have believed it.

I let a pointed look be the footnote to my words. Then I smiled, becoming a different person. "So I was quite drunk last night, and I expect you two were a little as well. As much as we just accepted this situation, I think we need to talk about it a little bit. We got chased by cambions. Flying on skeletal horses. Yet you seem to be safe here, much like you were safe at the Salty Cock."

Lulette picked up her coffee and sipped, peering behind me, perhaps wondering if Graceful was coming to join us.

"Is that a question?" Lulette asked. "I must leave. Risky as it may be. I must return home to my father, évidemment." She would not meet my gaze. "I owe you a debt. However, I cooked for you, so a thank you would be nice."

She was deflecting there; I knew it as purely as I knew myself. And when she reached for her pipe, I saw it just as I saw my defensive sips of beer at the pub.

"Outside!" I said. "I let you off last night. But from now on you smoke in the garden. And we're about to eat anyway; can't you wait until after before you start stinking of smoke?"

"I cooked it! I can do as I like!"

"That's a fair point," I said. "Except that it's my food you're cooking."

"I have not been making enough coin to buy my own."

Graceful grumbled and stepped into the kitchen, rubbing her eyes. Only one of her dress shoulders was up; the other tit hung ungracefully out.

"What's all the commotion?" She pulled the other shoulder strap up, and it barely covered her, a crescent of maroon poking out. She sat down and began eating while Lulette and I stood there at odds, just looking foolish.

"Cheers," I said, taking my seat beside Graceful.

Lulette nodded, put the pipe down, and joined us. "Here, this is how you eat it." She grasped the knife and split her croissant open. "Then butter, jam, anything you like really will be appropriate." The golden butter she spread softened wet and tantalizing, then she grabbed some bacon with the tips of her claws and placed it inside, squeezing it shut so bacon grease and butter slipped out the edges.

"That looks delicious!" Graceful exclaimed. "You are a boon to our house!" She slapped her shoulder.

Before the slap connected, Lulette poofed and appeared sideways above the cupboard, limbs sprayed out uncomfortably. "Don't do that, you foolish Dammerholan!"

Graceful just laughed, eating happily. I patted her shoulder and gave Lulette an apologetic look.

She teleported back to the table, scooching her chair closer to the window. "No touching, s'il te plaît." Then took a bite out of her croissant, closing her eyes in bliss.

We ate silently for a while; the sound of coffee sipping and birds singing made for a nice morning. "I might spend some time walking the confines," Lulette said. "To leave you two to yourselves for a while. I have not felt the grass upon my feet in quite some time, and it would be nice to spend some time outside."

"That's appreciated," I said. "Though you've as much right to laze around the house as us, so don't stay out there too long. I can go and get you some things too, if you need? Books? Do you like to do anything other than cook?"

"Well, I⁠—"

"Nahuh," Graceful said. "No can do, my little blue comrade."

"No can... You cannot tell me what I may do with my time. I am no longer a slave!"

"Mmhmm! You're not a slave nor a pet, but if you were I would wash those pits and shave no doubt what lies between your legs, and I would throw away that pipe and bathe you again and again," Graceful held her hands together and rocked. "But if your aim is to give us time together, then your aim is false! For I..." Graceful rose, pressed a fist to her chest. "Ahem, I have plans!"

She sat down giddy, looking at me for approval.

"You have plans?" I repeated, frowning.

"Yes, with Lady Loveday and Jennifer. They have invited me for a ladies' day out. Heheh."

"No," I said simply.

"No?"

"We've just been chased by demons. It's not safe for you to go out now."

"So I am imprisoned?" Graceful touched her chest. "You are imprisoning me once more? They want her, not me! I am free to do as I wish!"

"It's not safe..." I said, gritting my teeth.

"Life is not safe, Herr Gerald. I am finally going to make friends and you wish to shut me in?"

I blinked in shock.Gods damn it. Then I turned to Lulette. "I guess it's just me and you then."

Lulette had appeared conflicted and confused until that moment. When I looked at her, she snapped her gaze right back at me, and her mouth opened in shock.

"It's just me and you," she repeated my words.

"Don't do anything I wouldn't do!" Graceful cackled.
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What a beautiful home, Graceful thought to herself. All those houses, rooms, and floors, and still they have turned out this way.

She wondered if Lady Lovejoy and Jennifer had hired men to carry them up and down the stairs. A great many men they'd have to hire. Then she shook it off. A silly thought; no excuse could be found, for Lord Edward himself was fit as a fiddle.

In the garden, there were all these little angel fountains, pissing and spitting water in a lovely way. The hedges were trimmed, which reminded her of her other problem.

These ladies were one thing, but Lulette, my gods. Graceful really had her work cut out for her, especially with that bush between Lulette's legs she had caught sight of in the midst of battle.

Still, one thing at a time, as Gerald would say. She approached the house, quickly inspecting her clothes: a loose-fitting pair of linen shorts, quite boyish really, and a slender linen shirt. Gerald would have worn these on his relaxing days, and Graceful found them suitable for her purpose today.

For one thing, Gerald wouldn't like it if she pranced around in that slutty little maid's outfit without him. Quite a funny feeling, really; she loved to dress up to make his eyes pop, but when he wasn't with her, she felt a new emotion she had never experienced before in her long damn life. Shame. As if showing herself amidst others would be betraying him.

"Ha!" she said aloud, trudging down the hill and sparing a thought to how much of her life now was spent walking up and down steep hills. "You are surely the strangest succubus. To not want to tempt others! Well, Gerald did always say that I gained my energy from the books I read and the sexual exploits of others, because I had no such other options, and now that I've returned to freedom, it has truly broken me."

The road leveled out, and it felt smooth beneath her bare feet. No grass breaking out between cobbles here; each one had been plucked and trimmed smooth so as not to disturb their guests in even this silly way.

Ha, reminds me of Lulette again.

"But I may not be as broken as I think," Graceful mused to herself. "For when I lay with him, I do feel his life within me." She touched her womb, recalling the times they had lain together, taken him within her sweet flower, and let him blossom her with nectar. She could still feel it, his soul fragment swirling within her.

"I am normal!" she said, to the confused look of the guard with the pike. "A normal suc—woman," she corrected, almost revealing her secret to him. Her grin faded, though. If she were a normal succubus, then... Gerald was going to die.

"Gerald is going to die!" she exclaimed, alarmed by the frightened look of the guard.

"Oh right," he said. "His job's quite dangerous, ain't it?"

"As is my cunt!"

"Graceful?" Jennifer's voice came from behind the garden path. "Take no care to what she says, Mr. Steven," she said to the guard. "She is positively barmy."

"Hmm-hmm," Graceful hummed, scowling as Jennifer approached. She was wearing a long, flowing dress, her juicy melons nearly popping out of it. This would not do. "Where is your mother?" Graceful asked.

"Waiting for us inside," she replied. "Tea and biscuits abound!"

Graceful shook her head. "No, no, this will not do."

"You don't like tea and biscuits."

"Not as much as you."

Jennifer snorted. "You are funny. But if you were a bloke, I'd have your head lopped off. Come on, love, let's head inside."

Graceful followed her down the lovely path; she could have sworn Mr. Stevens, the guard, relaxed his shoulders in relief when she left. Which was ridiculous, of course; she was a sultry succubus who had a way with men, even though they couldn't see her demonic form. Why would one be relieved she was leaving?

Probably for the best. Could you imagine if every man from here to Dämmerholl was after her? Gerald would have to kill them all, and wouldn't that be a sight—him standing atop that giant tower of bodies upon which he would lay her down.

"Graceful?" Jennifer said, gesturing her through the wide-open doors of her home. Busts of old men watched them as they passed, clearly of Lord Edward's lineage and not Lady Loveday's.

"Hmm? Sorry, I wasn't listening."

Jennifer laughed in that hearty way she did. "Oh, you are funny. Come, come."

"Twice? You'll have to try harder than that, and unfortunately, I do not find you attractive enough to let you."

"What, what are you—oh!" Jennifer touched her chest, shaking with laughter. "Oh! Save it, please. Mother will split her sides to hear such candor."

"And emerge as a beautiful butterfly? We can only hope."

"Now that one is just a little rude, ain't it?" Jennifer wiped a tear, leading her through the many opulent halls of her home.

Maroon and gold carpets, looking freshly woven, greeted Graceful's feet, her pointed, clawed toes in danger of ripping the threads when she lifted them.

"I do enjoy a good joke, but do not forget you are my subject, and friendship is only extended as far as I deem it. I understand you are not of this realm and may not grasp the boundaries; well, let me draw them now."

Graceful cocked her head. "So you mean to say I have hurt your feelings? Oh scheiße, this was not my intention."

"Well, all is forgotten and forgiven, I suppose." Jennifer's cheeks flushed a deep red, though they were already that way from the brisk workout of walking across her manor without her muscle men to lift her—if that were truly the case and not just a silly fantasy of Graceful's. "Now, I must comment on your attire. Aren't these the clothes of a gentleman on his day of rest and relaxation? I'm far happier to allow you your peculiarities, though we were rather excited to see what dress your sort of folk would wear to a luncheon date."

"We're not eating luncheon," Graceful said. "Ah, here we are." She pushed past Jennifer to find Lady Loveday in a similarly frilly frock, all white layers that must've taken an age to put on. "Remove all that shite," Graceful commanded. "We are going running."
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"I don't bloody get it," Lady Loveday said. "We are not in danger!"

They were racing after her, both in loose dresses with pantaloons beneath, lest something hilarious happen.

They walked quickly through the nearby forest path, with several guards far off behind them, swearing like mad in light armor and wielding weapons. They kept their distance to afford the ladies some dignity, at least.

"Isn't it wonderful!" Graceful spread her arms and twirled, feeling pine needles under her feet. Birds sang, and rabbits ran for their lives away from them, little tushies wiggling all the way. "Nature, the great beyond, to be outside and not stuck in your house."

"I like my house," Jennifer said, dropping to her knees and panting. "There's bloody cake and chairs."

"Thus the problem!" Graceful pointed an accusing finger. "You are sloths. Fat, big sloths who are letting your husband and father down."

Had they not been out of breath, they probably would have been furious. Instead, they just snarled, all sweaty and gross.

"Sloths?" Lady Loveday growled. "I am your⁠—"

"I have but one herr in this realm, and I assure you it is not you two. Now hear me this!" Graceful raised a finger. "Lord Edward has kept his figure, a loyal, clean, and handsome man—though not nearly as handsome as my own, I must admit—and what does he have for a wife? One who stuffs her face with pies and drink. Meanwhile, a daughter who will never leave the house, who claims she wants a husband, but all she truly wants is a second helping. You are a shame upon your subjects, a bad influence. This changes today, now..." Graceful strolled up behind them and smacked Lady Loveday on the arse. "Run, piggy." She smacked Jennifer. "Run, little piggy."

The two ladies looked at one another, and to Graceful, it appeared the message had gotten through, for there was no anger on their faces—only shock.

"Is that really true?" Lady Loveday said. "Have I let my lord husband down?"

"If there is one thing I know, my lady, it is desire, and you are acting as if you don't care whether he desires you, while you, Jennifer, have acted as if you don't wish to desire anyone. I have repeated this twice now. The answer is to run. Run, piggies, run!"

Graceful grabbed a stick and aimed for their arses.

"Okay, okay, we're running!" Jennifer said. "Just stop spanking us. It's not even in a sexy way, for fuck's sake."
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"Faster," Graceful called. "Your legs will not fall off, I promise. I have seen legs fall off before; yours will only be sore."

They ran hard through the mountains until stone gave way to trees, the path tightening into a small, rough forest that smelled of pine. Breath tore from their lungs, dresses hitched up, dignity buggered off.

"I am going to die," Jennifer wheezed. "Mother—Mother, I am dying⁠—"

"You are sweating," Graceful said. "That is not dying. It is living!"

The path narrowed, winding through the trees; the forest thinned, light breaking through the branches. The air became salty—not salty like the sweat they could also smell, but clean and fresh, a reward for their efforts.

Graceful slowed, her bare feet skidding slightly as she came to a stop.

"Oh," she breathed.

The ground fell away ahead of them, the forest giving up all at once. Beyond the cliff, the ocean stretched out in a vast, rolling blue, sunlight catching on its surface like scattered coins. Waves broke far below—slow and steady, endless and patient. Wind rushed up the cliff face, tugging at hair and fabric.

Jennifer stumbled to a stop beside her, hands on her knees. Lady Loveday arrived a heartbeat later, chest heaving, face flushed red and shining.

"Oh, fuck me," Lady Loveday echoed, quieter.

Graceful spread her arms. "See! See the world in its glory! See the reward for efforts. See how sexy my ass looks; you could have this too!" She lifted her shirt to show her toned abs. "See how sexy I am!" She slapped her abs.

Jennifer straightened, still breathing hard, eyes fixed on the water. "I... I've never seen it from up here."

It was tangible. They could feel it. The lies of their slothitude sweating out of them to reveal the truth.

And then the air felt sort of sour, strange. Graceful frowned. Had one of them shat themselves?

"Gah!" cried a man behind her.

Death. There was death behind her. A soldier was slain; she could hear the cut of a sword to flesh. The other clashed a blade with him and died soon enough.

Jennifer screamed. Lady Loveday fainted. Graceful stared out at the ocean, strangely frozen in time.

"Hello, Thrudhilda," a voice said.

Graceful's spine straightened in shock. "Bah!" The word shot through her like a dagger. "That's... That's my..." A thousand memories and thoughts flooded through her once again, lost to time and returned.

She turned, frightened to find him. A cambion of great height, with muscles as thick as tree trunks and pulsing black veins pushing against his red skin, which was covered by a black leather vest and a tight loincloth, revealing a grossly oversized bulge.

She was frozen in place. So much was happening all at once. That demon. Her name.No. She was Graceful. That was her name. This was her past. That's all.

But the past had claws, and they were gouging her to the bone.

"I don't know your name," Graceful said, scarcely hearing her own voice as it left her lips.

"By design," he replied. "But you will know your home once more, Thrudhilda. If I can't have Lulette, I will gladly take you back with me in her place. I'd say your exile has been lifted." He looked at the two fainted women on the ground. "And I'll take these two as well. They look good enough to eat."

"A...b-bandit," Jennifer cried, covering her wobbling mouth, for she could not see his true form.

"No, mein frau," Graceful said. "No, it is not." She reached for the dagger at her hip and ran, leaping forward, knowing it to be futile.

Yet death was better than the alternative.
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"It's just me and you then," I said, tapping nonchalantly on the table.

A warm breeze crept in from the gently opened windows. Lulette was pottering around the kitchen, putting the pots and pans in the sink—not actually cleaning them, mind you, but organizing them neatly enough for the person who would return to do it.

"We don't have any cook's assistants here," I said. "Just Graceful, and she's busy enough cleaning up the house."

"Changing the bedspreads, oui?" Lulette gave a cheeky grin. She was so cute it was annoying. That braid running over the side of her face, that cute hat, and even those tiny horns all added up to an adorable picture that, unfortunately, got smudged when she opened her mouth or lifted her arms.

"Fair enough." I rose and headed to the sinks. "Let's work together, then we can be mad at her together. I'll wash, you dry."

Lulette gasped, covering her mouth. "Dry? Dry! I am a cook! A fine meal I made, digne d'un roi, fit for a king, only to be rewarded with⁠—"

"Lulette," I said, not even sternly, and still it caught her in her tracks, maybe because my voice was so friendly in its authority, suggesting that to continue would make her sound like a knobhead. "It's not about rewards," I said, "or what you're meant for or anything like that. It's just living together, sharing duties, helping each other out. And hey, if we're gonna go down that route, I shouldn't even be doing anything because I'm the master of the house, and then I should also be paying you. Wait..."

I grinned, walked over to my coat in the hallway toward the front door, and fished out some coins, counting the correct amount.

"It's lower than I wished, but..." I brought the coins back and put them on the table. "There's a month's wage, in advance. I'll work harder so I can pay you more and buy you better ingredients. How's that sound?"

The tip of her blue tail swished gently on the floor as she fiddled with her fingers. "You have a way with words, mon ami. It is crude, unpoetic, but effective all the same." Quickly, she fished the coins and hid them under her hat, where no jingle could be heard.

I wondered about the limits of that hat. It might be useful on the job.

"Though if you need anything, I can get it for you," I said, starting my work on the washing up. It was my most hated task, though one I did without fuss, because there was no point in that. "When I'm out and about," I added.

"Why can't I get it?" Lulette asked, running the wash rag across the clean plates and placing them to dry.

Birds twittered in the bush outside the window, singing. The farmer could be seen working in the fields below us. Maybe this home had once belonged to the lord of all this land; it made sense for it to overlook so much ground.

Maybe it was just a prime location—and that was it.

"You'll have to be with me then," I replied finally. She had been waiting patiently, watching me with a peculiar look. "I just thought it wasn't safe for you to be out alone."

"I am safe wherever I go, monsieur. No hands can touch me, as you know."

"Yeah, but the townsfolk and all that. They'll get in the middle of it."

"So?"

I laughed, putting another plate on the rack for her. Our arms almost brushed—almost. Though there was a great distance between almost and actually; her teleporting was evident enough for that.

"You are mad at humans for how one treated you?"

Silence. A washcloth squeaked across the china, then that plate shimmered when it chimed against the others.

"Non," she said. "That wouldn't be fair. They are not all bad. Young Craig, for example..."

"Oh, a boyfriend of yours?"

"Merde! No. Don't be ridiculous." Lulette spared a glance and flushed red, turning violet as it mixed with the blue of her skin.

I chuckled at that, how similar she was to my weapon.

"Some women have difficulty remaining chaste even if they want to," I mused, trying not to grin as I teased her. "Be it their own lust or the persuasive nature of their lovers. A power like yours would come in handy for that."

"He is not my boyfriend," she said, frowning at me. Not overly defensive. "One, I am his boss, so it would be inappropriate. Two, an imp must find love to make contact. A particular amour to tie the binds. And believe me, much as I like the boy, I would never love young Craig. He is far too young."

"He'll grow up," I joked. "How old are you, anyway?"

"Old enough," she replied, squinting at me. "Old enough to know when I'm being toyed with."

I nodded, brushing the sponge over the cutlery. "That's just my way, I suppose. Teasing you. I don't mean anything by it." I scowled at my wording. I was beginning to sound foolish.

"Well, I am an imp. It's fitting."

"You didn't choose to be one, so that's hardly fair."

"It's not an affliction; it's what I am. Are you cursed to be human?" Her hands were on her hips, the dry rag now wet, dripping beads down her thigh. I watched, a little hypnotized by the raindrop on that perfect blue skin. I saw little goose pimples flare up behind the falling drop until it landed at her feet.

"Feels like it sometimes," I grinned, "considering I was given an ability that my fellow humans were not—something they're all lacking."

"I shall buy a violin with my payment so that I can play for you." She rolled her eyes.

"Now you're teasing me."

"Sharp as a blade. Why not take that wit to battle instead?" She put the rack down and looked at her achievement. "That was not so bad," she said, giving me a gentle smile. "We got through it without a scratch."

"Next time you wash," I said, yawning as I made to leave. "Got some other chores to do if you fancy it?"

"I've got to make lunch," she replied.

"Right. You are the cook, after all."

A silence filled the air once more.

"You might keep me company?" she asked.

"Aye," I said, taking my seat. "I'll be your assistant."

She laughed musically as she saw me sit. "A lazy one it seems! You can help me decide what to spend my coin on." She patted her cook's hat. "I've not had a wage before." Lulette bounced on her feet.

"It's only fair you spend it on yourself," I said. "What about your father? Will you send some to him? Can you even send stuff by post to the hells? Do they use our currency? I bet they don't."

I chuckled as I poured myself a coffee, and Lulette did too. Then she laughed again, and again, and again.

I frowned and turned to see she had covered her face with her arms, wetness spilling out. She wasn't laughing at all, but weeping.

"Lulette? Sorry, I didn't mean to bring up old memories." I cursed myself then, wondering what I could say to make it right. She must miss him so much.

"Merde," she said, pulling her shirt up to wipe her arm. Slowly, her thighs revealed, thickened from where she stood, showing a fluffy blush and a sweet, gently pudgy stomach above it. The kind that did not show when clothed, though she was slender, simply untoned at her stomach.

And I loved the sight of it.

My eyes widened; she hadn't even realized what she had done as she wiped her face.

Her bush was fluffy-looking, the kind you wanted to run your hands through and play with and stroke. The kind that would tickle your nose and make you sneeze, but you'd dive in anyway because parting that forest would find a sapphire that tasted of blueberries and magic.

"Pardon," she said softly, sniffling as her dress dropped, covering her like nothing had happened. "It is a sore spot for me, what I failed at."

I clicked my tongue, knowing I should just shut my mouth on the subject, but being a man, I couldn't help myself from giving my two cents on the matter.

"We all fuck up sometimes," I said, patting the seat beside me. She came and sat, pushing her legs together and resting her hands on them while her tail lay limp and sad.

"I was thinking how I haven't even written to my dad," I began. "But that changes tomorrow. It's better than nothing—disregarding the fact that he hasn't even written to me. But hey, a kid should write to his father first, right? Anyway, the point is, it's better to be late than never at all."

She'd been smiling through treats, but then her face twisted into an ugly wail, and she covered her head against the table.

"Merde! I am a curse upon my own name! Where are the violins? You must play them for me—screech them upon my ears in a Viridian anthem, for that is all I deserve!"

"Lulette..." I began. What had I said now? "I know you feel bad, but..."

"My father is dead, along with my mother," she cried. "I abandoned him when I was old enough to teleport. I lied. I lied. I tricked you! Are you not surprised?"

I didn't know what to say to that, and silence has a way of making people fill it, so I sipped my coffee and let her words fill the air. Poisonous as they might be to her, they had little effect on me.

"Are you appalled?" she asked. "Are you disguzted?"

"Would you like me to be?" I asked.

"It's what I deserve." Her face crashed into the table again, whimpering. It was over the top, and I felt it was for my benefit, to gain my sympathy.

"Why did you steal, then, if not to feed your family?" I asked.

"Because I am a family of one. That is our way. The imp. We traverse the realms alone, taking what is not ours."

"But your mother and father weren't alone, were they? They had to come together to have you?"

"Only to separate once more. For that, is our way." She sniffled at that.

"I thought it wasn't a curse," I said.

"If the world is blind, it is not a curse. If you are blind and all can see, then it is so."

"I see."

"Oui. Oh, you see. Ha! Very funny, and very apt. A bard we might make of you."

I rose and looked for a handkerchief—anything I could use as one. There were some dry dishrags hanging up. I supposed it was better than nothing, so I grabbed one and put it on the table beside her. "Here," I said.

"Merci," she replied, taking it and blowing her nose. It was a mighty sound, enough to rattle the windows and stir sleeping dragons. "It's you humans," she said. "It's Young Craig, working for his ma back home, as he says. It weakened me. Changed me, even. All day and night, I hear their stories of their families back home, and home is only a throw of the stone away. I am not even human! Why should I fall into your ways? It makes no sense to me, but here I am."

I wasn't sure what to say to that. My words had already done enough damage, though often my silence did just as much. So, I was content to sip my coffee and let the mood settle for a moment, allowing my mind to wander to my tasks for the day. I needed to trim the garden and get to the bottom of her predicament.

She'd stolen, yes, so why should I get involved in saving her, considering she'd broken some demon law? What did that even have to do with me? I saved her from the innkeeper, which was true and just. Now, she was bound to me, and I supposed it was also true and just to save her from that fate.

"I do like killing demons," I mused aloud.

"I beg your pardon!" she exclaimed, rising in fear.

"Oh, not you," I replied. "That guy who's after you. What is his name?"

"The Great Lord Kalvor," she said. "Truly awful. I am an imbécile for trying to steal from his bountiful riches."

"Well, you don't need to steal anymore. I'll pay you and help you as long as you're here. After that, well, that's your business. I doubt you'd have trouble finding work as a cook. A cook of exotic foods, at that. Some lord or king would die to have you in his service."

"I could go home," she said, taking her seat and fiddling with her fingers.

"You could go back home," I repeated, my lips tightening.

Lulette stared at the knots in the wooden table, her eyes glazed in thought.

"You'd probably go back to normal," I said. "Normal for you, I mean. All this caring. It's not nice, you know. It just leads to suffering. Maybe imps had it right. Not that it's wrong; it's just what you are."

"Pub philosophy," she replied. "And we are not even at one."

I chuckled. "You're right. It's morning. It's too early for this talk. Shall we get on with the day? My lawn needs tending."

Suddenly, I had a flash of memory about her lawn. Funny, that fluffy pubic forest did not repulse me one bit.

"Merci," she said.

"Hm?"

"Thank you," Lulette said, staring at me, her violet eyes searching my face, considering me. "It was good to get it off my chest." She touched her chest, her small hands on her perky bosom, tracing the curves. Then she smiled. "I'm not sure we could have, were the noisy one here."

"Don't discredit her. She likes to have fun, but she's kind as well when it matters. We need someone like that in our lives."

"Oui," she agreed. "We do." She fiddled with her pipe, though she did not light it. "I am fortunate to find someone like this," she said, looking at me.
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Lulette watched Gerald swing the scythe over the grass. He was drenched in sweat. It seemed satisfying work, though tiresome as well.

His shirt hung over the bench. Lulette could smell it where it had soaked through before he removed it. Much as she tried to avoid looking at him, she could smell him from where she was pottering around the patio, sweeping stones and brushing the upturned boat.

"Is it seaworthy, monsieur?" she asked.

She pictured it: the three of us on the ocean, him rowing the boat, of course. It sounded relaxing. It sounded nice—taking a nap and letting the ocean drift us out.

"Would be nice to catch some fish for you to cook," Gerald said. "Don't need to head out to sea for that, but it would still be nice."

This is so human, Lulette thought, fanning herself. And yet, what is humane about a man and two demons?

Gerald was no ordinary human, that was for sure. He was strong, brutal, and kind all at once. He loved the art of murder yet held kindness within him too.

Lulette sat down on the boat, feet up so her skirt rode up, becoming apparent in the way his gaze lingered, just in the corner of her eye, making her realize her skirt was raised. Quickly, she pulled it down, though she didn't have to worry, for her pubic mound was so fluffy it acted as a garment.

She yawned, her nose twitched, and she caught a scent of herself. This was what they meant. Well, they were working hard, so that was to be excused.

The look he gave her then, his broken gaze and his return to work, said more than words could. He was appalled by her.

Lulette reached for her pipe to deal with these newfound emotions, and when she pulled it out of her hat, Gerald sighed.

More disgust at her actions. Suddenly she looked at the pipe, oversized, knobbled, and veined wood, and saw it for what it was: a crutch to lean on when times were hard.

Times were always hard. Harder now, she supposed, now that there were cambions after her. Fun as well. So fun. With friends along the way to deal with the problem.

"I stole this. It was my daddy's," she said, looking at the pipe.

"Right," Gerald said, clearly not knowing what to make of that.

Lulette threw the pipe to the ground, rose, and stomped.

"Wait!" Gerald cried.

Crack.

She stomped again, shattering it into pieces. Stomp stomp stomp. If she kept going, soon it would be dust.

"There," she said. "Merde, the past is the past. No longer shall my daddy's pipe grace my lips."

His eyebrows were raised, unsure what to make of that.

"I'm going to have a bath," she said.

"Could you clean that up first?" he replied, shuddering for some reason.

Probably her suggestive wording about the pipe.
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"Ha! That crude whore!"

A set of shaving blades and foaming soaps were placed delicately upon a towel on a bench beside the bath. Graceful, no doubt, meant this as a hint for her.

Lulette picked up the blade, braced her leg on the bath, and ran her fingers through her fluffy puss hair.

"It's normal in Vilenn," she murmured. "But I'm not in Vilenn anymore. If I am to endear them to me, I should act like I wish to be endearing. I thought my charms and cooking would be enough, but alas, they are creatures of physicality—a human and a succubus, of course they are."

She brought the items to the sink, a beautiful china basin, before a mirror, with little china plates of boats and fishermen lining the walls.

Outside the window, she could see the garden at the back of the house. It reminded her an awful lot of her smoking garden at the pub. No need for that now, but might she reclaim it with a hobby?

"You give up too easily, imbecile," she told herself as she ran the blade under her thigh. Hair fell away, though she still had much work to do to get rid of the rest. "Already you have consigned yourself to a new prison, a moment after escaping from the first."

Another swipe led to more hair falling to the ground. More and more, the area around her puss became smooth, dare she say, beautiful to gaze upon. Why hadn't she done this sooner?

The next swipe had her heart racing in excitement. She had to be careful not to go too fast lest she cut herself and then Gerald would have to tend to her, to run his fingers across her body... She'd be naked and he'd...

Not be able to touch her, of course. Foolish Lulette for even thinking it.

But he could look. If he could look and not touch, why wouldn't she give him a feast for his eyes? A soft and delicate little feast...

Her groin was bare now, though the area immediately around her puss was still fluffy. She stood before the mirror and raised her arms, her forearms meeting as she inspected herself. The way her perky breasts lifted, her pudgy stomach tightening so she was just as slender a waif with a cute little tush she arched her neck to see.

The sunlight broke in through the sheer curtains and made her blue flesh glow. Her tail kept sliding up her legs, between her thighs, and she pictured it was him.

Her legs were already smooth; she wasn't a savage, of course, but her muff, still fluffy and proud. A compromise, she neatened it for them but left some hair for herself. She couldn't bear to part with it all. It was so soft and nice. Surely they wouldn't mind?

"Still, it could be neatened further," she thought, teasing the edges of her pussy lips. She trimmed, leaving the bush to actually be only at her mound, while the rest was smooth flesh.

Now it looked even prettier. They would both approve, she was sure.

"I don't know why I'm seeking her approval too," she murmured to herself, sliding into the warm bath she had drawn. But she came with him; they were one and the same, and if she wanted to please him, she had to please her too.

Her finger slipped beneath the water, gently rubbing her sapphire. A bubble of warmth traveled through her body.

She had stood and watched, stood and watched her devour him.

"If I can't touch, then I can look. And there could be no better sight to gaze upon than them," she said, rubbing faster. The splashing sound either masked her masturbation or revealed it, though he was surely still outside and oblivious.

Her touch turned slick between her folds. Sliding through the soaked hair of her cunt and rubbing against her opening, unable to stroke inside for her claws. Such a curse. That was what a cock was for, and she couldn't even get one close enough to touch.

She gripped her nipple, pinched hard. Fell within the water to submerge herself and rammed her hand across her sapphire so hard it was as if she were to start a fire.

While she witnessed the red one's big fat arse, dripping wet between her bare smooth cunt, as she gobbled and gagged upon her master's cock.

"Monsieur..." Lulette murmured as she emerged from the water, seeing herself standing there not in the bath but last night in the bedroom. "Does it feel nice, Monsieur?"

She couldn't stop now, rubbing and pinching and writhing in the water. "Monsieur, would you like to feel me too? Would you like to take my powers from me and look after me? I will be your little pet, worthless now but for what lies between my legs, and it will be yours. Yours, Monsieur! Gah!"

Her whole body tensed, a flush of wet, a different, slicker kind of wet than the water warmed her hand. Her legs clutched together, crushing that hand against her gem as she lay there, almost drowning in pleasure.

Laying on her front, she clasped the bath with both hands, panting and trying to keep herself upright.

"Oh putain..." she moaned.
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Why is she acting so strange? I wondered.

It had been a pretty usual day, as far as any day could be with a demon. After the garden was freshly scythed, we relaxed in the back with books. I continued reading Warrior of the Wilds, while Lulette borrowed one of Graceful's bodice rippers, hugging her body tightly as she read.

She was wearing one of Graceful's dresses, a simple leather outfit with a corset done tight, yet it still wasn't tight enough. Maybe that was it; she just didn't want her dress to fall off. Her cook's outfit was drying out front, and as far as she was concerned, the sooner she could get back into it, the better, because she didn't feel herself unless she was wearing it.

"Demons," I muttered.

"What's that?" Lulette asked.

"Nothing," I said, then closed the book. It was beginning to get dark anyway. The sound of crickets buzzed louder than my thoughts, which I continued to voice. "Seems like you come here and need a purpose, an identity, then you cling to it, and heavens forbid anyone tell you otherwise or you change it."

"We need more than that, Monsieur. We need books."

"I know," I shook my head. Graceful was almost finished. "I'll need to take a visit to Auntie again."

"You have a relative here?"

"No, that's just what she wants me to call her," I said with a shudder.

"Oh, I see. A little play-on-words, how amusing."

"Yeah. Every time I go in there, she's trying to make up some excuse to get me in her backroom." I yawned, then frowned. "Don't tell Graceful that."

"You are keeping secrets from the red one?" Lulette sat up and leaned forward, excited, her little ties flexing and tapping the stone, and her tail whipping with it.

"I'm keeping her from getting excited!" I said. "Last time I hinted at it, she told me to head in there and let her have her way with me."

"And you didn't?"

"Rumors spread fast 'round here," I said. "Graceful is unique in the village as much as I am, but together we make a nice pair. If word gets out I'm wetting my wick amongst the locals, that would change everything, and I doubt it'd be for the better. And besides, who knows who else she's offering that to? I prefer my women to be mine."

Lulette blinked at that. I wasn't sure why. Then she yawned and stretched, and a sweet smell of flowers greeted me. "You washed," I commented, feeling stupid for blurting it out.

"Hmm? Oh, yes." Lulette blushed, which made it seem even more purposeful she was showing me.

"No smoking, washing. You're full of surprises today."

"Gerald," she said curiously. "The next time you buy books, may I come with you, s'il te plaît?"

I frowned.

"I wish to pick out my own books," Lulette continued. "These are crass and unpoetic."

"Sure," I said. "As long as that's the only reason."

I could still remember her, standing in the doorframe, watching Graceful suck me. She just stood and watched, unmoving. It was so unnerving. Like Litoria, the Goddess of Lust Logistics herself, was making sure everything was above board.

"Come to think of it..." I said. "I wonder what Litoria would think of Auntie. She would probably put me on her shit list if she heard me call her that. I should really nip that whole thing in the bud."

"Do you hear that?" Lulette asked, sitting up.

"Oh fuck, she's here already."

"What? No, Monsieur. Listen."

I pricked my ear. A roar of rage whispered quietly in the distance, barely audible above the crickets.

"Demons." I quickly reached for Violet, ever near leaning against the wall, and made my way to the front.

There was a glow of fire behind the hill that stood before my home. Maybe it had been wishful thinking they wouldn't find us again.

In reality, they were simply back with reinforcements. And Graceful wasn't even here to help. No doubt stuffing her face with food at Lord Edward's house.

"Are you ready?" I asked, turning to find Lulette in her cook's outfit, still wet; it clung to her body, the hat wilted a little. She was wielding a kitchen knife. "We'll get you a better weapon after this. Stand behind me."

"Monsieur, they cannot capture me. How about you stand behind me?"

"Because when they strike you and you teleport out of the way, I'll be the one who gets stabbed. At least when they aim for me, I'll be able to see it and block it."

"A fair point. How about I stand beside you instead?"

"Aye, I won't argue with that."

The noise was getting louder, an angry crowd of familiar accents.

"That... isn't demons," I said, though I kept my sword at the ready. Penish those voices might be, they were angry all the same, and they were invited to my property.

"Oi!" I said, like a true Draydoner. "What the fuck you lot think you're doing?"

The heads appeared first. There was Bill and Cliff and Ellie. Even several of the cooks. Some were holding lanterns, others torches. They all looked pissed off, and no mistake. Even...

"Arnie?" I frowned. "What's the meaning of this? Why do you all come here to my house like you're gonna start a fire?"

"Beg ye pardon, pal," Arnie said. "I'm here to keep them back from doing just that. Though, I kinda do agree with them."

"On what?" I looked at Lulette and suddenly had a clue when I saw all the cooks.

"You're here because I took Lulette away," I said.

"How am I supposed to eat the shite these lot are cooking up?" an unknown villager said. "Chewy roast potatoes, boiled beef. If I wanted that, I would've stayed at home! No offense."

"He's right," one of the cooks said. "We need Master Lulette."

"For the last time, it's not Master! It is Frau!" Lulette cried out in exasperation.

Then a man appeared, tall and gangly, like he had one too many sets of knees, towering above the rest and yet clearly the lowest cook in status.

"Young Craig?" Lulette frowned.

Why'd she have to single him out?

"Are you sure he's not your boyfriend?" I joked.

"Is Arnie yours?" she retorted.

"Fair point." I turned back to the crowd. "Look, everyone."

They were furious, and yet now they'd all come here, and seeing my sword, it seemed none dared to be the first to act. Were these a bunch of goblins I'd drawn in swinging, letting chaos be my friend? I loved chaos in a battle. You could get so much killing done.

This, however, was uncharted territory. Still, I kept my blade out.

"Right," I began. "You're all trespassing on my land. I ain't inviting none of you over for tea. Ever."

They grumbled at that. That was absolutely the wrong thing to say.

"Even me?" Arnie said.

"No, not you, Arnie. You and Bernice still over next week?"

"Monsieur Gerald!" Lulette hissed.

"Right, right. Sorry." I cleared my throat. "Let's get one thing out of the way. You can't force Lulette to work somewhere she doesn't want to. I don't care how good her cooking is. It's her choice where she works, and if she wants to quit and live with me, then that's her choice."

"You mean this?" Lulette said. Her violet eyes were glimmering.

A short guy with a mustache raised his hand. "Can you at least come and teach them how to cook?" he asked.

"How did they not all pick up your cooking techniques after all that time?" I scowled at Lulette.

Lulette shrugged. "They followed my words. Not once did I ever let them actually do anything beyond preparation. I could not trust them. Useless fucks they all are."

"What'd you call us!"

"Even me?" Young Craig stammered, hand to his chest.

"Not you, Young Craig, never you." Lulette touched her heart, and suddenly her eyes glimmered, seeming now not for me.

"Seriously?" I asked.

Horses galloped in the distance. Some of the crowd cried out in surprise at the back.

"What now?" I asked. "A cavalry to contend with?"

"Out of the way for your Lord!" Lord Edward announced.

I smiled. My friend had arrived to take my side in the matter. Finally, he'd come to talk some sense into them.

His horse pushed through, and he inserted himself between us all, pure sweat and worry on his face, and the horse fared little better.

A mere second after he arrived, several other guards came on horseback. I was impressed he'd been leading the charge. It always boded well for a town when a lord was keen to do that.

"About time you showed up," I said, unable to hide the annoyance. "I know they're your subjects, but they are pissing me right off. Talk some sense into them, please."

"I don't give a stinkhawk's arse about them right now!" Lord Edward bellowed. The crowd gasped, and I too was shocked.

He looked modified. Something had gone wrong. I could just tell. My heart sank.

"Graceful..." I began.

"Gerald, you've got to help," he said, jumping off his horse and holding out the reins to me. "They've been taken."


17


"It's just a cave," Graceful said. "Not much of a very good one."

"Shut yer trap," Lady Loveday hissed. She pulled her frock closer, shivering and frightened as her eyes darted around the place.

Graceful was right. As caves went, it wasn't the most suitable for...whatever this all was. It narrowed and rose up to a point, so that despite its size, only the open half was stable.

Tens of scamp imps guarded the opening, prodding them with daggers if they got too close. If Graceful wanted, she could kill them all, but she wasn't sure if Lady Loveday would be safe in the heat of battle. She probably would be. But Gerald would be quite annoyed with Graceful if she died.

"I'm knackered," Lady Loveday complained. "All that running you had us doing. Now how am I supposed to run away?"

"I knew there was something dodgy about this place," Jennifer said, a quiet contemplation of doom settling in. "Ever since that Sandy's lad was taken. Why ain't your man doing something about it? He's a seer, ain't he? Couldn't he see his way into saving us?"

"Retired," Graceful hummed, inspecting her claws. "The cave was searched twice. All they found was a cave of sand and rocks. Not this very sexy cage. Wonder where it came from?"

"Poor Sean," Lady Loveday said. "He must've been so scared."

"Poor me! I'm so scared!" Jennifer said, huddling closer to her mother. The two women comforted each other, leaving Graceful to fend emotionally for herself.

Think, you sexy little strumpet.

A flock of scamp imps under his control prodded them into his stinky carriage, which was quite nice actually—plush seats and red curtains—though after seeing their guards brutally murdered, that did little to comfort the Pennish women. When that big Cambion brute climbed onto the top of the carriage and it creaked and whined under his weight, they wailed and moaned; Graceful was sure Jennifer had even pissed a little.

Graceful could have murdered them all with ease. The only problem was the women would have died in the process, and she preferred they survive for the foreseeable future, at least until she could slim them down to fit into a reasonably sized coffin.

What's more, she had to get to the bottom of all this demon business. She just knew that if she'd slain them all, Herr Gerald would ask why they had arrived and where they intended to take them, and Graceful would have nothing to offer but a shrug.

Instead, she could offer answers and receive a fresh pat on the head and maybe cunnilingus if she were lucky.

A crack in the cave wall appeared, a border of light forming, then it pushed open like a door, and within that glowing bright light, a dark silhouette of muscle and terror made Jennifer squeal and cuddle closer into her mother.

He stepped into the room, Graceful observing him curiously, this figure from her past who remembered her name. What else did he remember?

He growled as he looked over the women; they cried in fright. Graceful just watched. It felt a little...performative. If he wanted to kill and eat them, why hadn't he done so already?

Although, in fairness, he had killed the guards, so obviously he was not above at least some of that.

"Hmm," he inspected his prey, clearly trying to instill fear.

"How did you do it?" Graceful asked.

"What?" He snapped at her.

"Banishing us demons here. I didn't appear in a cave, you know. Why the cave now? Did you keep that little boy here too? Quite cruel, you know."

"What little boy? What are you talking about?"

"Sandy's lad, Sean," Lady Loveday whispered. "He was taken and came back all strange-like. Then they fled the village, never to be seen again."

"Be quiet, hag!" the Cambion spat. "I only brought you here to ease your fair maiden's worries. Though I do not care if I take her screaming, I'd prefer not to be annoyed by the sound."

Lady Loveday screamed and held her daughter close.

Graceful just cocked her head.

From within her mother's bosom, Jennifer's head appeared, curious like a chubby-cheeked molefox from her hiding place. "You want to take me? Like, up the chuff or something?"

"What? What is a chuff?"

"You know, my back alley where no cart may travel."

The Cambion guffawed. "Why, no, I have never been into that."

Was he blushing? For he had been a towering terror of muscle and black pulsing veins like cables across his leather attire. Now he was...bashful?

"If the right woman came along..."

"Cease this courtship of terror," Lady Loveday said, rising. "You shan't take my daughter, back door nor front! Not least without a proposal first!"

To be fair, the women couldn't see he was a demon, just a scary large brute.

The Cambion snapped his gaze on her, and suddenly she was a bundle of terror once more, cowering against the rising cave wall until she fell back against it.

"Hmm." The Cambion licked his lips. "I only wished to bring the succubus back with me as my new assistant. Though a human maiden, a pair of them, might suffice just as well as the cherry on top."

Lady Loveday cried out in terror once more.

Though Jennifer cackled. "She's no maiden! Am I not proof enough of that?"

"Heh, very funny. You are correct. I only need you, beautiful creature."

Jennifer blushed, touching her chest. Graceful watched his eyes gaze upon that endless, boundless bosom. Were they going to?

She gasped and turned away. She could not bear witness to such a thing and gain energy from it. That would be wrong. Were they two characters in a book, it would be different. Those weren't real, and half the time she was just picturing them as Herr Gerald and herself anyhow, in an assortment of outfits and locations.

"You think I'm beautiful?" Jennifer asked. "A tall, dark, handsome demon such as yourself sees fit to pluck my innocent flower?" She touched his arm. "Oh, it's like iron."

Demon? She can see them? How? And she isn't even afraid?

Graceful was utterly impressed, as well as perplexed. Still, she put her fingers in her ears to avoid hearing it.

"I have been working on myself," the Cambion said proudly, his voice deep enough to penetrate her plugged ears.

"I can tell," Jennifer said. "I bet you've got all sorts of wonderful training weights and such through that doorway of yours."

"I do!" He walked over to the doorway and drew a glowing rune with his finger. Light appeared like a doorway. "This is my secret entranceway to my lair in the underworld. Would you like to see it?"

"I do..." she said. "And then I might show you my own doorway you could open."

Lady Loveday grabbed Graceful's arm, pulling one of her fingers out of her ears. "Graceful. Do something!"

"Lalalala," she said, trying desperately not to hear, though she could hear every word as clear as day. "I have no idea what is going on whatsoever."

"You won't hurt them, will you?" Jennifer asked. "As your lady-to-be, you can't...kill my friends and family. It would displease me, and that wouldn't make me very wet and slippery, would it?"

"I could see my way to letting them live," the Cambion said. "If it would please you."

They stepped through, their voices becoming distant.

"If you pleased me, I would please you all gosh-darn night."

"Oh bloody hells," Lady Loveday cried, grabbing Graceful and shaking her harder. "Help her, won't you?"

"Help who, mein frau? I hear nothing. Nothing, I tell you!"

She looked to the cave exit. Surely Herr Gerald would appear at any moment to save her from this torment? Oh, and save Jessica, she supposed.

"Fine," she huffed. "I will do it myself."
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Fuck.

It was a massacre. Dead guards. Brutally murdered. Their bodies lay splayed across the dirt, ready to be swallowed by the earth, already obscured by the long grass.

The moonlight shone down on them all. A beautiful night for a horrible sight.

"What are these lines, monsieur?" Lulette asked. She crouched to peer at the ground, balls of her feet pushing up her butt.

"They're tracks," I said.

Her cook's attire was a damn comical sight amidst all this death.

Yet I hadn't told her it wasn't appropriate. It wasn't, but confidence was. Just as I knew Graceful was her true self in her maid's attire. This was the same. I needed her truest self beside me if I was going to get through this.

Graceful...

She was okay. I dared not believe anything else.

I knelt and touched the tracks. A cart. Just a regular cart, yet there was nothing ordinary about the way they disappeared into thin air. But I knew better, of course. It had flown.

"I am a fool," I said. "I thought they were only after you. Perhaps they weren't after you at all."

"Or both of us," Lulette said.

"It may be bait," I said, rising.

"Graceful would not be in danger," Lulette said. "A fearsome warrior; I would not wish to fight her."

"There are always those more fearsome," I said. "Gods know what they've done with her, with them. It's them we need to be worried about, really. And here he comes."

Lord Edward was frantic, climbing up the hill, his hair disheveled, collar half upturned. I'd always wondered how he managed to stay so well put together. Now that I'd finally seen the alternative, it made me feel sick.

"Why did I let you involve me in this mess!" he spat.

Oh. Here we go.

"Lord Edward," I began, raising my hands.

"No, don't Lord Edward me," he pointed a finger, first at me, then at Lulette, who just laughed. Totally the wrong thing to do at the time. "I stuck my neck out to save her and look where it's got me. I⁠—"

Smack!

My palm connected with his cheek. Was it for the hypocrisy of him involving me with 'old Patuna's cottage and Graceful, then complaining when he was involved? Or to simply shock him into composing himself? I guessed it didn't matter. He had nothing to tell me that we didn't already know.

"I'll rescue them," I said sternly. "Return to your home. Your constituents need you during this time of great turmoil."

"I'll whip you up something to eat," Lulette said. "Roast potatoes, roast beef? Puddings and all that you enjoy?"

"I can't eat at a time like this!" Lord Edward looked at me desperately.

"I need you, Lulette," I said. "You're the only one who knows these demons. Knows how they think. How they got here." I took a breath. Truth be told, I was only just about holding it together myself. Graceful, my Graceful, had been taken. And who knows what he was doing to her? She was a damn succubus. Of course he'd have his way with her; why would he choose Lady Loveday or Jessica over her?

And that made me feel even guiltier, that I would hope, wish he would spare her and take them instead. As if they were lesser to me just because they were not my family. They were my friends, weren't they?

"We have to find them," I said, turning to Lulette. "Is there anything, anything you can think of that might tell us where they are?"

"How would I know? I just appeared here one day and ran until I found the pub."

"Well, you can't have just appeared out of thin air!" Lord Edward stammered.

"Monsieur, that is literally what I do every day!" Lulette sighed in exasperation and reached into her hat, only to groan when she came back empty. "Oh oui, I quit. Unf. I need something to put my lips upon now." She pulled her cook's knife and bit down on the handle.

Meanwhile, the guards, satisfied that we had concluded our investigation, began lifting their fallen comrades—and what bits of them they could find—onto stretchers. It just felt sad to me. Not like there were any doctors that could heal them.

"Gerald," Lord Edward whispered. "You must do something."

I paced, racking my mind. "This place is such a hotbed of demon activity. Why? Why do they keep coming here? How?" I snapped at Lulette. "How did you get here?" I asked. "Sure, you appeared out of thin air. But where exactly?"

"It doesn't matter," she waved the air dismissively. "Just a cave on a beach somewhere. I was smacked sideways in some bedroom of a demon lord and awoke in the sand. I ran for my life; I could scarcely remember where that cave even is."

Lord Edward and I shared a grave gaze.

"We know where it is," I said.
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Once off our horses, Lulette struggled to follow. With all the Lord's guards behind us, she dared not teleport. Before, the contract had prevented anyone from finding out what she was, because that would have stopped the innkeeper from owning her, but now that wasn't the case.

"This is...ugh. I bathed and everything. I smelled good for you. See!" She lifted her armpit and jumped, barely able to get high. "Clean and everything, sniff it!"

"I don't care about that," I groaned, pacing up the beach. The cave beckoned. "Graceful was the one who was bothered about that. As long as you cook me delicious food, I don't care."

"Liar."

"It's not important right now."

Fucking demons. Their lives were so chaotic they could never just focus and prioritize.

"It is importante!" Lulette ran ahead of me, causing me to stop, Lord Edward to stop too, and the rest of the guards at his wake to pause in kind.

Good thing it was a large beach.

Seagulls squawked, a formation flying in the distance in the bright sunny sky, mocking us with their forward motion.

"Lulette," I said. "Every second counts here."

"It's importante," she repeated.

I scowled at her. "Why? Why is it important?"

She stomped a bare foot into the sand, as if that was an answer.

"What's the hold up?" Lord Edward cried behind me.

"Exactly," I said, walking headfirst into Lulette. She teleported out of the way and walked beside me, hurrying to keep up once more. "Don't do that," she said sternly, though it came out weak. "My powers are not a toy to be played with."

"There is nothing playful about what's happening right now," I said, gripping Violet's handle, ready to strike. "I'm sorry you're stuck with us; I truly am. But once I've killed this fucker, they'll stop coming after you and you can do as you like."

"There are worse folk to be stuck with," she yelled, then ran ahead in front of me, forcing me to stop once more. "And I'll stick with you to save these people for you. Just try and get rid of me!" Her finger point was not even wavering a little, dead still.

My shoulders softened; my grip on Violet eased ever so slightly.

"Well, obviously," I said. "You need to cook us something delicious when we get back."

She scowled, but it quickly turned into a smile. "Let's go save the red one."
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"I don't know what we'll find in here," I said to Lord Edward. "It's best you stay back while Lulette and I check it out."

The sky was clear tonight, moonlight reflecting on the water like a sea of stars. Graceful would've loved this view. I would've loved to watch her dance around the sand, building sandcastles and figures, then stomping all over them while pretending to be a dragon. So playful, such a ridiculous succubus. And now she was in there, dead or worse.

My heart ached, and I was surprised to find a hand on my shoulder; it almost made me jump.

"Let's do this together," Lord Edward said, stepping forward.

"My lord, no!" his man called from the head of the guards. Apparently, he wasn't just a coach driver.

The darkness swallowed him whole, and suddenly I was the one who needed encouragement. It was all quite easy when Graceful was by my side—a joke even. Nothing was funny now.

"She what?" Lord Edward yelled.

Lulette and I raised our eyebrows at one another, and I headed into the cavemouth to find only Lady Loveday there, huddling in rather inappropriate attire: thin linen skirts and a blouse.

"My love." Lord Edward crouched down and took her in his arms. "Where is Jennifer?"

"Where is Graceful?" I stepped forward, my voice less caring and more grave.

"Did they take them?" Lord Edward asked.

"Take them?" Lady Loveday sniffled. "Your bloody daughter. You won't believe what she's done."

Lulette and I shared a look then. Seems like that was the most important part of having an assistant in these investigations—someone to raise your eyebrows at and speak words unknown.

"She's only gone and seduced a great big demon," Lady Loveday said. "All red and brutish. Of course that's who she'd get her claws into!"

Lulette's and my eyebrows could've flown off our faces then we were so shocked.

"Red?" Lulette said.

She beat me to it.

"Yeah, my love, red and black with twisted horns and horrible." She made the fingers on her forehead. "This is all your bloody fault. I knew I shouldn't have helped save you."

"My lord," his man called from the opening. "Is it all alright out there?"

Lord Edward was disheveled, unsure what to say.

I stepped out. The guards were all waiting with weapons drawn, looking confused and some quite frightened. Clearly, this was the most exciting thing to happen in the village since Nobby's pies went on sale half off.

"Form a perimeter," I said. "Lulette and I will handle this. This is seer business from now on."

It hurt me to reveal my true nature. But word would spread and rumors abound; it was best everyone knew it than thought otherwise.

I was once a retired seer, and now I am back in the game.

When I returned to the cave, I found Lady Loveday towering over little Lulette, pointing a finger and furious. "You...you demons. You make me yearn for my life and then I'm too tired to run for my bloody life. What did you do to my daughter? She was such a good girl⁠—"

Lulette slapped her.

Lady Loveday fell and crashed on her arse.

Lord Edward touched his own cheek like he had felt it, then quickly went to rescue his wife on the ground, holding her. "My love, are you alright?"

"I'm here, my love," she replied, touching his cheek. "I'm sorry," she said, then turned to the demon. "I'm sorry, little one, I didn't mean..."

But Lulette was just looking at her in shock and confusion.

"We don't always know our own strength..." Lord Edward said, perhaps trying to keep the peace. But he didn't get it. He didn't realize what had just happened. Some people really can't believe their eyes. Or perhaps he simply hadn't realized, too preoccupied with his daughter missing.

"Lady Loveday," I said, stepping past Lulette, who was still looking at her in shock. "What happened here?"

Lady Loveday took a deep breath. "She, she seduced him, didn't she? He came over all funny at the sight of her, then the two of them headed into that door there off to do the gods know what. She hasn't even lost her maidenhood and it's like she's got the power of a tavern strumpet over him."

"Our daughter seduced a...a..." Lord Edward stammered, looking to me for the words.

"A cambion, that your wife could see. See his true form, I mean." I rubbed my temple, putting it all together. "I understand what has happened here," I said. "Graceful's succubus powers were in the air, and Jennifer capitalized on them. Smart girl."

My shoulders relaxed. Graceful was alright, certainly, and Jennifer...was probably getting the best sex she would ever experience.

Though we couldn't count our blessings too soon.

"This door?" I asked. "Where is it?"

Lady Loveday pointed shakily to the wall. "Just there," she said. "He...he painted some rune on there. Graceful, she's all clever; she saw it and copied it and...oh, there's something else. He wasn't calling her that; he was calling her something else. Thrudhilda."

I snarled at that. "Thrudhilda?" Then I realized it was her old name and was even more appalled. "No, no, I don't think so. She is Graceful."

I headed to the door, racking my mind for a symbol to paint on it but couldn't quite find it.

"Lord Edward," I said. "The symbol in your family's book, in your study. If you please."

"Right, right!" He was a mess, piecing together all that had happened, and perhaps the knowledge that his daughter was running around with succubus powers was too overwhelming for him. The gods know how I would deal with such knowledge.

But he knew the rune. He'd stared at it nearly every day of his life in his study. And with his finger, he traced the shape of it onto bare stone.

For a moment, nothing happened, then a glowing light appeared within the doorframe, sending me memories of when Graceful was on top of me, and the door had creaked open while Lulette watched us.

"Well, that's that then," he said. "I'll need a weapon, of course."

"You need to stay and look after your wife," I said. "And your town," I added. "They all need you."

"My daughter needs me!" he said, eyes bloodshot, darting back and forth. The poor guy.

"Let me do this," I said. "This is what you brought me here for, remember? A seer. While you're good at leading the town. If you die in there, this whole lot will be in shambles, and you've no heir to take your place." I touched his shoulder. "Look after your wife," I said. "I'll bring back your daughter in one piece."

In one piece but for one part missing, I thought in dismay. Would she be forever scarred by this, or just randier than ever?

"But...but..."

"Lady Loveday," I said. "You need your husband with you, yes? To comfort you and console you, correct?"

She glared at me and nodded. "Stay here with me, my love. Let Gerald do his job. It's what you pay him for."

"That's right," I said. "I'm the town seer." I swallowed, stepping toward the door. I pushed it open to find a great glowing light engulfing me before I'd even stepped in.

And step in I did, toward a destiny I could walk from no longer.
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The first thing that caught my eye was the blood, coating the floor like a rug. My boots splashed into it; I had to be careful not to slip.

Dead demons lay everywhere, sprawled in their own mess amid a strange stone room carved with demonic runes, torchlight flickering along the walls.

It smelled of iron and sweat. All the bodies were scamp imps or similar—lowly creatures, mere fodder for Graceful's blade.

"Eugh." Lulette stepped into the room just behind me. "Quite impressive. Madam's been on the warpath."

Her feet were half-submerged in the blood, each step causing it to drip off her toes.

"She's like me, I think," I said. "Loves killing."

"It's an art form, I suppose. A crude one though it may be." Lulette took a step forward and slipped. "Oop!"

She fell and reached out, and I caught her hand, pulling her close to save her.

"Merci," she said, holding tight beside me, her big violet eyes staring up at me with a fraught, obsessive look.

My heart began racing as I held her hand, my other arm wrapped around her. I could feel it thumping against her body, the press of her bosom against my stomach. Gods, she was tiny, with a personality that soared to the heavens.

"We should keep going," I said.

"I've never touched someone before," she said, staying close to me. "Graceful can wait. I could stay here forever."

"I can't." I let go of her, soldiering on out of this strange portal room, and she followed me as if she were attached by a string.

"What would you like me to cook for you later?"

I barely heard her as I surveyed the hallway we found ourselves in.

Stone and deep black carpets—so black they were like an endless night to fall into.

And a side table, one you might find in any manor back home, with a scamp imp fallen over it, wounds nearly dried as they cascaded from his ribs.

"We're in the hells," I said gravely. "There couldn't be a more dangerous place for me to be."

I was a damn seer, an enemy of all these creatures. Some said they could smell the sight on you, smell all the creatures you'd killed. Not much of an issue when they themselves were trying to hide, but here, in their own domain?

If I wasn't careful, I would be hunted like a hundred bears sniffing out a lone woman in the woods.

"She is protecting you," Lulette said. "Madam clears you a path of safety while leading you the way. Look."

There were two doorways, pure black metal, heavy and gleaming. The blood trail led one way, her footprints following it, guiding us.

I smiled at that. "Not such mindless destruction after all."

"She is an unusual succubus," Lulette said as we headed into the next room. "She cares for you deeply."

A staircase led downward, a hallway straight ahead. The blood path trailed down, as if she were dragging one of the bodies, painting the way for us.

Lulette took my hand, nearly making me jump.

"Forgive me, monsieur. I will not get this chance again." She squeezed tight, and it felt like a betrayal to Graceful, yet I couldn't stop Lulette. How could I? I couldn't even imagine how she must feel right now.

I gazed at her for a moment, and perhaps she could read it in my eyes, for she looked away, a guilty expression on her face. "If there's some magic here," she said, "that stops me from teleporting, swaps gifts—perhaps we might use it for you to be with your succubus forever?"

My heart raced. "I...yes. Magic doesn't exist on Orth. It's not something I ever considered."

"We're not quite on Orth," she countered. "And you never much played by human rules anyway, did you?" She squeezed my hand. "The two of you should not be, yet you are a beautiful creation. I will cook whatever it is you like when we return home."

We made our way down the steps, taking the rest of the journey in silence. My heart beat faster, and I could feel Lulette's own pulse within her grip. The tips of her claws dug into my hand, reminding me I might get cut if I got too close.

The place reminded me of a king's palace. She had mentioned how powerful this demon was, some kind of lord or king of the underworld, no doubt.

As we passed stained glass windows, I kept my gaze away. I dared not look out there, for every time the corner of my eye caught sight of it, pure terror surged through me at what I saw. Fire and brimstone, lakes of lava, air so thick with poison I would die the moment I stepped outside.

Lulette, however, I kept having to drag onward; she was looking outside in wonder. Coming home after being away for so long could do that to you, I supposed. Did she see those horrific sights as I did the grand fields and farmlands of Penmor?

Did she want to stay? Her grip on my hand said otherwise. I worried she might have imprinted on me.

A giggle broke me from my stupor. A flash of sobriety led me to these thoughts next. Jennifer had lost her maidenhood to a demon; Lulette was something similar to a human. To touch meant you were in love. We were not, yet she touched me. Did that give her similar feelings? The way she smiled and beamed at me despite the horrors of the situation...

"She may not want to come back," I said, referring to Jennifer. I hurried onward toward the sound of laughter. She giggled again, a horrific contrast to the death and destruction surrounding us. I was practically dragging Lulette, walking too fast for her short legs.

The path spiraled down winding stairs, deep into the dungeons where not even the gods would know what happened.

There were no gods here, only demons. And they had an even sicker sense of humor.

The giggling grew louder.

"She is being tortured," Lulette said, gripping my arm tightly. "We must hurry."

I swallowed, half wishing she was. "No, Lulette. That's not what you hear."

As we got closer, a deep, resonant voice chuckled back with her. It was so powerful it felt like it was rumbling the walls.

"Blade at the ready," I said, shaking her off. "We're here to kill, remember?"

"And then what? It all ends?" she hissed. "I don't think so."

I nodded gravely. "I don't know what's going to happen next, but we have to rescue Jennifer and Graceful. After that, we'll deal with whatever comes."

"Sounds familiar," she said. "Maybe if we stopped and took stock of our ingredients, we might be more aware of what stew we are cooking."

I squinted at her, and as I got close, she gasped and stepped back for a moment, shocked and overwhelmed by my presence while I was the one moving. "You're not wrong," I said, "but we don't have the luxury of doing that. If we wait a day, Jennifer may be lost. The next? Graceful. Lost, dead, or maybe even worse. I know we're making ourselves a shit sandwich, but we have no choice but to take a bite. That's what my life is about here. So you're free to leave, free to go back through that portal and teleport away to Solencia or gods know where. But I'm here, and I'm dealing with this. It's up to you."

I was towering over her, backed against a wall. Her violet eyes looked up at me, wide, and her cheeks flushed. She adjusted her cook's hat. "Ahem, well, monsieur. It seems you've left me no choice; I'll have to choose the obvious one, the one that is best for me."

I nodded, understanding, and cleared the way for her to leave.

Instead, she kept walking. "Well, are you coming? Or shall I rescue her for you?"

"I've only known you a day," I said, holding Violet at my hip, ready to draw her.

"And what a day it's been! Imagine a week at our fingertips, the food we could cook!"

"I'll need to get a lock on my bedroom door."

"I assure you, I have no idea what you are talking about."

We came down to a crypt. The blood was thin here now, the footsteps pale on the black cobblestone. It smelled of dust, sweat, and a sordid atmosphere. My heart was thundering, and part of me knew it would be best to keep Violet sheathed. There was no battle on the other side. Only the biggest cunt in this world and the next draws a sword upon a naked man. Even if he is a demon who's done all this, you let him get his clothes on first; otherwise, I'd be no better than them.

Lulette didn't quite get the memo, having drawn her cook's blade. I made a note to get her a second one and to double-check if the sausage in her sausage and mash was from a pig.

"Let's just make pie and mash instead," I murmured, pushing open the door.

I immediately averted my eyes. Jennifer's naked body was full of curves in so many places I dared not deem them right or wrong. Her body was a cosmic horror of rolls and bumps, though to be fair to her, she bore it with a confidence that obviously pleased the cambion she lay before, judging by the massive rock-hard cock between his legs.

I covered my eyes. "Mind covering that up?" I said, grimacing. "I've done you the kindness of not drawing my sword. Sheath yours, will yer?"

Jennifer giggled and rested her head on his thigh. The cambion grunted, snickered with her, then pulled a loincloth over and twisted in his seat to get it over his thighs. Now that was something no man should witness another doing.

"Aren't you proud of me, Gerald? I tamed him."

"Don't tell him my—" I winced. The damage was done. "What have you done with my demon?" I asked, not wanting to speak her true name.

"Thrudhilda is unmarred," the cambion growled. "Unfortunately."

Jessica beamed proudly at me, somehow jiggling all parts of her body despite not moving much at all. "I wouldn't let Kalvor harm my friend."

"Cheers for that," I said. "Unfortunately, you have to come back with us. Your parents are worried sick."

"They think I've been abducted?" Jessica touched her chest.

"Worse. They know exactly what's happened."

"You'll not take her from me," the cambion named Kalvor said, rising high and using his staff to support his massive weight. A grand orb appeared as if from nowhere, hidden behind blankets and curtains before. It was black and yet blinding, absorbing all the light and dousing us in terrifying darkness.

"M'love..." Jennifer began. "Let's not fight over this."

I shielded my eyes, skidding against the floor, for the light was not just blinding but powerful beyond my mere mortal understanding.

"The fuck is that!" I grimaced, trying to withdraw Violet. The weight of her pressed into her scabbard; my own arms could barely lift against the tide of power.

"This, Gerald the Seer, is your destruction," Kalvor bellowed. "When you are dead, I will take them from you. Thank you for bringing Lulette to me; she won't get far now."

"Baby, no!" Jennifer cried.

Lulette gripped tightly onto my back, hooking her feet around my stomach. "We've got to destroy that damn orb, monsieur."

"Yeah, no shit."

I unclipped Violet and pulled her scabbard away; the brilliant violet metal arced upward just in time, the cambion's great axe smashing against it, a shower of sparks flying out.

The veins in my muscles pulsed; I could feel every tendon in my body tensing and crying out. Drool spilled from his sharp teeth, his lips black and split like fissures in lava.

"My love has told me all about you," he spat, grinning as though he relished the power he held over me. "Seems you've been making a name for yourself in my dumping ground. Perhaps it is more fertile land than I once thought. I will take over this Penmor and make it my new kingdom, with Lady Jennifer as my queen."

"No!" Jennifer cried. "My da' would be pissed right off by that!"

Jennifer tugged at his bicep, jiggling mercilessly; though it was not comical at all, just sad. I felt sorry for her. All this effort to find a man and failing, and here she thought she had finally found one who matched her.

"He's just a monster," I yelled, kicking the demon away and skidding backward. "Jennifer, you can do much better. Find yourself a nice Penishman."

"I don't want a Penishman; I want him! I know I just met him, but he's the only thing I've ever wanted this much, even if he's being a total arse!"

That gave the demon pause; he thrust his axe into the ground so hard the blades cracked the stone, and it stood there upright.

Meanwhile, he leaned on his staff, that damn orb giving me a headache.

"You think that of me?" he asked, cupping her cheek.

"You are trying to kill my mates, aren't you?" she replied.

"Voidacher yearns for the taste of blood," he said, gesturing to his axe.

"And I yearn for the taste of your cock, I do, but I'll go without for the rest of my life if you kill them. So turn off that bloody orb before I smash it over your head."

The demon thrust the pole down into the ground, and that infernal noise, force, whatever it was, ceased, allowing me to stand straight again.

"There, the power is ceased. Are you happy?"

"Put down Voidacher too," Jennifer begged.

"You named your blade?" I asked, squinting dubiously.

"Yes," the demon said. "He is named for the aching void within me; I—" he touched his chest. "That was private. I should not have shared that information."

I chuckled. "This is Violet," I said. "She is named for the way—" I swallowed. "She is named after my mother, who has departed."

I had never revealed that before. It was a total lie. Maybe I should've called my sword Voidacher for her absence.

The space between that moment and the next was filled with uncertainty. I didn't know whether to sheathe my blade or rush forward and end this all.

Jennifer just beamed at the two of us. "There we go, some common ground between the two of you."

I was more impressed with her. The way she'd come into her own in this moment was remarkable. No mere Penishman would have been enough for her, that was for sure. She clearly had much greater ambitions; only a demon could suffice.

I knew there was a reason we were pals, beyond her being my friend's daughter, of course.

"Where is my maidwife?" I asked.

"Thrudhilda?" he said.

"No, that's not her name." My lips became dry.

"Fret not," he said. "Their names only hold power unless she signs it in a contract; otherwise, it will matter not, Gerald."

I nodded, sheathing my blade. "We are at an impasse," I said.

"A stalemate," he agreed. "You are the famous Gerald the Seer, destroyer of my kind. I long to take your head as a trophy, much as you have done to us."

"And you have been taking the piss," I replied, "terrorizing these humans and using this small town as your dumping ground."

"An impasse indeed," he said, glancing at the orb upon his staff.

Would I be quick enough to skewer him before he activated it?

And where was Lulette? I no longer felt her grip around me; I didn't sense her presence at all. Rescuing one demon was difficult enough; now I had two to hunt for?

There was only one thing for it.

"How about diplomacy?" I asked.

"Diplomacy?" Kalvor's thickset, bulging eyebrows furrowed.

"Breaking bread," I said, then swallowed.

"Do you...are you implying we all have dinner?" he asked. "Me? Dinner with humans?" He bellowed laughter.

"Dinner with my family and friends," Jennifer corrected.

"You'll have to put some clothes on," I added.

Kalvor smashed the staff down, a wave of pain and fury breaking through my head. I groaned. It was so much worse when it came as a flash like that. "Never shall my love wear clothes again; this was promised unto thee when we first joined flesh."

And the spell was broken with a touch upon his cheek. I rubbed my temple, really sick of that damn staff.

"My love, we say all sorts of things in the heat of the moment," Jennifer said. "But if you think I'm gonna parade around with my baps out while my ma and pa come to visit, you've another thing coming!"

"If I can interject..." I began. "Jennifer and I really have an uncle-and-niece sort of relationship, so if I could be included in that arrangement, that would be... just swell." I leaned against the wall, my head killing me.

"En garde!" Graceful said, leaping into the room. Her red form was like a firebolt flying through the air. Instinctively, I grabbed her by the middle and swung her around to safely stop her.

"We're trying diplomacy," I said. "Instead of killing, for once." My heart raced at the sight of her, her glowing, fiery eyes wide with shock from my intervention and filled with adoration for seeing me. "It's good to see you, by the way," I added.

Her response was a kiss, soft and deep all at once.

That moment shattered with the thundering footsteps of grunting men—no, demons. Two maroon-skinned brutes stampeded into the room. "I tried to stop them, my lord!" they said, but Kalvor merely raised a hand in dismissal.

"Tell the servants to prepare the dining table," Kalvor ordered. "We are to have a feast."

"Oh, and go fetch my parents, will you?" Jennifer called.

Lulette teleported into the scene, panting and out of breath. "Je suis désolé," she said to me. "I did not mean to frighten you with my disappearance. I thought it wise to rescue Graceful while the beast was distracted."

"Cheers," I said. Reaching out, then pulling away, she looked frightened of the touch for some reason. Strange, considering she had been so happy to grab me before. "Why don't you go and get Lord Edward and Lady Loveday?" I suggested, then turned to Jennifer. "And you. Put some bloody clothes on!"
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Distorted, snarling blackstone busts breathed fire from their gaping maws. These visages were littered across the walls in place of candles, casting a warm glow that lit the room while constantly reminding me of the treacherous place I stood in.

Yet the wine—gods, the wine was good. I swirled the deep red liquid and sipped, made from fiery berries, almost spicy.

I shouldn't be drinking it. If you had told me I would walk into the demon king's home in the hells themselves as a guest and freely drink his wine, I would have said I'd lost my senses, gone absolutely barmy, make no mistake. Yet one thing I was sure of: his love, his infatuation for Jennifer, meant that he would not harm us. Graceful had killed half his men and thralls, and he'd not harmed a hair on her pretty head. Now she stood beside me, sniffing and sipping the wine, imitating me.

She licked her lips. "Essence of...hmm. It's on the tip of my tongue."

"Demon berry and black tongue root," Lulette interrupted, rolling her eyes at Graceful with a smile. "And no, there's not a lick of poison in it. I could sniff it out."

Lulette had maintained a little distance from us, standing on the other end of the fireplace we were leaning by. The fire wasn't actually on at this point, or it'd be far too hot to stand by. For what reason would a manor in the hells even need a fireplace? It was never winter.

"Dear chap," Lord Edward said, scanning the place, jumping as a scamp imp held up a tray to offer him some food. "Are you sure it's safe to be here?"

"About as safe as it is to be home," I said. "Considering what happened to your wife and mine. By the end of tonight, I'm hoping nothing like that will ever happen again. You can't solve all problems with a sword, you know." I grinned at him, trying to project calm, though I didn't feel it. I looked over to the demon, happily chatting with Jennifer and Lady Loveday.

Though there was nothing happy about Lady Loveday's expression.

Jennifer was wearing a fantastic dress—black and red, with demonic horns on her shoulders, accentuating her full breasts and holding in her curves to make her obscenely impressive.

Lord Edward could hardly look at her, and I didn't blame him. Who could bear to see his daughter transformed by her kidnapper into a demon lady of the hells?

Kidnapper was the right word, for she was the one who had thralled him.

And now that the effects of his orb had worn off, what did that mean? She had firmly trapped him. Would that wear off?

A mere moment later, stealing my thoughts from me, a spindly demon entered, indicating that we take our seats, for dinner would soon be arriving.

I didn't know if I was more nervous to eat dinner here or grateful it wasn't at Lord Edward's home. They liked to feed me stuff like 'stargazers pie' and 'spotted dick'. I wasn't a fan of any of it. And it seemed like the more I politely nibbled at it, the more they thought I liked it, and the meals got worse and worse.

How could they have eaten Lulette's cooking at the pub and then think what their cooks made was appropriate?

We took our seats, and I frowned as Lulette sat beside Graceful, away from me. I just gave her a look, and she avoided my gaze.

I could only imagine what that was about, and I was probably right, but it wasn't the time to deal with that now. The fate of Penmor was at stake; Jennifer's holy matrimony was at stake. And perhaps if we succeeded tonight, no more demons would invade this small coastal town, bad intentions or good.

And the fate of my stomach was in dire peril. Could humans even eat this food? I leaned forward to glance at Lulette, hoping to hint my worries toward her with a glance.

She wouldn't even meet my gaze.

"Psst," I hissed, trying to get her attention. "Psst!" I hissed louder, now that the table was talking loudly amongst one another.

"Little pocket pussy," Graceful said. "Herr Gerald is trying to get your attention."

But it seemed Lulette's mind was elsewhere, or she was afraid to talk to me still.

Lord Edward and Lady Loveday were in animated, quiet discussion over something diplomatic here or there, while Lord Edward pretended not to notice the way Kalvor and his daughter were lovingly making eyes at one another and whispering sweet nothings.

Graceful was humming to herself, oblivious to all. She was also drenched in blood, the white of her maid's dress stained red as her flesh. We all pretended not to notice that, for the good of diplomacy, of course.

And there were several other demon women and men I hadn't been introduced to yet. They all looked just as awkward to be among humans as we were to be around demons.

There was a succubus who kept giving off arousing aromas I had to ignore—as did Lord Edward, that much was plain by the way we both dared not look at her. It also made me realize that Graceful simply did not have it. I could usually sense it, but I could never sense that on her. That primal lust she engaged when you looked at her—more like primal love. She had won me over with her personality and looks, and nothing aromatic about it.

A plate landed on my table, placed there seemingly on purpose to draw me from my thoughts. I studied the meat with suspicion, wondering what hellish beast it had come from.

"This looks amazing," I said, feigning enthusiasm. "What is it?"

"A flamnic," the waiter said. "Freshly butchered this morning."

There were strips of red veins in the white meat, glowing.

The sound of cutlery on forks filled the room. The demons were tucking hungrily into the starter meal, as was Lord Edward. When he caught my gaze, he whispered something along the lines of 'diplomacy.'

Of course, he could not be seen turning his nose up at the meal. I watched him gulp it down, and I could see a bead of sweat drip down his temple.

"It's good," he said, gulping.

I peered at Lulette. She was cutting it with her knife and fork quite elegantly, taking small bites and closing her eyes in bliss.

Here goes nothing.

I cut a piece and swallowed, bracing myself. My eyes opened wide; I swore I levitated off my chair, my pupils must've swelled as wide as saucers.

Spicy wasn't the right word for it. Flaming was more accurate. My senses were on fire. At first, it tasted almost like chicken, yet it wasn't like the meat was glazed; the entire flavor bore a flaming sensation that blew my mind wide open.

And I took another bite, and another.

This was only the main course? I couldn't wait for what came next.

"We shall get down to it," Kalvor said. "Lady Jennifer is to be my bride, and as her lord ruler husband, I will be entitled to her lands."

Lord Edward choked. "I beg your pardon? You'll be entitled to diddly squat! My beloved daughter is not set to inherit, as she is not a son."

"I am king of this realm," Kalvor said. "I am entitled to a tribute."

"Am I not enough for you?" Jennifer scoffed.

"I did not say that," Kalvor said, looking like a child in trouble now. "You are woman enough for me, but this world is mine for the taking. Ahem. Ours for the taking."

"I don't want the bloody world, you cheeky git. I just want you and a nice little home. This one is big enough for me. Besides, my da's right. I'm not his heir. We're old-fashioned down here...up there...over there?"

"I see." Kalvor peered into his cup.

"Though we do have much to offer, if you have much to offer us. A trade in resources, ferrying to and through that little portal door of yours, benefiting us both and insulting neither."

Lady Loveday beamed proudly at her daughter. I finished off the rest of my meat and kept my damn mouth shut, finishing my wine and quietly gesturing for seconds.

But that wine got me feeling social, so I leaned over to Graceful and Lulette, unsure of what I would say, but ready to just let whatever came out of my mouth lead my fate.

"Lulette," I said.

She jumped, smiled, went red-cheeked, and quickly retreated into her cups.

"I don't know what your plans are," I said. "But it would be a shame if you ran off so fast. Why don't you come back to our place for a while? Relax in front of the garden. Do whatever. You did say you wanted to cook for us, but you don't have to do that."

"Read some books?" she asked hopefully.

"Sure. You can borrow some of Graceful's."

"Non, monsieur. I would like to get some of my own."

Graceful butted in. "You'll have to visit Auntie for that."

I shuddered. "Long as you come with me. For protection," I hastily added.
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The evening was coming to a close. We had all drunk our fill of wine and eaten delicious, exotic meals so special and strange that I thought I would remember them for the rest of my life.

Lulette and Graceful were sitting on a comfy lounger by the fire, close together and gossiping. I kept hearing my name.

Jennifer, Lady Loveday, and Lord Edward stood by the window, gazing in awe at the lava and hellscape outside. Once you get over the initial fear, you can't quite look away. I wasn't quite there yet; something about all that lava and destruction gave me the willies, and I was content to browse through Kalvor's collection of books. I couldn't read any of them, of course, but the designs on the covers led me to believe they were less ancient tomes of history and more frantic adventures of heroes and villains.

When a villain reads a story like this, do they mind when they are defeated? Do they see themselves that way at all?

He approached, towering behind me and dousing me in shadow.

"Would you like to see my trophy room?" he asked.

I frowned into my cup, picturing human heads on spikes and other such monstrosities. Then I laughed. From his point of view, I would be the villain, of course. How many demons had I beheaded and thrown at the feet of villagers? I was lucky he hadn't stabbed me in the back; I was lucky this wasn't some grand ruse just to get my guard down. It would be quite clever, honestly. I would be impressed.

"There are many weapons," he said, a hint of awkwardness in his voice. "Daggers, swords, axes of rare metals your realm has never seen."

"Lead the way," I quickly replied, turning to find, out of the corner of my eye, that Jennifer was watching. No doubt she had egged him on for this. Wise woman. Smarter than I'd ever given her credit for.

Kalvor tensed up. Likely he had wanted me to just say no, move on, and leave, never to return.

I followed him down the hall, his broad shoulders tensing and shifting like great plates.

"I'm really only interested in that axe of yours, though," I said. "The one you named. It's not often I come across a weapon that can hold its own against Violet."

He brightened at that, leading me through a stone door that I might not have been able to push open myself.

I gasped.

Weapons lined the walls, so many that I couldn't stop to look at one before another caught my attention. The room was lit by those same snarling demonic busts with flaming mouths, and those were the only parts of the walls that weren't cluttered with weapons.

I stepped onto plush red and golden carpet and watched as Kalvor pulled his trusty axe free and handed it to me.

It weighed a ton, unbalanced toward the blade.

"Obsidian," he said proudly. "You ever seen that?"

I had, but I merely whistled. "Voidacher, right? You'll have to rename her now."

"Why, yes." He reddened. Unbelievable; this demon lord of the underworld was bashful. Maybe that's why he'd been such a bellend all this time—just hiding his feelings behind some rage.

Many a man could relate to that.

"Voidmaker," I suggested. "For the holes you will make within the widows you'll create."

He grinned at that.

"Anyway, just a suggestion. I bet you won't be making so many widows now, at least not from those who deserve it."

His great bulbous eyebrows furrowed.

"You must have realized already?" I said. "Jennifer won't stand for half of what you've been up to. Nor will I, for that matter. I can't have any more demons chased into Penmor, or thrown in there when you've had enough of them, or bribed there—come to think of it, why did you trick Graceful into bonding with Patuna?"

He growled. "Never you mind. Your mortal mind cannot comprehend the wisdom of my actions."

"Bullshit. There's a reason. Don't you think I deserve to know? Tell me, and I'll tell you how to win Lord Edward to your side."

"Why would I care for that?"

"Because if Lord Edward loves you, imagine what Jennifer will do."

"More than she does already? I hardly see how that could be."

I raised my eyebrows, trying not to picture it despite all I had already seen.

"Bah. Fine. I will tell you. It's my orb. For every demon I banish from this realm, it saps their power. Graceful was the first, and as she was already quite different, she had not much power to take; it stripped her of all that was left of her seductive abilities. Since then, it has filled to the brim and only works when others are close. Lulette may only travel short distances when she is away from it, but close, she cannot travel at all."

I nodded. "And it gave me a damn headache."

"For obvious reasons, I do not store it here."

I scratched my stubble, looking over the grand display of swords and other weapons. Many of them were human; how many had he taken from knights and heroes? Others hurt to look at, as if they were not from these realms but from this plane of existence entirely. I tried to focus on the details, but their swirling, throbbing pulses made it difficult.

"I will not destroy it," he said.

I dared not voice what I thought next—that I wasn't entirely sure I wanted him to. Graceful let loose...

It was wrong. But how could I be sure my own feelings for her were real unless I truly knew they came from myself?

Yet it wasn't just about her. Lulette too deserved the extent of her powers back.

What if I could take it? Steal it, lessen its reach so that it only worked around my home?

Then I would be able to see them forever... touch Lulette forever. Once we left this home and the cave its powers extended to, we would not be able to touch again, and all this time she had avoided me, not daring to encroach on my courtship with Graceful.

"I don't want you to destroy it," I said, staring him dead in the eyes. "I want you to sell it to me."

A little twinkle appeared in his eyes, then he grinned and burst into laughter. "Preposterous!" he said. "I would lose my grip on this realm. And I know you think that's wise, but do you really want Lady Jennifer married to one who can't grasp onto power?"

I gritted my teeth. "You make a fair point." Then I yawned. It had been such a long day. "I suppose we should retire soon, leave you lovebirds to it."

"It's too late in your realm for travel," he said. "You will stay the night. You and your demons."

There was a glower in his eyes; did he hint at what he meant? He wanted us to stay here, where none of the demons' powers would work.

"One night away from the village won't hurt," I said with a casual shrug. "Not like there's much waiting for us back home, anyway."
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"I'll make sure Jennifer's safe," I said, shaking hands with Lord Edward, who then pulled me in for a hug.

"You're a good friend," he said, reeking of wine and sweat.

I must have smelled of guilt at that moment because I wouldn't be listening out for her safety; I wouldn't be hearing them rut all night. I wasn't doing this for her at all; no, I was already sure of her safety as much as I was of her soreness come the morrow.

Lord Edward and his wife stepped through the portal, the glowing door shutting behind them and leaving Kalvor, Jennifer, and me.

"Thought they'd never leave," Jennifer swooned, melting into her lover.

"But I ain't left yet," I said, grinning. "You know I'm like your uncle; maybe leave some stuff to the imagination."

"You're imagining me?" she blushed.

Kalvor growled, standing there like a ton of muscle and terror, the veins in his arms pulsing angrily.

"You were both arse naked when I first met you," I reminded them. "And that's something I'm trying to forget."

They gazed at one another and then chuckled. "Heh," Kalvor said. "I suppose we were lost within ourselves, caught in the heat of the moment."

"I'm pleased for you," I said. "And I'd like to get a little lost myself. How about you show me where we'll be sleeping for the night?"

"I'll be glad to," Jennifer said. "Though, about that..." She looked away awkwardly, then took my arm and led me away, blowing kisses and waving goodbye to her lover, sure to be in his arms when she was done showing me to the room. "The thing is, I don't know what's quite going on with the three of you, though Lulette approached me earlier, quietly, when it was apparent you'd be staying over. She asked if she could sleep in the room next to you. Thought it was bloody strange I even brought it up, considering you're with Graceful. But who am I to judge after what you saw me like earlier? Maybe she just wanted to be sure there weren't any funny goings-on or that you were gonna stay honorable." She shrugged. "Best speak to her about it. Though, if you want me to, lady to lady?"

"No," I quickly said. "Maybe," I added with a frown. "But not tonight. Let's see if we can sort it out ourselves first. Whatever it is."

She patted my arm. "I'm sure you will. You're dead clever, you know that?"

I laughed, my cheeks reddening a little. "I'm not. I'm just good with a sword, and smarter than the dead."

"See, even that was clever!"

"Not clever enough to defeat a cambion demon lord of the hells without even drawing a weapon," I said. "Thank you, Jennifer. I wish I had seen less of it than I did, but I'm glad you did."

Now it was her turn to blush, and wasn't that a sight in her demonic dress? The bashful demon queen-to-be. The poets couldn't make it up.

The spindly demon footman waited patiently for us, and I thought the quicker we all got off to bed, the quicker he could be too, so I tipped an invisible hat to Jennifer and let her get back to her man. "This gentleman can show me the way," I said. "You've done enough for the night."

I followed him through stone hallways that felt more like tunnels in a dungeon. All that was missing was a torch, and him not wearing such a fancy-looking suit, of course, though that soon disappeared in the darkness that engulfed us.

"This here is your room," his silhouette said. "Please ring this bell if you need any refreshments." He bowed and left quickly.

I quickly studied the hallway around us. There was a painting on the wall; I could only make out the faintest gleam of their golden frames, shining somehow despite the lack of light.

I could make out the shape of another door just down the way; no doubt that was Lulette's. I took a step toward it, my ears pricking at the little hums of Graceful behind the first door, waiting patiently for me.

Lulette was in trouble in her mind; that much was clear all through the night, ever since Graceful had returned. It needed addressing; she needed saving. I owed her at least that much.

I stepped forward, and then feet shuffled to the door, freezing me in place.

Yet the door that creaked open was not hers.

"Psst, mein sausage," Graceful hissed. "Won't you come and bang me?" she grinned, toeing the ground. "The pocket pussy can wait."

"Where do you come up with this stuff?" I shrugged, walking away. She could wait one more night. Obviously, she wasn't leaving.

"Out of thin air, Herr Gerald," she said, grabbing my tunic and pulling me in. She sniffed. "Gosh, you stink. Let's be stinky together!"

One by one, she pulled my buttons apart. I swallowed as I caught sight of her naked body, and my whole vision became it. Her soft, full breasts were a perfect roundness, a powerful need behind my groin hardening my cock.

"I'm not so blind, Herr Gerald; I can see beyond the stars to your mind. I can pull out your deepest fantasy; I don't need powers for this. Ja?"

Fingers curled up between my legs, finding the base of my balls, hooking me in a lion's grip.

My breath shortened as she deftly, with one hand, pulled apart my buttons and slipped inside my chest. She pressed her nose against me and sniffed. "Delightful. A spring meadow of manly musk."

I laughed at how she could never play the demonic mistress role for too long. She was just too unique. Too herself. I was glad, almost relieved, that she didn't have her powers.

Though she had other powers.

"Cum until you're empty," the voice shocked me, freezing me in place and immediately making me gush, creaming my pants. My eyes pulsed with pleasure.

"Unf," I gripped onto her. "Graceful, you can't do...you can't do that."

"You make me stronger," she said, beaming. "I love you so much."

She darted her gaze back, and our eyes got lost in each other. How could she say that so boldly, especially when I was still trembling from orgasm?

"That damn orb of his was supposed to take your powers."

"You give me others, Herr Gerald. You make me so powerful with love, don't you know this? Don't you know I love you so? No orb or god can take that from me."

Her eyes were wild and crazy, pupils swollen to take all of me in as her hand stroked the wet, sticky patch of my groin.

"Don't know what much else you're gonna do with that," I said.

She collapsed to her knees, tits jiggling as she slumped to the ground, pushing her tushie out as the balls of her feet pressed against it.

My trousers were torn from me, my legs trembling as I fought to stay upright. The four-poster bed in the middle of the room looked inviting, yet I was rooted in place, excited—and scared—to find out what would happen next.

Her tongue slid up my thigh. It tickled, and I smiled. Then that same slightly-too-long tongue slid over my balls, licking the spilled cum from my sticky body.

Her eyes widened, invigorated like a vampire to blood.

"Not sure what else you expect me to do now."

"You underestimate me, Herr Gerald."

"I can't say I've ever done that."

Her tongue slid all over my knob, trailing over my cock and swallowing me whole. I groaned, overly sensitive and yet not even tended to at all—a strange combination; my body didn't quite know how to react: enjoy it or cower away in fear?

"I can harden your sausage again, mein lord," she cooed, observing it in wonder. "I can make it soft and hard and everything in between, for it is my sword and I am its sheath."

"You're a lunatic, is what you are."

Her forefinger and thumb made a ring behind my cock, squeezing tight. I trembled and nearly fell.

"Graceful, I..."

"You're hard."

My cock throbbed hard and painfully against her tight grip; the blood surged, my vessels bulged. And when she let go, I nearly passed out.

She giggled. "To the bed, let's go."

I walked over and collapsed, falling on my back and ready to let her do whatever she damn well pleased.

"I wonder what powers the little blue fucksock's retained. Hmm? She can touch; she cannot teleport here. But what remained?"

"You'll have to ask her," I breathed, staring up at the wooden ceiling. "She's been distant recently."

I swore it might've been my imagination, but I heard a quick, short intake of breath from the other room. Definitely imagining things, I thought, considering we could hear nothing but the deathly silence beyond the hells outside, and the flickering and spitting of the little flames that lit the room.

And the deafening sensation of Graceful pulling my tuning from me, leaving us both naked while I sat up, trembling at her every touch. The tips of her claws trailed down my bare flesh, offering just enough pleasure to tickle and scrape, but not to cut.

"Yes, yes," Graceful mused, "you can never be sure which pocket you'll find her in. Reach into one, and she's disappeared to the other—quite the troublemaker. I'm sure you had a hard time pinning her down when I was gone."

"Well, that's just it," I swallowed as Graceful gripped the base of my cock again, squeezing the veins, and I groaned, gripping the bed and clenching my toes. "She was holding onto my arm the whole time. Holding my hand. She was touching me, Graceful. The first man, the first person she's ever touched, and it wasn't from love but the power of Kalvor's orb."

"I did not see any of this," Graceful hummed. With her other hand, she flicked the back of my glans, just a gentle tap with her finger, but combined with the grip, it broke me. I fell to the floor, leaning on my elbows, panting. "You think she stopped for my presence? Shy, nervous about what I might say, hmm?"

"I don't know," I gritted my teeth. "But if you don't sit on it soon, there's gonna be hell to pay."

She smiled. "You don't pay me enough; I could not afford it."

"Enough games." I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. "I can't take this anymore. No more teasing, no more squeezing. Get on it. Now."

I don't know what I was thinking, trying to use my voice like that, as if I had some demonic powers of my own.

But still, it caught her in her traps; she stood there naked and shocked, touching her chest. I saw her swallow, saw the gulp travel down her perfect long neck, saw that feeling ripple through her body, past the hand clenched over her chest as she clasped it. Her stomach breathed deeply as it unraveled down further, taking over the core of her just below the navel, and then she leaped on me like a predator.

Her white hair trailed down, creating a curtain that obscured everything but her wild, fire-orange eyes and sharp teeth.

"Or do you wish it was her? Perhaps you close your eyes and see her little pocket body, bouncy bouncy!"

She dropped down and whispered nothings against my neck. I shivered, trembling as her cunt rubbed against me. It pressed hard, pushing into my body, the folds alive with pleasure and pain in equal measure.

I couldn't take it anymore.

I gripped her and threw her on her back, climbing over her and mounting her quickly. I couldn't grip my cock fast enough as I found her opening and slammed inside.

She was soft and swollen, yielding as I entered. I grunted, and when I pushed to the end of her, it became a vice, gripping me tight and not letting go.

"Got you now. Hahahah!" Her legs hooked around me, squeezing my ribs so tight I thought I would pass out.

"You fucking..." I gripped her thigh and forcibly pushed it away, spreading her legs so she was below me, ready to be taken like a man should take his woman. Dominating her, above her. "You are so annoying," I said, with a wild grin on my face.

"And you love me for it!" she replied.

I nodded, swallowing. "I do. I love you, you crazy fuck." I leaned down to kiss her, felt her tongue explore mine, and began my thrusts. "I couldn't live without you."

Her breath tickled my ear. "But could you live without her?" she asked.

That caught my breath. While she wriggled underneath me like a wave, her pussy pulsing over me, drawing pleasure out, she had several more muscles down there than a human, and she could control them with ease. "If you don't catch her," she whispered, "she'll escape, and you'll never feel her touch again."

Her legs wrapped around me, and then she threw me to my back, pinning my arms down. "If you want a little pocket pussy to break open, you won't find it in me. Hehe!"

Before I could respond, she slammed down on me, bouncing fiercely as the sound of loud claps filled the air.

I grunted out, both in pleasure and frustration.

"You want a little imp? You'll have to catch her!"

I swore I almost passed out while she rode me to her completion. Not once did she utter the words to control me. My cock practically belonged to her now, and if she wanted me hard or soft, it seemed she could control it at will.

What had I done? I must...

I gritted my teeth.

I must take control of this.

With a mountain of effort, I grunted, pushed myself up, and once again threw her onto her back. Pulling out, her vice gripped me so tight I screamed from the release.

She just giggled, but that spurred me on. As I turned her onto her front, I mounted her, slipping my cock deep within her cheeks into...

Deep within...

"Oh." Graceful said, mouth a perfect shocked O, frozen in time before she would likely start screaming.

Fuck.

I did not mean to go there, and my cock was so wet from her juices that there was no resistance at all. A tight ring around the base of my cock and virgin softness within, so unlike what it had been before.

"That...hurts," she began. And then she screamed, gripping the bed and tearing through the sheets with her claws. "F-f-f-f—ffuuuuck!" she warbled. "Fuck... oh mein lord...fuck."

I couldn't even move; I was stuck there, deep within her asshole, scared to pull out lest it hurt her, scared to do anything.

"Okay, you win!" she said. "I'll be good, I promise."

"It was an accident!" I breathed, my full weight crushing her.

"A happy accident," she said, gritting her teeth as tears flowed from her eyes to soak the bed. "Fuck my anus, mein lord. Show me what I'm good for!"

I just laughed. It didn't work then. It was just words—deep, terrifying words, yes, but words all the same.

"You've lost your touch," I said, grinning as I pulled back, felt her tight ass grip against my head, and then shoved deep within her.

"Fuuuuuuuuuuuuuck!"
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"Fuuuuuuuuck!" Graceful moaned, yawning as she rubbed her backside.

It was morning, I supposed, not that I could tell much from outside—just a never-ending mess of fire and brimstone, balls of rock mashing into lava and erupting in splashes of death.

Outside, slave scamp imps carried tools and food to and fro from their master's lair. I hadn't caught a glimpse of that last night; I supposed even the hells had a workday.

An odd bubbling came from my stomach, a wrongness that had little to do with my hangover—though that certainly ached. We were in the hells, and I'd drunk until it became normal and I was comfortable. Now it was morning, and it was all wrong; my seer training had come back with a vengeance, all my history flooding back, and I was terrified.

How many creatures here wanted me dead? How many relatives of the servants had I slain? I was under Kalvor's protection, yes, but it only took one brave, rebellious soul to change my fate. It was stupid. I must never come here again.

Like always, Graceful's silliness drew the poison from me and replaced it with honey.

Laid on her stomach, she slapped her butt as if trying to cool it down, tapping right on her asshole and groaning. Her butt stuck out of the covers, a gorgeous mountain ready to give me that horny hungover feeling.

"You win," she moaned. "You have defeated me. My ancestors would shake your hand and call you the champion of my rectum."

"It was honestly an accident," I said, yawning and stretching. My stomach bubbled again. I wondered what hurt more—my gut or her arse.

"I hope we have more accidents," she said quickly, resting on her elbow and grinning at me.

I rose, the sheets falling from my naked body. She eyed it hungrily, her gaze traveling up and down, a perverted appreciator of art. She watched me dress. Something else was calling me, and I sadly couldn't explore her depths again like I wanted.

"Where are you going, Herr Gerald?"

I gave myself a sniff and snarled at my scent. It couldn't be helped; there were no baths in this admittedly beautiful room I wouldn't mind sleeping in again, were it anywhere else.

"I've got to check on Lulette," I said. "After everything last night, I think she and I need to have a little chat."

I swallowed past a guilty lump in my throat. We should've spoken about it last night. I should've knocked on her door. No. I'd been drunk. Probably for the best we waited until this morning.

Graceful nodded excitedly. "Just in time! She's going to run off before things get awkward."

I froze, considering her, that silly grin while saying something so serious. A rage boiled over me, hotter than the lava outside. "You knew this, and you didn't tell me?"

Graceful rolled around in bed, stretching and yawning. "No, she didn't say it that way. It's just my assessment. She's a self-hating imp, you know. She doesn't want to trick us into a harem or anything like that. She mentioned not wanting to deceive people anymore and just wanting to please them with good cooking. She's tired of people being mean to each other and taking advantage; she wants to be free of it."

That hit me like a boulder square in the chest. My anger subsided, replaced by something much worse, squeezing and gripping my guts. Lulette must be so tired of it. A slave to a human for so long, then freed only to become a slave to drama, tension, and fighting. I would want to run away too.

"You know, she is a good woman," Graceful continued. "An even better good. I approve; I know you were waiting for my approval before you considered keeping her in the house."

I was hardly listening at this point, struggling to get my tunic and trousers on, nearly leaving without Violet at my hip and feeling just as exposed as I was before.

"Wait!" Graceful yelled.

"What!" I yelled back, feeling angry with her again, though guilt immediately rode alongside that feeling.

She rose from the bed, the sheets melting off her perfectly toned body as she hurried over, planting a kiss on my cheek. "For luck, of course!"

I smiled, gave her a quick hug, and left for the hallway.

The hallway beyond the door was wide and dark, the black stone lit by low red flames. The air smelled of ash and metal. Servants stepped aside as I moved through, heads down, not looking at me. Maybe they were afraid of me.

"Breakfast, sir?" a spindly demon footman asked, betraying that notion. He looked identical to many others I had seen; at first, I thought it was one person, but now I realized they were either all twins or just very similar in appearance.

Ignoring him, I rushed to Lulette's room, finding the door wide open, the four-poster bed made, and no sign of her presence.

My gut sank. She'd left so long ago that the servants had cleaned up everything. Even if I ran, would I get to her?

"When did she go?" I asked desperately.

"She left several moments ago," he replied, as if that were any measure of time. "Might I interest you in a coffee?"

Fuck yes, I thought. "No time," I said, rushing back to my door and smashing my fist on it. "Graceful, get ready! We've got to catch her!"

I was about to run off when I skidded to a stop, turning back to the footman. "I have no idea where the exit is; can you lead us there?"

"Quickly?" he asked with a smile.

I nodded. "We've an imp to catch."
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We flew down the hallway, the footman demon suddenly like a warrior on the field—no, more like an assassin in the manor, his swift pace putting both Graceful and me to shame. It didn't help that I was absolutely hanging out of my arse, wine sweat and headaches pounding me mercilessly, probably revenge for what I had done to Graceful last night.

"Ow ow ow ow!" she complained, running while holding her sore bottom.

"Sorry!" I yelled back at her, unable to hide my grin. It shouldn't have been funny. It should be met with flowers and true apologies, not promises to do it again because she enjoyed it so much.

Such a strange lady; I wouldn't change her for the world. But what about Lulette? She had changed for me, for us.

She'd shaved and washed, stopped smoking, making herself prim and pretty in every way, and still retained her own identity. All that, and she was leaving now?

What had I done for her? I saved her, but how had I welcomed her to my home but by making her cook for me?

As we ran, it struck me how quiet she'd been last night—withdrawn, careful. I'd left her to it, given her space. But all she'd ever had was damn space, and I should have smashed through it, politeness be damned. I should have gone to her, broken through, and... told her whatever it was she needed to hear—no, that's wrong.

Whatever it was I had to say. And if it was right, then so be it. If it was wrong, at least I'd said it.

Instead, she was given nothing, so she left with nothing. I had failed, focusing so hard on saving Graceful and Jennifer. I never considered she needed it just as much.

We approached some tunnels I had strangely become familiar with—though if we never came back here, it wouldn't be too soon—and found Kalvor and Jennifer chatting away about something, right near the portal.

Flames flickered and lit them in splendor; Lady Jennifer looked every bit the demon queen in that red light. Thankfully, she was wearing her dress and was not naked; those promises were just sordid ones.

Lulette was nowhere to be seen. That absence of blue was a strange stab in my gut. Her apron, her voice, her distinct smell I had grown to enjoy. Her small, petite hands, always clutching a pipe or knife. Now she was gone, and I knew I needed her to stay.

"When did she go?" I asked, my voice shaking.

"Oh, hi Gerald!" Jennifer beamed.

Kalvor folded his arms, watching me with something close to amusement. "She chose to leave. That should be respected."

"She didn't choose anything," I snapped. "She panicked. She just felt awkward. Well, that's a part of life; she shouldn't have run."

Jennifer smacked the side of Kalvor's arm. "Babe, that ain't nice!"

Kalvor raised a brow at me. "You can't claim everyone. Especially not those who don't wish to be taken, and their will is too strong. I of all people know this."

I didn't answer him. If I had, I might not have gone through the portal at all.

"It's not about that!" Jennifer said. "It's about... you know. It's about something meaningful!" Her eyes glimmered with understanding for me.

Kalvor's shoulders softened with empathy. "I apologize, Seer Gerald. She just ran off and seemed to be in a hurry."

Jennifer nodded and said, "I told her to wait and say goodbye to you, I did. I said it was rude and all that, but she seemed a bit preoccupied with⁠—"

I raised my hand, interrupting her. "I have to go." I hardly had time to listen to the rest of her speech and ran through the portal back to my own world. To Penmore. Home.

The salty sea greeted me first, the crash of waves. There was a serenity to it that enveloped me, yet it couldn't penetrate the panic. Nor could the idle chatter of guards on the beach or the smell of cooked meat as they enjoyed their breakfast. It all felt distant.

Only the small blue demon in the comical cook's attire stood out, breaking through it all and taking all my focus. She stood at the cave mouth, turning back and smiling. She was holding her cook's hat, crumpled weakly in her grip, a little wet. Had she used it to wipe a tear?

"Bit rude to leave without saying goodbye," I said.

"Oop!" Graceful tumbled through the portal and bumped into me, then took my arm. "Hi, Lulette!" she waved.

"Bonjour, Graceful," Lulette waved back weakly, as if all the passion had been drained from her.

There was so much to say and so few ways to say it. It felt like a false drama in a play, and yet every time I opened my mouth, I found a lump in my throat halting my words.

"I can hardly express it, monsieur," Lulette said, speaking for me, reading my mind through my eyes.

She was so far off now at the edge of that cave; it felt like its own portal, and the moment she stepped away, she would be gone.

"I touched you," she said. "I felt you. Do you have any idea what that means?"

"I have a little," I said. "You told me about it. About when imps can finally touch."

"But it was just magic, wasn't it?" she said. "It was just that damn orb. If it isn't...if it doesn't..."

She took a step back.

"Lulette, just wait," I said, taking a step forward, reaching out. We're still within the boundaries of the orb's magic, I thought. You can touch me one last time.

"Don't!" she vanished into thin air, leaving me with the view of the guards on the beach.

Foolish. Foolish. As if she could read my mind. That promise of one last touch wasn't a gift to her; it was torture she could no longer endure.

For a moment, I didn't move.

The beach continued on as if nothing had happened. Waves rolled in. Guards laughed. Someone passed bread over and patted a shoulder. It was so easy for them, yet it meant nothing but camaraderie.

I stared at the space where Lullette had been, half-expecting her to pop back into existence with an embarrassed smile and an offer to make us some 'orrible Viridian food.

Nothing.

I ran out to the sea, the boats, and the overwhelming salty air, but she was nowhere to be seen. Just guards everywhere, and Lord Edward hugging his wife as they waited patiently for Jennifer to come out, to be reunited, their family whole again yet their entire life changed forever, along with the fate of Penmore itself.

They all knew demons were here. They knew I was a seer. I couldn't care about that now.

All I cared about was finding Lullette, but as I looked around and ran up the bank to the grassy path and hills beyond, she was nowhere to be found.

Graceful touched my shoulder, giving me an apologetic look. "Let's go home, Herr Gerald."
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And home we went.

It felt like an age since we'd been there, returning after some grand quest to another realm. We'd only been gone a day, but I'd had jobs like that before.

But none had started with possibilities in my heart, only to have them ripped out, leaving me empty. I wasn't good at this romantic stuff. Clearly. I could speak with my sword just fine, but my damn mouth either got me into trouble or failed to do its job when it should have.

Graceful patted my shoulder. "We have a saying in Dammerhöll: Andere mütter haben auch schöne töchter!"

She patted my shoulder again and headed inside, peeling off her maid's dress to be naked once more, tossing it on the kitchen floor because she was a terrible maid. It landed on the floorboards, still wet with blood.

"It doesn't make me feel better if you don't translate it for me!" I yelled, following her to the living room.

She cackled, heading upstairs to probably diddle herself with a book.

She poked her head out from the staircase. "It means that other mothers also have beautiful daughters!" Her tail thwipped out happily.

That got a little smirk out of me. "I suppose they do."

"But you want that daughter." Graceful melted down the steps, a soft fall, then gained momentum, rolled, and smacked into the wall.

It looked like it hurt.

"Are you sure you're not some jester demon?" I asked, walking over and sitting on the landing with her. She rested her head on my shoulder, close to skewering my neck with her horns. "It's not that I wanted her," I said. "More like...she annoyed her way into my heart. She wanted to help you, you know. She didn't even hesitate. She wanted to be with us; I was sure. We were her only friends in the whole wide world. I just don't know why she felt she had to rip herself from us. Well, I know why; I just wish she'd stayed to talk about it first."

"Stayed to cook us one last meal?" Graceful mused. "Because now I've got to do it!"

"Absolutely not!" I said, rising before she could get there.

"I can help?" she asked.

"I'll do it for today," I said, not in the mood for it to take twice as long. "Just clean up or something." I headed into the kitchen and saw her dress on the floor. "You can start in here," I said more quietly with a smile.

She bounded in and picked it up, giving me a view of her butt as she did so, then bit her finger, smiling.

"Could be worse," I grinned. "You and I have each other." I thought of Jennifer and Kalvor, Lady Loveday and Lord Edward, Arnie and his missus. Maybe two really was the magic number, and introducing a third into the mix was too messy and chaotic.

We'd tried, and look what had happened. You need two people to be on the same page to start something; how could you expect more than that when everyone isn't reading from the same book at all?

I was just starting to cook up some bacon sandwiches when a voice carried from outside, up the hill by the barn.

"Gerald! Gerald! We need you!" a man cried.

A horse clopped way too close to the house for my liking; that always meant droppings, and Graceful tossed a coin to see who had to clean those up. Somehow, she'd convinced me that as a maid, the outside of the house was none of her business, and until I'd hired someone to deal with it, she would share the duties with me.

Somehow, that always ended up with me doing it. Fair enough, I didn't mind doing the garden as much as cleaning the house.

I stepped out to the garden, yawning and finding a town guard there, panting, strained from the ride.

"What can I do for you?" I asked.

"Goblins," he said. "They're raiding a farm. The guards are fighting them, but they're getting overwhelmed. You and your demons can help, right?"

So it was as simple as that; they knew there were demons here, and as long as they could help, they weren't a threat.

"Demon," I corrected, and nodded, turning to yell for Graceful, but she was already standing there in a fresh maid's outfit, beaming brightly.

"We be off then?" she said, just like a Penishman, not for the accent.
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We pushed the borrowed horse as far as we dared. In the excitement of the moment, the guard hadn't seen fit to bring a second, so we didn't have to take his. He'd probably done it on purpose to avoid joining the battle.

The wind brushed past us; the sea air and faint smell of manure from the farmlands honestly didn't bother me much anymore. It was the smell of life and farmers working for themselves, honest work with honest pay.

Swaths of farmland on uneven fields stretched out as far as I could see, cobbled paths breaking between them. It was a gorgeous sight, made grand and awe-inspiring by the small army of guards rushing toward the goblins. The goblins had already chewed clean one of the fields of wheat, and they were on their way to a sheep pen, ready to get to the main meal after their little snack. If we didn't stop them now, they'd breed like rabbits.

"Take this!" I passed Violet in her scabbard over to Graceful. "I know you hate farming, but you've drawn the short sword today."

"Nothing short about this sword, hehe!" Graceful drew it, and Violet gleamed in the morning sunlight.

Graceful gripped the belt of my trousers and leaned against the side of the horse. It snorted in discomfort, but I patted its neck and yanked the reins. "Let's farm some fucking goblins," I grunted. "These fields look like they need rejuvenation."

The horse galloped along, and we flew down the side of the battle, aiming to come up from behind. Wheat tickled my legs as we carved a path through it.

It was enough to cure any hangover. The exhilaration set in, the awesome sight of it all before we had even slain a single goblin; the rush made me forget all about my past worries.

"You never even agreed on a payment, Herr Gerald!" Graceful yelled as she leaned further down, almost falling off the horse, and cut through the first goblin, its paltry old metal armor as tough as braids of wheat.

"Them knowing a demon saved all this farmland is enough payment for now," I yelled. "Maybe we'll ask to keep this horse as well."

With the first down, many more came—maybe hundreds. They surged in a filthy wave, blades raised, teeth bared, screaming as they climbed over cobblestone walls, trampling everything in their path.

And they all died from Graceful's exhilarated swings. She laughed all the way through the slaughter. I was lucky to find someone who enjoyed killing as much as I did, maybe even more. Legally sanctioned killing. Was there anything better?

"Wahoo!" Graceful swept to the other side as we rode through the goblin army, now more like a bandit group of marauders. She cut and swooped, severing heads clean off. The horse we rode had its tongue lulled in terror, always running forward, trying to escape, but it always ended up deeper into the skirmish.

The goblins began to break; they knew they were outmatched. The guards became a force worth fighting with, their spears digging into goblin backs as they fled. Graceful cut down all those who tried to escape. Their squeals of terror might have elicited sympathy from an onlooker, had they not been cries of glee just moments ago.

"Run, ye cowards!" Graceful cried. "Landlubbers all of you, get back in the dirt!"

We didn't have time for me to explain that was something pirates said, and we fell into the description of landlubber too. No, we were far too busy slaying goblin after goblin.

But then a dull vibration coursed through the ground, crawling up my boots and into my teeth.

The smile fell from my face.

At least ten of them. No, twenty. Big, brutish hobgoblins, pulsing with muscle and feral rage. About half were women, half were men; the women were even scarier. They galloped like dogs across the fields, bashing through fleeing goblins without a care.

They crashed through the stone walls, causing an eruption as if stone catapults had been fired at them.

"Oh gods..." I murmured as Graceful pulled herself upright on the horse and stared at me in shock.

It got even worse.

Behind them was a troll, grey-skinned and carrying a spiked club.

My gut twisted with fright. That wasn't the end of it. Sparks of lightning erupted from the troll's club, trailing from his fingers. I could see his veins pulsing gold with the sparks.

"It's got an affinity..."

Fuck. All I could think was, Fuck, fuck, fuck.

"Fall back," I grumbled, pulling the horse back to regroup with the guards. "Get into formation!" I yelled.

I was no damn war general or captain of battles; I always fought alone. Did they even know how to form up?

They awkwardly formed a line, pikes and spears at the ready. Good. Good enough.

"What about the Hunter's Guild?" a guard stammered.

"They'll do a great job avenging us when they get here next week," I yelled. "Right." I rubbed my temple. I only had a few seconds to think of something. "You lot deal with the hobgoblins, keep them preoccupied. Graceful and I will handle the troll and come back to help you when it's done."

We waited, terror palpable among the men. I bet that guard we left behind was grateful now—grateful and guilty for missing out.

The hobgoblins hit first.

The men didn't charge like the goblins had. They advanced. Shields up, spears low, moving in pairs, they smashed into the guard line with bone-jarring force. Once the lines broke, the women raced on all fours and barreled straight into them.

One guard went down screaming as a hobgoblin woman took him down shoulder-first, trampling him into the mud without breaking stride.

The guards held, barely. A spear snapped under a shield bash. Another guard froze just long enough to get run through. They were brave, but bravery wasn't enough against things like this.

I kicked the horse forward and peeled away. Graceful whooped and leaned out, Violet flashing as she took the head off a hobgoblin that came too close. Another caught the horse's flank with a hammer, and the beast screamed, stumbling but still upright.

"Shit!" I pulled the reins away from the hobgoblins.

The troll roared.

It lumbered forward, each step shaking the ground, lightning crackling from its club as it swung. The first blow never even hit a man—it struck the earth, sending a wave of force through the field that threw guards, hobgoblins, and us into the air.

The horse went down hard.

We flew.

I hit shoulder-first and rolled, pain exploding up my leg as something snapped. Graceful landed worse, skidding through churned mud and wheat, her dagger flying from her hand.

The troll loomed over us.

Up close, it was enormous, scars layered over scars, eyes burning with a dull, hateful rage. It raised its club again, lightning crawling along the spikes.

I dragged myself up, sword in hand, my leg screaming at me to stop.

"Graceful!" I yelled.

She staggered upright, blood on her forehead, horns chipped, but grinning anyway. "I'm fine!"

She wasn't, but neither was I.

We moved together.

I went low, slashing at the troll's knee. The blade bit, sparks flying off the steel, pain jolting my arm as if I'd struck adamantium. Graceful leapt, drove Violet into its thigh, and got swatted aside for the effort, barely keeping a grip on my weapon.

I tried the same trick again, harder this time, but the blade skidded off with a crack of lightning that numbed my arm.

The club came down.

I threw myself forward, feeling heat and pressure slam past me as the ground exploded behind. Dirt filled my mouth. My ears rang.

The troll roared; it was more like laughter.

I pushed on, my vision swimming, my ankle screaming in white-hot pain as I mistakenly put weight on it. I roared back, half fury, half desperation, and charged anyway, sword raised for a strike that I knew wouldn't be enough.

I knew I was about to die, angry and unfinished, and I hated that more than the fear, but at least I'd be dying in battle, not old and waiting for the demons to find me.

I struck its stomach, the blade embedding in impossibly tough skin, while a fist smashed into my gut, finding me. I couldn't breathe as I flew through the air, and my ankle fully snapped, punishing me for ignoring the damage before.

I fell, winded and already dead. I knew I was dead, just lying there, ready for the beast to kill me.

He pulled Violet from his stomach and threw it in the distance. Too far for me to reach, not that it would do much anyway.

A flash of blue caught my eye. I shielded my eyes, bracing for the strike that would end me, when another flash of blue appeared, cutting the troll's left ankle.

It cried in fury, reaching behind it and missing as that flashing blue disappeared and reappeared behind its other ankle, cutting that one even deeper with her obscenely sharp cook's knife.

The troll crashed to its knees, sparks fizzling out from its glands, in shock, billowing like a splash of lightning as it fell directly over me.

I rolled out of the way in mere seconds, dirt scraping my face as my fingers wrapped around Violet's handle. Despite the fiery pain from my broken ankle, I forced myself to my knees, swung the blade down, and embedded it in the creature's mighty neck.

"Gah!" Sparks flew up the blade, and shock jolted my hand. I let go and fell on my back, panting beside Graceful, who was just pushing herself up.

"Where the fuck were you?" she yelled, blinking as she rubbed her head.

Lulette stood there, walking between us, her posture shifting as she leaned on the balls of her feet and tiptoes. "I am sorry, mon amis, for letting you down and leaving you." She bit her lip.

Neither of us could speak, mostly because I was fighting to stay conscious through the pain.

"It's alright..." I said weakly.

"Non! It is not!" Lulette raised a fist to the sky. "I was scared to leave, scared to be with you—simply scared. But...trolls are more frightening than that, so I could not live in limbo any longer. I had to commit; I had to make the choice. I'll be with you, I'll⁠—"

"You'll take a bath," Graceful said, holding her nose. "You stink! When did you last shower?"

Lulette sniffed under her arm, then raised her eyebrows. "The same goes for both of you." She smiled, barely looking at me until I stared at her, and she held my gaze.

For a moment, everything else faded—the battle, the pain, the noise—and all I could think was that she'd come back to us, to save us from certain death.

I tried to get up, tried to go to her, but ended up passing out from the pain, everything going black in my vision.
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My head was killing me. I opened my eyes slowly, the calm light shining through the window of the unfamiliar room blinding me until I adjusted.

Had I only been awake for a few minutes? It felt like days, and I was still exhausted.

I pushed myself up in the cozy bed, piled high with pillows, and studied my surroundings. A dark wooden chest of drawers sat beside me, framed photos of Lord Edward's family atop it. The sun beamed through sheer curtains, illuminating the room without blinding me. I could hear birds outside and guards talking just beyond the door.

Unease washed over me. Something was wrong. Strange. I felt a weird itch on my ankle.

I was about to reach down when I heard a familiar voice, one I hadn't heard in quite some time. I recognized the man, and the woman—she had a sultry lilt to her voice. She wasn't human; I could tell that from her voice alone.

Something wriggled under the covers, maybe like a cat. I pulled it back and found my ankle wrapped in golden, pulsing slime.

"What the fuck is that?" I cursed.

Suddenly, the voices outside stopped, and a fist rapped against the door.

"Are you decent?" he asked.

"Not once in my bloody life," I replied, scowling as I peered closer at the thing on my ankle. It wasn't hurting at least; I could wiggle my foot, so it was clearly doing something good.

"Right, well, we're coming in then," the man said.

"Bring an explanation with you."

The door opened, and in walked Guildmaster Darran of the Hunter's Guild, accompanied by a tigerkin and a bunnykin. I'd met the tigerkin before. She was once again in her natural state of undress—just a leather brassiere and a loincloth stretched across her toned body.

The bunnykin, at least, was more decent, wearing a long skirt, a white blouse, and a cozy-looking scarf.

"You're a bit late," I grinned. "We dealt with it just an hour ago."

"An hour?" Darran scowled. "No, pal, you've been asleep for a day."

"Oh." I peered again at the slime on my ankle. It seemed to be feeding on the wound. If I pricked my ears, I could hear a gentle suckling sound. It made me shudder.

"Susan should be finished up soon," the bunnykin said brightly. She must have been Hazel; Darran had mentioned her in letters. "Though you are free to walk around with her; she'll just fall off when the wound is healed."

"I expect that'll start some rumors in a place like this," Darran joked.

I snorted. "Yeah, but it can't be any worse than the usual ones." I stretched and rolled out of bed, testing my foot on the stone floor. "Remarkable. I can't feel a thing."

Darran tousled his bunnykin's head, clearly proud of her achievements.

"Well, I can see you're eager to get on with your day," Darran joked.

"I've just got to see someone," I replied. "Then we can catch up. Will you lot be around later for a pint?"

"Can't. Guild business is taking us away. Shame really, as the pints would be on you." Darran fished a heavy bag of coins from his belt and handed it over. "This is for you, for completing what would've been a guild contract. And that's the real payment a guild member would receive."

It was really damn heavy. I could do a lot with it; I could renovate the house if I wanted to, hire some new help, or pay Graceful a healthy wage.

"Cheers," I said, shaking his hand.

"We'll be off then. I expect you'll have your hands full."

Tarla the tigerkin nodded at me, and Hazel gave a friendly wave. "Though Juno did say we have a free evening?" she suggested.

Darran nodded. "It would be good to catch up."

"Meet me at the pub later?" I asked.

"The pub?" he questioned.

I smacked my forehead. "Sorry. I'm used to everyone being from around here. It's called The Salty Cock. Ask anyone in town; it'll be easy to find."

We said our goodbyes, and the hunters soon left, though the farewells didn't end in the hallway. They stopped to shake hands with two other women out there, and the sound of their voices set my heart racing.

I adjusted my fresh tunic and trousers that someone had put on me while I was asleep. I sorted my hair out in the mirror, scowled at being overdue for a trim, then turned to find them waiting for me.

"Hey," I began.

Graceful launched at me, giving me a big warm hug. "Herr Gerald, we were so worried!"

Lulette stood hesitantly in the doorway—another portal she feared to step through.

"I'm fine," I said. "Except for my new pet." I showed it to them.

"Heheh." Graceful knelt to poke it with her claw, and I quickly shooed her away before she popped it and it died right there before its healing duties were completed.

"Lulette," I said. "Coming in?"

She stepped in sheepishly, smiling weakly. "Bonjour, Monsieur Gerald," she said. "Are you hungry? I fear the food they serve here is quite..."

"Disgusting," I agreed, laughing and hoping Lord Edward and his family weren't around to hear it.

She grinned. "I'm glad we agree. So I will come home with you and cook you anything you like. And then..."

"You'll be my cook," I said. "Permanently."

She nodded. "If you'll have me, I would like that, oui."

Something tight in my chest finally loosened.

"Hooray!" Graceful grinned and hugged me.

"So we'll head off home now then?" I asked.

"Nope!" Graceful said, patting my chest. "I've got to clean the house up all nice and tidy for Lulette's proper arrival. That's why I need you two to go out for the day. You can get ingredients for cooking, and you can do whatever ordinary things you want on this oh-so-ordinary day with no troll killing or vacationing to the hells."

I laughed. "Yeah, that sounds about right. Now that I can actually walk, I feel like taking advantage of that."

Lulette nodded, blushing. "So, ingredients, of course. We can do this."

"That won't take much time, though," I said, then racked my mind for ideas about what we could do today. We could get something to eat, take a walk through the town, watch the ocean... "How about we go get you some books as well?" I suggested.

She looked up with big, wide, hopeful eyes. "I would like that, Monsieur."

"Heheheh," Graceful twiddled her fingers maniacally, but when I raised my eyebrows at her, she quickly stopped. I didn't have to guess what that was about.

"I guess it's time you finally meet Auntie," I said to Lulette. "I warn you, she can get a little...handsy."

Lulette frowned. "I don't think that will be a problem for me."

"Good, because it's a bloody problem for me!"

Graceful couldn't have laughed harder.
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After saying our goodbyes to Lord Edward—and taking a hearty payment for dealing with the goblins and such—my coin purse jingled at my hip while we strolled through the town.

I'd given Graceful the other one to take home, and she carried hers like a toy, swinging it around chaotically, losing a coin here and there.

"Tie it up!" I'd yelled, cringing, then shared a laugh with Lulette about it.

I smiled again at the memory, walking through the town, Lulette maintaining a pointed distance from me.

Whispers followed us, though Arnie gave us a friendly wave. "I knew there was something special 'bout you!" he said, lugging a sack of potatoes on his back.

"You not frightened then?" I asked, frowning.

"You three saved the town from a troll. I'm a damn sight more frightened of that bastard. And she still helped after that damn innkeeper kept her prisoner. Those fuckers have been kicked out, did you know?"

"I didn't..." I shared a look with Lulette. "Who owns it now?"

"Community-owned or some such until a new owner can be found. Lord Edward put me in charge of it for now, and I'm doing a bang-up job if I do say so myself. You coming along later?"

"I do have plans to," I said. "Though I was thinking we could just meet there and head somewhere else. Kinda shitty to make Lulette spend time there after she was forced to be there."

"Nonsense!" she suddenly piped up. "I would love to go there and rest on the other side while others serve me. And I will laugh at the puny attempts at a delicious meal they may try to give me."

"Ah." Arnie and I grinned at each other. "Guess that's it then." He took a step back. "Though if you insult my wife's cooking again, there'll be hell to pay." He waved a sausage finger, then laughed. "Hells! Ha. Get it!"

We shared some friendly, charitable laughs and then headed on our way. Over cobblestone roads, past the fish shop with that titan shrimp still there, which I was sure had to be fake because how could it not have gone rotten by now? Unless it had a healing affinity, in which case it became an issue not of food poisoning but of cruelty to animals.

I peered back. It was just a big prawn, very dead, and none of my business anyway.

Auntie's bookshop beckoned. There was a cozy wooden bench outside and some plant pots beside it. A pile of books rested on the bench, and a shelf leaning against the wall was full of them. Even from outside, you could see the place was overflowing with books to the point that it felt like charity that we were taking some off her hands.

The bell dinged, and I looked around for Auntie with a little fright in my gut, like I was on the lookout for a predator in the woods.

I traveled through the shelves of books and jumped around a corner quickly to catch her. But all I found were dusty books and a half-eaten sandwich on a plate.

Suspiciously half-eaten...as if the person who had been eating it had just left...

"Hello!" she jumped out from a short bookshelf directly in front of me.

"Oh sweet gods!" I grabbed my chest, heart pounding.

"You weren't scared by little old me, were you?" Auntie sauntered over, and I couldn't help but notice how pushed up her breasts were. She wore a whitish shirt and braces, with plenty of cleavage on display. She also had on tight black pants that hugged her lusciously thick spinster thighs.

Her hair was ash-colored, always with a pencil or pen stuck in the loose ponytail, and her laugh lines crinkled as she saw me, overly friendly—way too overly friendly.

"You're tense," she said, touching my shoulder with one hand while her other reached just above my hip, fingers tapping in a rolling motion around the front of my hip in what was meant to be sensual but felt way too creepy.

Creepy and hot, probably because it happened so soon after I walked in. Didn't she know what foreplay was?

I shuddered and peeled her fingers off me. "We're just here for some books," I said.

"I'll go and fetch your maid's ones. They're here waiting for you. And—oh! And who is this?"

She'd finally noticed Lulette. Lulette just waved, squinting at me and her. "So you are the famous Auntie," Lulette said. "Sensual seductress amongst the books. I can see why Gerald is afraid to come here."

"Lulette!" I hissed, then grinned at Auntie. "She's just messing around. You know how imps can be."

Auntie gasped, and suddenly all her attention was on Lulette. "So the rumors are true?"

Ha! I mouthed at Lulette. I win. Now the attention is on you.

"Tamer of demons," Auntie said. "You really are worthy of stories," she sauntered closer.

"You're not frightened?" Lulette asked.

"They say you helped save the town. I'm more frightened of trolls than pretty little demons who look good enough to eat." Auntie squeezed my shoulder as if confirming that notion. Great, so now she was going to try and flirt with her too?

I walked back to Lulette, ignoring Auntie. "So what sort of books are you into?" I asked. "Grand adventures? Bodice-ripping romances? Both at once?"

Lulette bit her finger. "I don't know. Something simple. Something about caring for animals?" She suddenly flushed red, and I tried not to dwell on her for a moment, putting her further in the spotlight.

"I have just the thing!" Auntie said, rushing over to one of the shelves and pulling out a book entitled 'All Matters Tiny and Large.' "This is about a veterinarian who goes about healing sheep and pigs and such. It's a wonderful little tale."

Fortunately, Auntie abandoned her sultry performance, taken over by her passion for books, as she led Lulette around the store, piling book after book into her arms.

"We don't need quite that many," I said, stepping closer, thinking about how we'd have to carry all these back.

"Nonsense," Auntie said without looking at me, already reaching for another.

"Books are meant to be hoarded, not sensibly selected."

Lulette smiled at her, adjusting the growing stack in her arms. "I do not mind."

"See?" Auntie said, finally glancing at me. "She understands."

I opened my mouth to argue, then closed it again as both of them turned away from me in perfect, wordless agreement.

I took a step back, hands settling uselessly at my sides.

Right. So this was how it was going to be.

At one point, Auntie tried to rub her shoulder, and Lulette teleported across the room.

"My apologies, madam," she said in French. "I am not able to be touched."

I smirked at that.

They continued gathering books, leaving me to my own devices, where I picked up a few more adventure novels, feeling a little left out, truth be told, which I hadn't expected to bother me as much as it did. I thought this was supposed to be about Lulette and me spending time together, but she was more preoccupied with Auntie. I had to laugh—a bit of healthy jealousy.

"Ugh, and there's one atop that shelf. Let me fetch the ladder, dearie."

"Not to worry, mon doux," Lulette said. "I can get it." Lulette teleported to the top of the bookshelf.

"Be careful!" Auntie cried. "That shelf is loose!"

Where Lulette had rested her foot began to crack and crumble, and she fell. From such a great height, she was sure to injure herself if she didn't teleport in time.

I found myself, just in case, underneath her, arms outstretched in the faint hope I could stop her from cracking her head open.

I knew what would happen anyway; she'd just teleport somewhere else to safety, and I'd end up looking foolish.

The time she spent falling felt like an eternity. My arms were holding nothing, and then suddenly she was in them—one arm cradling her thighs, the other supporting her back.

She dropped the book and gripped me tightly.

"I've got you," I said, my voice swallowed by the crazed beating in my chest.

"You have my heart," Lulette whispered.

A strange suckling sound emanated from my angle, and the slime melted out from underneath my trousers and pooled on the floor, no longer golden in color but brown, like dehydrated piss.
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Back home, the house was clean in the broadest sense of the word. Not dirty—just the kind of clean that held up from a distance. Up close, though, the details gave it away: dust clinging to the skirting boards, clothes messily thrown in the wardrobe and then hidden away, bedsheets way overdue for a change.

It was good enough for me. There was far more comfort in a warm body than in an empty, tidy home, so if given the choice, I'd happily take one over the other. Besides, when we had guests, we could just do a bigger tidy-up to make a better impression.

It wasn't good enough for others, though, it seemed.

"Ugh, mademoiselle, this will not do. This will not do at all." Lulette pulled open the cutlery drawer and found her knives and forks in a sorry state, tossed in as if a minor earthquake had hit the house. One fork stood upright, jammed deep into the wood; every time she tried to yank the drawer open, it caught, and her irritation spiked. Entirely understandable.

"It's only like that because you tore the drawer open!" Graceful defended herself. "Herr Gerald, you cannot let her speak to me in this way!" There was a grin behind her words. She truly did not give a shit about being scolded by the blue demon; she just wanted me to act, to make a little show for her.

I sat back in my chair in the kitchen, sipping my coffee. "Lulette, Graceful—" I stopped myself, then smiled. "Sort it out between yourselves," I said, knowing it would create chaos and strife, and in the end, a bond as they figured out a way through together.

I had to trust that would happen. They couldn't count on me to solve everything all the time. I was just a guy, a guy with a delicious cup of coffee.

It was warm and creamy, not bitter in the slightest. How did Lulette manage to make coffee not bitter? I sipped it and enjoyed having nothing to worry about for a while, and plenty to look forward to. Plenty more delicious meals and drinks I didn't even know could be made better than they already were.

"So, meine freunde," Graceful said, "what happened at the bookstore?"

Lulette glanced at me, then continued pushing a masher through the potatoes. "We retrieved the books," she said. "What else would we have done?"

"Oh, you tease! That cannot be all!" Graceful huffed, sitting on the counter.

"Get your butt off there!" Lulette cried. "Your cunt juice will seep onto the wood!"

"Eww! Or sexy! Perhaps both, hmm?"

I chuckled, admiring the hearty stack of books on the table before me. The light was shining in from the window onto them, like a prize gained, a treasure obtained from the depths of a dungeon.

"It takes the merest hint of desire to get you wet and wild!" Lulette cried, mashing harder into the potatoes. She dolloped a chunk of butter, scowled, then added an absurd amount more, as well as a hearty dollop of cream. "Subtlety, the art of romance, it's lost on you, mademoiselle; you have the sensuality of a drunken sailor."

Graceful cackled and sang, "Fifteen men above the barmaid's breasts. Yo ho ho, and a bottle of cum!" She fell off the counter and burst into laughter, deeply amused.

Lulette and I shared a look, a warm one of appreciation for the red demon. Appreciation for her silliness and openness for us to be together. Really, a broken succubus was perfect, one who fed on others and less on me. It practically solved everything. Lulette looked exquisitely beautiful to me then, holding her potato masher, which was thick with soft, lump-free mashed potato—nothing like what I was used to.

"It's never boring here," I said.

Lulette covered the potatoes with paper, set them aside, and began making the gravy. She'd prepared some shallots—no simple onions here, no sir! Beef stock, a tiny dab of mustard, and the final ingredient: she teleported up high to one of the drawers and pulled out a bottle of wine.

"You hid that from us!" Graceful said, sitting up on the floor.

"You are, as the locals say, a couple of pissheads," Lulette said. "You may drink what is left." She began cooking the shallots slowly on low heat.

"You've got to turn the heat up," Graceful said. "Cooks it much quicker, madam!"

"I do not tell you how to clean; do not instruct me in the art of cooking."

"You told me how to clean a minute ago!"

Lulette laughed. "Oui, indeed I did. My apologies, mademoiselle."

"Forgiven, as long as you tell me what happened at Auntie's bookshop."

Lulette and I shared another glance. Her smile came from deep within, from her eyes and heart, and it filled me with something so swelling inside me, I must have glowed with it.

"Ugh!" Graceful groaned in frustration. "Don't you know I get off from hearing about it? Don't you know it's how I feed? So tell me. Tell me what happened. Don't tell me you are still withholding from the sexy spinster for my sake! I want it. I want you to get a sweet happy ending from that old maid. You can't bang Lulette, so just bang Auntie for me, please!"

She writhed around the floor in what seemed to be agony.

Meanwhile, Lulette hummed to herself as the sausages fizzled in the frying pan. It wasn't just simple meat; I could smell garlic, herbs like sage, and lots of black pepper sizzling in the butter. It was a gentle musical fizz, not a high heat burning like I was used to. I thought sausages were supposed to have some charring on them, supposed to be proudly black and crispy, but these were cooked slowly, turned gently like the lilt of a violin in a slow melody.

Then Lulette poured a glass of red wine and passed it down to Graceful. "Here," she said. "For your troubles and tortures."

"Great, so now I can be drunk and horny!"

"Drorny..." Lulette mused.

I groaned into my coffee, glad we were swapping it for wine already. They were starting to rub off on one another. When was an appropriate time to start drinking? Past noon, perhaps?

I smiled, thinking of a devilish plan. These girls must have been rubbing off on me because no way would I have been this playful before I met them. I was so serious then, all business, that dark guy people found mysterious, sometimes even creepy. And now...

"Lulette..." I said. "I wondered if you could help me with a problem I'm having."

"I'm rather busy already, monsieur." She was plating up the food. It smelled divine. Wine-fused gravy delicately drenching the sausages and silky mash. My heart soared as much as my stomach.

But there was a problem; we might have to go without eating for a while.

"I think the food's gonna have to wait," I said.

"What foolishness is this!" Graceful yelled. "First you cuntblock me, then you want to stop me from stuffing my other hole as well? You're hurting my heart, Gerald."

"It's just that..." I began, grinning to myself. "My lap is cold, and you, Graceful, are just a bit too heavy for me right now after my injuries from that battle. Lulette, however, is extremely light. So, Lulette, would you warm my lap? It won't take long..."

Graceful sat up, cocked her head. Her tail ceased its annoying flapping on the floor.

"Ugh. Fine. If I must," Lulette said, and walked over. My heart thundered, and I instinctively breathed in anticipation. The room was whisper quiet now, but for the intake of Graceful's hushed breath.

Then, before she got the rest of the way, she teleported right into my lap. Her cook's dress rode up, and her perky butt pressed into my groin as she wiggled around to adjust herself.

She rested her head on my chest, sighed warmly and contentedly, as my hand rested on the small of her back, then found itself on her wonderful thigh. She smelled of the cooking, red wine, and sausages. She smelled wonderful.

"He has my heart, mademoiselle," Lulette said. "Will you share him with me?"

"No!" Graceful crossed her arms, grinning. "You have him, and I am withheld. I'll have to huff and puff and...watch..." she grinned devilishly.

"From the crack in the door?" Lulette suggested. "While he mounts me and spills his seed?" She wiggled against me, rubbing back and forth. "This is what it feels like..." she moaned.

"Gorl, you have not the faintest idea what it feels like yet," Graceful beamed delightfully. "And you, Gerald..."

"Yes?"

"Break her."
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Lulette's words floated through my mind like the faintest suggestion. Her powers seemed to work less on me now; perhaps she had a poor understanding of them. She couldn't control my actions or compel me to act; all she could do was manipulate my various states of arousal—hardness and softness, orgasms—when we were in the moment together.

But from a distance, she couldn't tell me to break Lulette or compel me to mount and ravish the poor blue demon.

Fortunately, oh so very fortunately, I agreed with her.

So I would.

But first, I started with little kisses. I pressed my lips against her temple and ran a finger through her soft brown hair.

"Oh, monsieur," Lulette cooed. Her body warmed at the feel of my touch. What must it be like to go so long without being touched and then feel such warmth? She was so lucky in that way, to have me as her first—not some... villain.

As for my luck, I was getting a little overwhelmed by her cuteness. I cuddled her close; she smelled of cooking and an untraceable scent of loveliness.

Her tail whipped around the floor in excitement while her body remained deathly still, savoring every moment of my mere hug.

Break her. Ha! We couldn't have been further from it. This was something much nicer—something sweet and almost poetic.

Graceful seemed to sense that too. She stood with bated breath, mouth open, afraid to move a muscle in case she disturbed this play.

"Merci, monsieur..." Lulette whispered, gazing up at me. Her eyes glimmered, edged with sparkling tears of joy and ecstasy. Her room was ungodly warm, making me sweat in my trousers, my hardening arousal painful as it pressed against her body. "Merci for everything." She cupped my cheek with a petite hand. "I'll cook you terrible Viridian food if you wish."

That broke a laugh from me, but it didn't break the spell. It only raised the violins higher, adding new instruments to the orchestra.

We kissed. Her lips were soft and gentle, her grip on my shirt weak yet unwilling to let go.

I opened my eyes and found myself somewhere else entirely. My stomach lurched with confusion, my mind struggling to accept what had just happened.

"Did we just..."

We were in her bedroom, on her freshly made bed—made well, in fact, with more pillows than I knew we had in the house. Graceful had done well; the room was spotless, perfectly clean, and it smelled of flowers somehow.

Lulette lay above me. I fell onto my back, and her groin rubbed against my throbbing need.

"I..." her cheeks flushed. "I didn't. I didn't know..."

Our tongues locked, and we kissed with fierce abandon. My hands traced her chest, the curve of her perky cleavage, and all the promises soon to be revealed beneath.

Graceful was silent out there beyond the door, quiet as a mouse, shocked by what she'd just seen.

"It's never been so quiet," Lulette commented with a little laugh. "So much that has never been done before. Are you the first human for an imp to love? Or was this secret kept guarded for a reason?"

"We could make cups of tea and discuss it by the fire," I said. "Or we could do this."

I slipped between her thighs, touching, finding warmth and wetness, and fluffy, silky hair covering...

"I hope you don't mind; I left a little hair to cover my puss." The way she said that word sang in my mind.

"Say that again."

"Say what?"

"Your—"

"My puss?"

It sang in my mind, and I shuddered at the warmth of her touch between my legs. She ran behind my balls, over them, gently trailing around my hardened meat.

While my thumb strummed her gem, my fingers found her entrance, and I groaned at that rightness just on my fingers. I swore something pulsed around my finger; what was tight suddenly became even wetter, soft, and suctioned me in.

Warm squelching sounds filled the room, harmonizing with her subtle moans.

She could barely grasp onto me, couldn't get a full grip around the tightness of her trousers, though she tried, desperately holding on.

"Monsior..." she moaned. "Monsior, your touch is so delicate, so...magnificent, so..."

I turned to climb over her, the need within too harsh. She wasn't helping me; she wasn't undoing my trousers. It was torture, but she was inexperienced. She wasn't some succubus who innately knew every way to please a man and have him begging for more; she was just a virgin imp with no tricks up her sleeve.

The responsibility and weight of it came crashing down. My heart thrummed, and I had to take a moment. I was outside myself, gently stroking her, but that was enough for now. She didn't need to go any further. Yet my hand was soaked, dripping with her arousal. Were this any other woman, I would have taken the next step by now. I was frozen in the heat of this moment.

I swallowed, my mouth dry, and no kisses would sate me. I gently fell down the bed, my legs slipping off and knees crashing to the floorboards.

She was overwhelmed already, moans singing to the walls. Yet that wasn't enough for me now; I wanted to send her insane so that this moment would live in her mind from now until the damn end of time.

"Monsior, what are you..."

I pulled her thighs to the edge of the bed. She was as light as a feather, but her scent was heavy.

I kissed her there, pushed her fluffy pubes aside, and found the gem within the forest.

"Ooooooooooooooo," she groaned gutturally from my gentle, slow kisses there. "Oh gods and devils below..."

A finger slipped inside.

"This is the most...the most...I am so..."

My tongue found her clit and lapped at it.

All the while, I was so throbbingly hard that I ached with pain. But I channeled that energy, that want, into my licks. I grabbed her petite, thick thighs and devoured her like a hungry dog, never stopping, never resting. I don't even know if she came, because she was wailing like it was one long, endless release.

Somewhere in the distance, just behind the doorway, Graceful's heavy breathing remained a constant. She wasn't touching herself, wasn't even moving.

After what felt like an age, I gave my aching jaw a break, rubbed it on my sleeve, rose, and tore that tunic from my chest.

Lulette gazed up at me in fear, fright, and worship. I must've looked like a god to her then—powerfully standing over her.

Break her, break her, break her. Graceful's command floated around the back of my mind, the merest suggestion.

Soon, I told it. Maybe not now, maybe not tomorrow, but soon.

For now, I read Lulette's body as I pulled my trousers down, noting her gaze on my cock and the mix of excitement and fearful anticipation in her eyes. I was ready for her, and she would get no wetter, no more aroused than this moment.

"Take it off," I said, attempting a gentle breath. What came out, however, was demonic—not in the sense of Graceful's commands, but something else. I was her master, and she would do whatever I said, whatever I wished.

Lulette slipped it off, her back arching, her small, petite bosom pressed against the fabric before flopping back down. Her nipples were dark blue, the color of twilight. I descended upon her, towering over her until she disappeared within the shadows of me.

Graceful...she was panting now. I spared a glance back; she was holding onto the doorframe for support. I saw gushing wetness dripping down her thighs. If she fed off others' romance, then this was a feast she gorged upon.

"Monsieur..." Lulette whispered beneath me. Her head rested on my chest, her thighs pushing back, and her delicate flower of a pussy never more ready to greet me.

My swollen purple cockhead slid over her folds, pushing them apart, and it seemed impossible that I would ever fit. I tortured her, making her gasp and cry in disappointment and relief as I slid it over her gem.

"Please, monsieur, put it in my puss."

Those were certainly the magic words. I was outside of my body when I slipped inside hers.

I slipped at the start, then stretched and pushed open, and she gripped around me. She cried and wailed, and then her body convulsed in ecstasy—an experience that happened in a second and an age. Meanwhile, a thud signaled Graceful falling to the floor in triumph, lost in whatever strange ecstatic feelings she was experiencing.

Her slit gripped the head of my cock, and that was all; the rest of my length felt cold by comparison. I was desperate to go within.

What would it find when it entered—pain or pleasure?

I trembled, sweat dripping off me onto her svelte blue body. Her sweet, slightly chubby stomach breathed in and out with anticipation.

She licked her lips, bit them with tiny fangs, grasped onto me, and locked her legs, lifting from the bed. I broke then; I crashed down, crushing her, filling her—her pussy struggling yet having no choice but to take all of me within. I must've been right up in her stomach, past her navel; our size differences were so great.

Her cheeks ballooned as she fought to maintain composure, breathing heavily. I, myself, was lost, thrusting in and out, filling her, stuffing her deep, her soft, tight walls teasing every damn inch of my cock, juices dripping down my balls and soothing their itch as they tightened, pulsing with my breath to create erotic tension.

In one fierce display of acrobatics, I spun and threw her onto me, where she impaled herself, her own body betraying her as I stuffed her.

She gripped onto my stomach, claws digging into me, serving my own little taste of pain to accompany my pleasure.

"We couldn't have had a little more preparation?" she whispered.

Now she was the one dripping, raindrops of sweat spilling down her perfect little body.

Her thighs quivered, vibrating against me as the wetness of her body and pussy drenched me.

"I didn't give you enough preparation?" I said, laughing. "That's a lot more than she gets."

I looked around her and found Graceful back against the doorframe, fingers deep within her, splat sounds like a wet drumbeat filling the air.

"She is practiced; I am a novice. Well, not anymore, oui?" She ground against me, testing her new position. "Quite unlike anything I've experienced..." she murmured. "A kiss would have been enough to sate me. Oh, monsieur, I am yours." With that exultation, she crashed down onto me, trembling and unmoving.

I was beyond frustrated; this accidental teasing and forced patience was its own torture.

"I can't take anymore," I whispered, a desperate plea.

Lulette frowned, gasped, and then nodded. "You wish me to do as Graceful?"

"I wish you to move against me!"

She giggled, bit her finger, and tested some movement, grinding against me, giving herself pleasure and almost none for herself.

"Like this?"

Was she doing it on purpose? Teasing me, impish tricks?

Graceful yelled in exasperation. "No, you foolish stinkbomb!" She leaped over to us, big tits bouncing this way and that as she landed on the bed. "Like this!" She gripped Lullete's backside and bounced it up and down, sliding the imp's pussy over my cock with tight, wondrous pleasure.

"You...you are..." Lulette was caught between the shock of being touched yet again and the overwhelming pleasure surging through her body.

"I've got you grounded," I said, grinning as I wrapped my arms around her and held her close. I planted sweet little kisses on her cheek and neck while gripping the base of her tail and sliding my finger between her buttocks. I touched her in places she had never even dreamed of.

"You..." Lulette warbled, her voice vibrating with the pressure. "Y-you k-know e-e-e-exactly w-what he likes."

"Of course, and I will teach you, train you to please him. Madam, you are unschooled in the art of lust; I will show you what it means to be his." She fell to face me, grinning. "Because I love him," she said, looking at me as she spoke.

We kissed, our tongues darting around while Lulette bounced on me. Our bodies slapped together, sweat clung, and then we pulled apart. I was soaked and in ecstasy, and eventually, ever so slowly, it felt like I was fighting to hold onto this moment, daring not to let it end.

Eventually.

Sap rose within me; the pressure could not be held any longer.

By then, I was already blind, eyes crossed and my balls so tight they felt like they wanted to retreat inside my body.

"I'm..." I groaned.

"This is the greatest day of my life!" Lulette exclaimed. "And I'm in so much merding pain and it feels so fucking⁠—"

"I'm gonna..." I groaned.

But I didn't quite finish the sentence. Because at that very last moment, her pussy clamped around me. Not quite in the vice-like grip of a succubus, more like the strangling embrace of a petulant little imp.

I swore we all lifted off the bed, floating in the ecstasy of my release. I thought I heard voices, singing, comforting angels telling me I was a fierce warrior and a good boy, that I would lead the nation and live a quiet life on the farm with my wives.

I panted, smothered in sheets and demons. I pulled them in and kissed them, feeling so weak now, so frail.

Lulette was quivering, her pussy pulsing and warm against my leg, on fire even. As for Graceful?

Graceful was lying spread-eagle, taking up most of the bed, panting to herself and grinning like an idiot.

"This is a good way to die," she whispered.
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Unfortunately for Graceful, she didn't have the time to die.

There was still much to do: townsfolk to appease, new friends to make, and old ones to be reminded of by name.

A few days later, we stood outside the house on a sunny day, waiting nervously.

"Here they come," I said, filled with the anticipation of a great warring army at the gates of our castle.

It was the whole damn town—at least, the most important ones. The ones I knew, their wives, and those I'd waved hi to in the street—they knew me better than I knew them. It was time for me to change, not just to be a town member who waves at others passing by, but to actually enter their homes for tea. For that, I'd have to reciprocate.

"About time they all came over for tea," I said.

"'Tis only luncheon," Graceful replied in mock pomposity. She flattened the hem of her frilly skirt, though that didn't do much but show she actually cared what they thought of her.

"Lulette's been working her arse off," I said, glancing back into the house. "It's not just lunch. It's a fresh start for all of us."

"Me too!" Graceful said proudly.

To be fair, she had been cleaning up left and right all over the house until there wasn't a speck of dust left. When Lord Edward and I had discussed this little lunch party idea, I suggested that nobody would be allowed inside. He insisted that a get-together without a little house tour would be like blue balls for some nosy townsfolk, making them want to see more. They might find more excuses to visit and peer in our windows while I was up to only the goddess Litoria knows what.

"Muddy shoes all over the house," Graceful groaned. "I'm gonna have to clean it all over again." She grinned at that.

Cleaning had taken about twice as long because she kept adjusting her angle to show me her bottom. I don't know where she'd gotten this seductive maid idea from, but I'd like to shake that author's hand and then wash it thoroughly afterward.

Bazza's horse arrived first, soon followed by the cart he led and the folk upon it. Arnie and his missus were in the back, waving brightly; Arnie held up a bag of pastries. It wasn't a potluck, and I felt this would actually offend Lulette, but she'd get over it.

My linen shirt clung to my back; it was a hot day, and the sun beat down on us.

"Refreshments, hmm?" Graceful asked.

I nodded, and she disappeared in a flash, returning with a brass tray on which some icy lemonade was situated. Surprised she hadn't offered me beer, I watched thirstily as she poured, tasted, and⁠—

"Gin," I said with a retch. "I should've known."

"You must wear your party face, Herr Gerald; yours is sour."

"No arguments with that." I downed the drink, and a smile was born beneath it.
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"I swear I'll be round yours for tea first thing tomorrow!" I said to Eric, some guy I'd crossed streams with at the pub once.

I escaped back into the house after about an hour of mingling.

My smile faded into an evil villain's grimace of disdain as I wondered for a moment why I ever came to this town in the first place. I wasn't suited for all this familiarity; no matter how much I could play the part, it was always an act.

"I know why I stay," I said, looking at Lulette.

She was almost finished plating up the food: sausages, mashed potatoes, and thick meaty onion gravy. It was the meal we had last morning, and I liked it so much that I demanded she cook it for our guests. Simple enough—just make up a bunch of gravy jugs, a big pot of mash, and another of sausages.

Arnie's wife's pasties lay at the top of the drawer out of sight, where they couldn't anger her anymore to look at, at least until she gave in later, ate one, and had to admit they were quite good.

I put my arms around her. She bristled at first in surprise; she'd been lost in thought and murmuring foreign words to herself. Then she melted, turned, and swept her arms around me.

"You don't mind all this, do you?" I asked. "Cooking for all these folks you were forced to cook for before."

Lulette smiled and kissed me, her sweet blue lips peppering me with warmth, leaving it lingering long after the touch.

"It was never the cooking, mon ami, it was being forced to." She made a small fist and held it to her chest. "In here, right next to you, is my love for the feast. To see all their smiles. Even if it is nasty Viridian food." She snarled with a grin. "I suppose that's why I never fought to escape. I did also have a team of assistants to help me, hint hint." She bounced her eyebrows. "Just une would do. Non! Deux, s'il te plaît."

"We'll see if Arnie has any he can lend us at the pub, though that's a bit of a sore subject right now."

"No, not Arnie. Kalvor."

"Kalvor?" I frowned at the little blue impette.

"I don't wish to work with a human anymore. They are sleepy and lazy and only make more of a mess."

"Graceful's not human, and she..." I grinned.

"I am hearing this!" Graceful yelled into the house, then went back to her entertaining story outside. "Oh, look who's here!" she exclaimed, and chatter erupted amongst her. It must have been Lord Edward's coach.

"I wish for some genies," Lulette said. "I can place them here on the windowsill, call them when needed, and banish them moments later."

Notions of slavery aside, I nodded, kissed her temple, and let her get back to work, as I had to greet whoever had arrived.

But speak of the demon, and he appeared, because it was not Lord Edward at all, but Kalvor's skeletal horses pulling his carriage.

The villagers were both terrified and mystified at once. The gin probably helped with that. One thing I'd come to appreciate about these small-town folk was their strangely open-minded attitude toward newcomers from other realms. Much as they hated foreigners from this very realm, demons, I guessed, were a different matter entirely, and I wasn't entirely sure why it had been so accepted in recent days.

Perhaps it had something to do with how the Graceful demon had been instrumental in helping me on my mercenary quests. We'd defeated goblins, trolls, and all manner of creatures that they would usually be at the mercy of until the Hunter's Guild saw fit to get off their asses and fly down.

Yeah, that's probably all it was. With the introduction of me and my demons, the town was safer than ever. So, more demons must have meant more safety, yes?

I stepped out and found several locals crowded around the horse. Some wanted to pet it; others offered their expertise in horse rearing, as if they had been looking after skeletal horses all their lives. Farmers were like that sometimes; they didn't have many questions to ask, just answers and guidance for everyone else, as if they had never been in a position to learn, born out of the womb with a rake in hand.

They were more afraid of Kalvor himself. Sure, they could not see his demonic form—nor could I from this distance—but they could certainly feel his presence, see his bulging muscles and leather armaments. And then there was the grand lady he helped step off the carriage; her shoulders were spiked, her dress black and red as if made from lava and obsidian.

The villagers suddenly had a lot less to say at that moment. With open mouths, they didn't know what to make of this young Penish lass most of them had known since birth. She was a different lady entirely now—glamorous and, some might say, terrifying in equal measure.

"Alright, loves?" she asked, breaking the spell a little with her thick accent. "You bring any of your pasties?" she asked Arnie.

"They're in... They're in the..." His jowls wobbled, and his missus whacked him painfully on the arm, bringing him back to his senses. "Gave 'em to Lord Gerald, didn't I? They're over in the house."

"Lord Gerald?" Jennifer snorted. "Think you need a drink, Arnie."

She swept away, her dress trailing behind her and her bosom several paces in front when she caught sight of me and gave a wave. I had to admit my legs turned to jelly a little; she was a marvelous and terrifying sight all at once. Maybe it was because of just how much weighed on her shoulders: the fate of the friendship between our realms. Good thing they were so spiked, at least. Probably something symbolic there.

"It's like something bloody died," she mused. "Why's everyone so serious?"

I glanced back to find Kalvor, a little bashfully showing the villagers his skeletal horse, while one of his demon butlers stood by, a bit perplexed by the whole scenario. Kalvor seemed to find the whole thing amusing, as if these weak creatures weren't afraid of him and were even giving him advice.

I couldn't help but voice my next concern to Jennifer. "He could slay them all with the turn of a thought. I hope you keep him happy."

She squeezed my arm. "This is what I was meant for, friend. I was meant for him, and he was meant for me."

I nodded, finding a real, genuine smile on my face—a very strange feeling, like the gods themselves had hooked both sides of my mouth and yanked it up. "I'm proud of you," I said, the words leaving me without my mind even conjuring them.

"You too, pal. Look how far we've come, aye? You with your demons, mine with mine." She gasped. "You think that means I'll get a second one?"

My mouth dropped. Surely Kalvor would not stand for such a thing. There would be literal hells to pay, and it wouldn't be for his realm but ours.

"I'm only pulling your leg," she slapped my arm. "I know my duty, don't worry. Much as he knows his, and that's to me. Now, where's this bloody steak pastie? All that hellish food ain't bad, but I'm missing a little home comfort."

I led her into the kitchen and got one down from where Lulette had hidden it. I swiftly found several trays in my arms as Lulette requested my help. "I'd carry it myself, but I'd find myself teleporting away and dropping it," Lulette said with a convenient grin. "See, I need assistants."

"I'll talk to him now," I said. "Think he needs rescuing anyway. Ha! Look at me, rescuing the cambion from the villagers. Ain't that some irony?"

She just gave a little smile. I guessed she didn't find it as poignant as I did.

So I left her to her pastie and brought the plate out. I whistled to Graceful, who currently had her hands spread out, explaining just how big something was. I squinted as I recognized the size, and my eyes widened in horror.

"Graceful!" I whispered loudly. "Go and help bring the food out!"

"Speak of the demon!" she sang, flying into the house to help and probably hinder all at once.

The villagers who had been speaking raised their eyebrows, looking very impressed with me, which made my cheeks redden. After putting that plate down and letting them all tuck in before we'd even had a chance to serve it properly—my fault, I was a terrible host—I quickly hurried over to Kalvor and patted his shoulder.

"Sorry, everyone, I've got to steal Kalvor away for a minute. Much to discuss. You know how it is."

He looked grateful as we headed down to the other end of the garden, toward the stone cobble wall that bordered our house and the farmlands below.

"A beautiful land," he said. "There is much bounty here to be found."

"Much to trade," I replied. "Some of that food you gave us would do wonders here, and make no mistake."

"What of your land? What will you grow?"

"Grow on this?" I guffawed, gesturing back to the garden we stood on. "This is just for our enjoyment. I don't even have a gardener for it, let alone a farmer."

"You don't own that?" He pointed to the left of us, to the wheat fields beyond. "I will help you conquer it. Fara!" he bellowed, startling everyone. "Fetch the⁠—"

"No, no, no!" I quickly interjected, waving away the assistant he'd called. "No conquering. We don't do that sort of thing here—well, not usually. I'm more than happy with my lot, don't worry. Though Lulette did suggest I ask you if you had some demon assistants who might be interested in working for us." I cleared my throat. "That's working, not enslaved. And while we're at it, have you got any gardening demons?"

He scratched his chin with a long claw. "There was one..." he said. "But she was banished after I bonded her to someone from this realm." He grinned, revealing his pointy teeth. I supposed it was a sheepish expression. "All crimes committed before I met Jennifer do not count."

"Begrudgingly," I grinned. "Don't tell me you speak of Sandy's lad?"

"I know not the clue of whom you speak. She was a dryad demon, at one with plants and nature. A perfect creature to subterfuge and ensnare your town—at least that's what I thought. She⁠—"

"Stole from you?" I guessed.

"No, not this one. She rose against me. I suspect she is the one responsible for your increased problems with goblins and such. For we had sent her to their caves to treat, and she was never seen since."

I swallowed. "Shit. Do you know where the caves are?"

"I can draw them on a map for you."

I smiled. "I'd appreciate that." Patting him on the shoulder, we left to greet Lord Edward and Lady Loveday, and I left the two of them to debate, trade, and do whatever it was rulers of lands did when they were at a garden party.

I sighed, taking stock of everything. People were either standing around or sitting in the garden, munching on gravy-soaked sausages. Some had gone freehand, picking them up and dipping them into potatoes.

Lulette was appalled at that but held her tongue as she sipped her gin, watching over it all with pride, almost like she was a succubus and this was how she gained her energy.

Graceful was... somewhere. I overheard a cackle from her and Jennifer and presumed they were gossiping about comparing cock sizes between the demon and me, or something awful like that.

Lord Edward and Kalvor had walked off to the barn because their discussions had become a little more animated, and some of the townsfolk were pretending not to listen while actually eavesdropping.

It was all going well.

For once, my shoulders seemed to soften. I was carrying no weight; now I had so many others to help share the load and some to take it off my shoulders.

I took a seat on the boat that lived on our patio, grabbed a wayward plate, and tucked into a warm dinner.

Lulette teleported beside me, resting on my shoulders, and a moment later, Graceful ran and jumped headfirst into the boat, sending it rocking but thankfully still upright when it settled.

When she righted herself, I passed her a sausage. She wiggled her eyebrows at the innuendo in her mind. I just shook my head, grinning.

The villagers were whispering now at the sight of the three of us. Rumors abound. I just laughed. Was it a rumor if it was completely true?

To be continued...

***
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