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Foreword


I think this is my favorite book yet! I hope you enjoy it’s much as I loved writing it. I can’t wait to see where this series goes.


Prologue


My blade sliced through his throat. It should've felt monumental. Instead, it was nothing. Barely a footnote to the end of a career.

And I usually liked this part.

The muscular red demon roared, coughing blood. Sparks spat from his breath like flecks of saliva. He fell to his knees, kicking up a burst of dust.

He swiped weakly with his free hand, the other clamped to the wound in his neck. His glowing eyes flickered, then he dropped face-first to the stone, wings beating once, then never again.

The echo of that final wingbeat faded into silence, faded into the wavering torches on the walls.

The smell of scorched stone and singed leather clung to the back of my throat, bitter as burned bread. The demon lay unmoving on the ground, a pool of blood seeping from the wound in his neck—a bright shade of red, nearly the same as his flesh. It dripped unceremoniously onto the stone floor.

"That's the last one," I grunted, panting as I crouched down to grip his horn and placed my blade on his neck. Not the most efficient tool for the job, but I had to prove I'd slain Boltrow, the fearsome cambion terrorizing this village.

It was just north of Draydon. The farmhouse had taken the worst of its rage before it fled into the dungeon. Its foundations had burned down to a blackened skeleton, only a few walls and the stumps of its corner posts still standing. The widow knelt in the ashes, the stench heavy against the city's rot. Ending Boltrow should have been a victory worth drinking to.

It should've felt satisfying, but a hollowness ran through me. I must have been the first man to behead a demon and find it as mundane as pulling a crop.

And it wasn't that I'd grown tired of the act. No. More like the act had grown tired of me. I was good at the job—better than most—but I carried a secret.

Around nineteen, I felt it: like a man running a hand through his hair and finding it already thinning. My seer sight had begun to fade, far earlier than it should have. Usually, it happened around forty, maybe fifty, though most seers never lived that long. Me? I saw the signs back then, and now at twenty-nine, I was retiring long before I ever wanted to.

Still, spotting the recession that young had its advantages.

The surest sign your time is running out is how far off you can spot a demon. To ordinary folk, they look like anyone else, but we can see their true form. And with age, the range shrinks. You have to get closer and closer still until one day you can't see it at all.

That's why it's dangerous to survive to retirement as a seer. You don't know when the demons will come for you, seeking revenge.

Most were harmless, so we let them be, presuming they offered the same courtesy to the humans around them. A succubus, for example, was not always a soul-sucking demon from your nightmares. She still fed that way, sure, but more often than not, her partners woke up with nothing worse than a splitting headache, blaming the hangover on the drinking. Her slit was extremely dangerous, yes, but only if she wanted it to be.

I once had to evict one from a baker's attic after she refused to stop flirting with the flour boy. She offered me a night's 'hospitality' in exchange for letting her stay. I countered with a stern warning and a loaf of bread she'd stolen from the baker. She left pouting, groaning about prudish seers. Ha! We were anything but.

The guildmaster regularly encouraged us to explore each other's bodies, so we didn't enter contracts hungry enough to give in to temptation. He and I disagreed on that. Women are like whiskey; the more you taste, the more you want, no matter how harsh the first sip.

It wasn't just succubi we found mildly bothersome. There were the mischievous imps, swapping your salt and sugar. Or their favorite prank of all, stealing one sock from a pair so you thought it vanished in the wash and blamed your wife.

There are others. So many variants throughout my short ten years of work. I think I've seen them all.

As soon as I caught wind of my fading power—my premature demon-blindness, as it were—I started saving a good share of my contract pay. No more blowing it at the pub. My peers called me boring; the Guildmaster called me prudish. This was easy enough to shrug off. I'd always felt distant from them anyway, and leaning into that came naturally. Eventually, they started referring to me as the dark one of the lot. Imagine that—being the brooding one in a guild of demon killers.

My peers spent their coin as if each hunt were their last—and for some, it was. They bought shiny studded daggers they'd never use, rounds at the pub for anyone within earshot, and all manner of pointless trinkets and curiosities. I only nodded and smiled when they mocked my stingy ways, keeping my judgments to myself. No doubt I would've been the same, were it not for my predicament.

As for real courtship—the kind that lasted longer than a day—I couldn't manage that either. A family meant expenses, and every coin spent on a child's meal was one I couldn't save. Draydon is costly enough on its own, and no place to raise a family.

Fortunately, twenty-nine is not too late for those things, and the skills I'd learned as a demon seer were enough to carry me in a small town short on mercenaries. They still faced raids from rogue hobs, orcs, and greedy bandits, and the Hunters Guild held no interest in such humanoid terrors. Those bastards only cared about the coin from slaying oversized monsters. Hells, I even heard they employed a few orcs.

With my thoughts carrying me through the drudgery, the task of sawing through the creature's neck was nearly done. Mithril blade or not, cambion muscle was tough as armor. At last, the head came free, blood spurting from the stump.

I wrapped the head in rough cloth, careful not to let the horns tear through it, and bound it tight with leather cord. The bag sagged with its weight, dragging close to the ground. Each step back to the village left a faint drip of blood on the path.

The widow would feel no relief. They never did, no matter how they begged me to bring them the head. All it gave them was another stain on their memories. The worst, most monumental night of her life.

For me, just another Tuesday.

Maybe it was Wednesday.
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A few hours later—after proving the job done to the widow—I slumped the bag beside the counter of the Seers Guild.

The pretty attendant smiled brightly, her blonde hair tied in a single braid that trailed over her receptionist's apron dress. The outfit framed her cleavage and ended in thigh-high stockings clipped to pantaloons. I couldn't see all that from behind the counter, but I always enjoyed the view when she stepped out to collect a head.

"Wait, isn't this your last one?" Her smile faded as she handed me the contract to sign off on.

"Afraid so. This life ain't for me," I said, my voice jovial and warm.

"Guildmaster Terrence said I was to fetch him before you left."

I batted my hand dismissively. "We already spoke. He couldn't convince me, and besides, I've been talking to the lord at Penmor. He's eager for me to move into the vacant cottage."

Trina nodded, the side of her lip quivering in a strange mix of happiness and sadness. Sad I was going, happy to see me one last time.

"I'll miss these great stinking heads you bring in, Gerald. We have a hells of a time carrying them to the basement."

"And every time I see a braided beauty with hair as bright as the sun, I'll think of you, Trina."

I swore a little tear appeared in her eyes. I wondered if I regretted never asking her out on a date. I'd told her I didn't date where I worked. I was too focused on my short window of opportunity to even consider it.

Because of my fleeting time, I'd become one of the top hunters, never resting, always taking contracts.

They said I'd been the second youngest to ever take an A-Contract, the first being Guildmaster Terrence, who, right on cue, stomped down the stairs behind the counter and peered at me over his spectacles.

I raised my hand. "Please," I said. "You can't convince me."

"Oh, I know," he replied. "We all know that."

I frowned. "We?"

"Surprise!"

They burst up from behind the counter. Others leaped out from behind the coatroom door. Too many came crashing in from the hallway to the pub, tripping over each other in a heap. Laughter and shouts slammed together as my peers tumbled into view. How hadn't I noticed? I really must have been losing my touch.

"You got me." I grinned, holding my hands up and laughing.

Men shook my hands, women hugged me. Old Merek—thirty-five years old—shoved a dented silver flask into my hand, swearing it had seen him through more battles than his own sword. One of the younger hunters launched into a wildly inaccurate retelling of my first A-Contract, making me sound like a hero out of the sagas. I didn't have the heart to correct him.

I swore even Trina was bawling. Come to think of it, she may have felt more for me than just a fancy. A shame. She was a nice girl. Unlike the others, she didn't spend her time crawling into random beds. She just did her job and went home like a good girl. She would've been a good one to marry.

We all clinked glasses, spoke of the past, and Guildmaster Terrence begged me to stay for one last hunt. There were contracts he could only trust to me; he didn't trust the others. They heard him say this and got offended. He said he didn't care; he needed me.

I had to admit that after all that, I got a little emotional too. I'd been so focused on building up to this moment I'd hardly thought about how tough it would be.

But tough didn't mean it wasn't the right thing to do. In my mind, I had already left, long ago.

I patted my side, the hefty bag of coins and guild checks enough to last me at least half a lifetime. I was fortunate to be retiring from a guild because I could use them as a bank. The guild's word on the money was as good as real coins, and no bandit could steal these checks and use them in my place, so it was safer to travel with them.

"At least tell me why you're leaving," Guildmaster Terrence said, slurring over his words. His salt-and-pepper beard dripped with golden ale.

"I'm alive; that should be reason enough," I replied.

"So am I," he said. "You could stay and instruct if you're tired of seering. You'd be a fantastic teacher."

"That's a life for another man," I said, feeling oddly poignant. "This one is retiring." I shook his hand, noted how his beard had been black with specks of gray and now was gray with specks of black, and if I ever saw him again, it would be pure white. I wondered when I'd see him again. Soon, I hoped.

"You were a good guildmaster," I said, and we shook hands in the warrior's grip.

His lower lip wobbled, and whatever he meant to say collapsed before it reached me. "See you soon, son," he finally said.

"See you, pa."
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Penmor, roughly translated to hill sea in old Penish, jutted out from the southeast of Viridis. They didn't speak that language anymore, adopting the common tongue like most everyone else.

A windy region, it had a reputation for sunshine, though reality told a different story, as folk only came down during the hot months, leaving the locals without much money when they were gone. It was kind of ironic that the locals despised tourists when they depended on them so much, though I was sure they had their reasons.

During the off-season, Viridian tourists didn't head southwest but further south, past the border of Viridis, to Solencia at the butt of the Sovereign Isle. And in winter, braver souls traveled across the sea to Al Kari, where conditions were just about bearable—if you could put up with elves.

As for me, I made my way to this quiet town by coach in the start of spring—the affordable choice—saving ample coin from hiring an expensive hawkrider to fly me. This journey offered gorgeous views of a sparkling sea, where I spotted great whale beasts and the occasional dolphin.

The sunlight struck the waves, turning them into molten silver. Every so often, a spray of seawater would drift up from a rock, carried inland by the wind. The air had a briny sting to it.

At one point, we saw a mermaid perched on a rock, the back of her tail just out of sight. She wasn't really a mermaid; the signs were there for those who knew. At least we could appreciate her from a distance, unable to hear her song.

"Good thing we're too far to hear her," my driver, Bazza, said, "Or I'd be leading us right onto the beach."

I was sitting beside him, sharing a sandwich in exchange for stories told in a thick accent of the coast.

"You recognize a siren?" I asked.

"Plenty of them 'round these parts," he replied. "Plenty of mermaids too, but not worth the risk, is it?"

"You'd be surprised what a lonely guy would risk for a bit of comfort," I said.

"Good thing I got me' wife then," Bazza said, flashing a ring. "Oh, she's as beautiful as the day I married her, even if she doesn't have a tail. Besides, what good's a mermaid for...y'know." His cheeks flushed red. "Anyway, won't be long now." He took a long, deep breath. "Smell that fresh air?"

There was the scent of the ocean mixed with the fresh country air, which—as anyone who's spent time in the countryside knows—smells like manure.

"You get used to it then?" I asked, grinning.

"Ha! It's better when yee ain't near the cows. You're lucky; there's just sheep where you're off to."

"You know it?"

"Windystone? I'm third cousin twice removed from the lady who owned it before the last one."

"A lot of owners then?" I frowned. That was never a good sign.

"Oh no, the one before you died of old age. Lived nearly a hundred years, she did. Strange lady. Kept to herself. The house went to the lord, of course, on account of her having no heirs, and⁠—"

My driver droned on about things I already knew. Southwesterners sure loved to talk, almost as much as northerners. The only ones who didn't were from Draydon, so I had to wonder why I even came down here in the first place. But that's how it goes, isn't it? Everyone wants to escape somewhere different, only to find that wherever you go, there you are.

Still, I knew my problem well enough. I just needed somewhere quiet. Lower crime, no demons, nothing of interest at all. Then I could take on a few mercenary contracts for spare coin. As long as no demons crossed my path, I could live out a peaceful life in a house big enough to start a family.

Fingers crossed it wasn't too late.

Fingers crossed on a lot of things. I'd made it this far. Just a little longer and I was home free. Demons preferred the city and well-populated places, where victims could get lost easily, and villains could lose their pursuers. I doubted I'd find any down here.

The coach drove through winding hedge paths, barely wide enough for two to pass. Whenever we met another coach or cart, they edged right past each other, and Bazza would stop to chat with the driver, who was often his brother's cousin's sister's nephew or something like that.

We approached a chest-high stone wall made of round cobbles and clay. A fenced path cut through the middle, with a sheep pen on the right. Some of the sheep looked up briefly in surprise, then carried on chewing grass.

"Sheep are good critters to live nearby," Bazza said. "Don't baa much at night, mostly sleeping."

"I don't mind; I've slept through worse," I replied.

"Bet yee have, with your line of work."

I had lied and told him I was a mercenary. I had toyed with saying monster hunter, because of how similar the vocations were, but decided that was just a little too close to seer.

The distinction between beasts and demons lay in the ability to speak and reason. Though, of course, many demons couldn't speak the common tongue, and some beasts could.

Lines had to be drawn, even if they were sometimes crossed one way or another. It was still better to have the line as a rough guide than to have nothing at all—then where would we be?

In reality, the distinction was simpler: 'Is it legally and morally ethical to bed it? Then it's a demon. Even if it sucks out your soul through your wotsit, you were fine and dandy until that moment.'

That didn't make for much of a catchy guild motto. A bit mouthy.

There were still exceptions one way or another. Some folk would rather be six feet underground than recognize a slime as anything but a jolly good time. And it was absurdly wrong to bed a scamp imp from the hells—not like those stupid sexy shortstack imps. Totally different.

The other distinction was: 'Did it come from the hells? Then it's a demon. Did it come from our land or above? Then it's a beast or monster, terms interchangeable.'

Then again, it wasn't always a hard rule. Back in the day, some villages went undefended because a seer decided the contract wasn't worth their time. Levies were put in place, allowing members of a guild to take on contracts from another guild for a reduced fee. Not that there were many seers for it to matter much, but we all know how loud a minority can be—and I wasn't about to argue with a few extra coins in my sack.

"Here we be," Bazza said, jerking me from my thoughts.

"Apologies," I replied, digging into my coin purse and handing him the fee, plus a little tip for the entertainment of his stories. Even when they weren't good, they were fun to hear.

He left me by a big barn overlooking the sheep pen on the other side of the road. A little further up lay a fork in the road, one going downhill to the right and the other going uphill to the left.

The steep descent would be tiring to climb in the morning, so I was glad to be going left. I quickly took that path, climbed up the tiny hill, and gasped at the gigantic cottage before me.

The slate roof sloped low in some places and soared in others. The windows had that rippling glass that caught the light in strange ways, and the patio was begging for a retired seer to relax there on one of the lounge chairs beside the upturned rowing boat. For a brief moment, I imagined myself sitting on that little patio with a drink in hand, watching the sun dip over the farmlands.

By rights, it was a lord's mansion. If you owned this back in the city, you'd be well off indeed. I'd have bugger-all there. Here, I had a healthy garden, a little patio in front of it, a view of the croplands near the barn, and farmlands making up the horizon.

The only thing missing was a view of the sea, but I didn't have to walk far to spot that—about half an hour, give or take. I didn't want to get a horse; then I'd have to take care of it myself, and I wasn't sure what my plans were quite yet. It all depended on the condition of the house and the horse, I supposed.

Just then, the door opened, and a well-to-do man in a top hat waved at me. This must be the Master of Estates.

"Master Gerald!" he announced. I winced at that, but there wasn't much to be done about it. To get a good deal on this place, I had to use my title. Otherwise, there was no way I'd risk coming all the way down here to see a house I knew nothing about. Thankfully, he and the lord had promised to keep it a secret. The gods know if they would. "Welcome to Penmor!" he said, shuffling over as he adjusted himself. His gut was rotund, and his smile was as warm as his cheeks were rosy.

"Mr. Filch," I said, shaking his hand. "It's good to put a face to the pen."

"You as well. Will we be taking a look then?"

Mr. Filch led me inside. The hallway was small and cramped, with a bathroom right there, equipped with working plumbing, once you could get it to cooperate. It opened into a lovely kitchen. Decorative plates hung on the walls, a sailor's clock ticked steadily, and shelves and drawers held all the mugs, plates, knives, and other essentials I might need.

Climbing a little step into the dining room, I found a comfy couch facing the fireplace, with shelves full of books and a nice rug on the ground.

A master bedroom connected to this, built because the previous owner had become too old to climb the steps. Up the stairs lay another bathroom, the original master bedroom, and two more bedrooms, plus storage rooms, of course.

The place was a bit run-down, with dark, aged wood everywhere, but that was to be expected of a house this age. It was a little dusty, but nothing out of the ordinary.

"And no heirs have claimed it?" I confirmed.

"She had none to speak of," Mr. Filch said, in a posh accent I wouldn't expect from around these parts, though there was something a little off about it. "Mind, there's a decent husband and wife down the road, Mr. and Mrs. Turner. They say it was only ever her in here. They tried to visit a few times, but she wasn't one for company. I hope the same can't be said for you." He gave a cheeky wiggle of his eyebrows. "We're a close-knit group, and it'd be a shame if this was the last time I saw you."

It sounded like a threat. Taken aback by this strange friendliness, I smiled and put my pack down. "I'm quite partial to a round at the pub," I said, wondering how big my gut would get now that I didn't have to worry about saving.

"Grand. If I can recommend the Salty Cock, that's a favorite of mine. The cooking—" He kissed his fingers. "Splendid."

Now, if there was a guy I'd trust on good cooking, it would be him. "I'll head there tomorrow," I said. "Just as soon as I go to the local market to grab some food. Is the icebug ready for me?"

Mr. Filch blinked. "So, you'll take it?"

"Of course," I said. "It's everything you said it was in the letters." I gave a sniff. There was a slight old musky smell to the place, but that was normal. The fact that someone had died and you couldn't even tell was a bit of a miracle. "I've seen enough," I said.

"Well, then, why not sign right now!" Mr. Filch pulled a contract from his pocket. Then he retrieved some small spectacles, placed them on, and set the note on the counter. He told me the fee, and I handed it to him in guild notes.

He then indicated where for me to sign, and as I picked up the quill, a rumble shook the ground. The mugs in the cupboard chattered against one another.

"What was that?" I asked, frowning.

"Oh, that's just Mr. Turner outdoors; his carriage might have stumbled."

I nodded, thinking that was fair enough and hoping it wasn't anything worse than that. When the sound of clopping hooves in the distance confirmed it, I shrugged and signed the parchment.

We shook hands.

"That's great, Gerald. Guess I'll see you at the pub then," he said. "I'll tell Lord Edward you're coming." He put on his top hat and soon left me, waving as he walked with a skip in his step to fetch his horse from the nearby barn.

I assumed this would be a man's pub, full of friendly workmen. That would be nice. I did wonder how I would go about making friends when I got here.

It wasn't just friends I was interested in, though. What use is retirement without a woman to spend it with?

Oh, and I'd have to look for work to keep me occupied. So it wasn't much of a retirement at all. Maybe I could find some work that didn't come with the risk of death. That'd be nice.

"Off to the market then," I mused to myself, looking forward to experiencing the smell of fresh fish and sea air and seeing what delights the town could offer me.

The house shook again, harder this time. Not just the mugs in the cupboard; now the doors rattled on their hinges. The sailor's clock on the wall swung, like the house had been rocked by waves.

"Damn you, Mr. Filch, what did you just pull on me?" I shook my head and laughed at myself. "My fault for not inspecting the house better."

Crash!

The floor rumbled upstairs so hard that dust shook from the ceiling. It was like something had dropped onto it from the attic.

I leapt into the kitchen, grabbed my blade, and ran back through the living room, up the connected stairs, and paused in the narrow hallway, pricking my ears for any sound.

There was a groan, a grumbling. An intruder.

I ran to the second master bedroom, where it sounded like the noise was coming from.

Bright red feet poked out from behind the bed. Even through the sheer pantyhose, I could see their color and their womanly petiteness. When I ran around the bed, I found a red-skinned demon dressed in a skimpy black-and-white maid outfit.

She blinked, her tail swishing, then looked up and grinned at me like a naughty child. "Finally," she said in a strange accent. "You moving in now, hmm? Took you long enough."

Resting on her elbow, she relaxed, kicking her feet against the floorboards, as if she'd been lying there on purpose the whole time.
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I drew my blade. The blue mithril caught the sunlight from the window, its sheen stained red from a decade of demon blood. The colors mixed in the light, earning her name.

"This is Violet," I said, readying it to strike. "She's killed a thousand."

"Then why ruin a number so perfectly even?" the demon asked, yawning as she rolled onto her back. She presented a delicious-looking bosom, pushed tight against her cleavage, along with toned thighs and arms that suggested she'd been training. She looked like she could fight.

Most demons could innately fight. The ones that trained were even scarier.

"A thousand-and-one is even in its own way," I said, stepping forward, trying to judge what kind of demon she was. Red skin. Long horns. Arrow-pointed tail. No wings. Could be a succubus. The scantily clad way she dressed suggested as much.

She smelled of roses steeped in wine. It clawed at my senses. I had to be careful. With my seer powers dwindling, so was my ability to keep my head cool amidst something so hot.

The demon sighed, then lifted her legs to her head, giving me a view of her curves. A black thong nestled between her cheeks, pantyhose stretched tight and see-through from the strain. In one motion, she snapped her legs forward and landed on her feet with startling precision, fingers poised like daggers ready to strike.

"I must warn you," she sang, "I am not without skill in battle. A bit out of practice, but still sharp."

"As sharp as this sword? I doubt it."

"Sharp enough." She grinned, her long white canines shining beneath that shiny black lipstick—no, that was the color of her lips. I noticed then she had a choker around her neck. Unusual.

"I'm within my rights to kill a trespasser in my home," I said, raising my blade.

I really didn't want to fight. My first day in this damn house, and I'd already be killing someone in it. A man ought to be hanging curtains or testing a fireplace on his first day, not this.

"I arrived before you. That is a fact!"

My nose twitched—a weird habit of mine when I sensed something wasn't as it seemed. Or maybe that was just wishful thinking.

My shoulders softened, though I kept my blade pointed at her; now it was more accusatory, like a professor's pointer. "Even a fool could see there is a story here. I'm too curious to kill you. So...why don't you indulge me?"

"Unf. Finally!" She drifted onto the bed, falling like a silk ribbon, then rolled around like a naughty kid, breaking that illusion. "Ah, how I have missed this. Such a comfortable bed, all for me alone. So, how long has it been since she died?"

"You mean the old owner?"

"So very old, she was." The demon sat up, pressing her hands into her thighs, which had the effect of pushing her luscious breasts together. "And now, you are the owner. I wonder, how long have I been in limbo, hmm? Once, I was here, holding the poor lady's hand. Then poof, I was gone! Not a single part of me awake or aware. I was nothing, and here I am again, and my new her points a sword at me. Not a very good begrüßung, I tell you."

"Begru...what? Anyway, I dunno when she died. A few months ago, maybe. I signed the deed just now." I groaned, beginning to put it together, which was a bit of a challenge considering the demon was giving me the story in pieces. "Why don't you get to the part where you became a servant for her? And I'm a him, by the way, not a 'her.'"

"Not her. Herr. She was my Herrin Patuna, you are my Herr. Ja? Oh, nevermind." The demon dismissed the air, then swung one leg over the edge of the bed, flexing her black-painted toes, which pointed out of her pantyhose. "Rest in peace, the old bat. Perhaps we'll share a toast to her? I admit near the end, I did warm up to her, a little."

I grumbled. "Considering she left me with a godsdamn demon, I don't really feel like toasting her—more like cursing her. Especially as she might've ended up down there in the hells, by the sounds of things."

"So now I'm up here while she is down there? That is quite funny." The demon kicked herself up, standing before me. She only came up to my shoulders—had to be five foot three or something—but her horns made her just that much more imposing, along with her long snow-white hair that made her striking. "So. The question is, what will you do with me now that you have me?" She bounced her eyebrows.

"Absolutely not that," I quickly said. "I'd sooner thrust my sword into you." I groaned. "You know I meant that literally."

She bit her finger, fanning her skirts.

"Hang on," I said. "Is that why she trapped you here? Little pet succubus with nowhere to go? You drain her and she drains you, that sort of thing?"

"Ha! Nein. Not that I would have minded by the end of it. I was so bored, you see. She kept me as a maid and only paid me in wine and books! You don't have any books lying around, do you?"

"But she made you wear..." I indicated the revealing attire.

"This?" The demon did a fashion show twirl. "Picked it out myself. Cute, ja?" As she twirled, the dress rode up her ass to reveal it once more. "You can put the sword down, by the way. I won't bite." She bit her tongue with a pointy canine, suggesting otherwise.

"You still haven't explained how you actually got here. That might go a ways toward me getting you out."

"You would do that for me?" She touched her chest.

"You...you think I want a demon here? Do you have any idea how..." I dismissed the air. No use getting into that. "Come with me," I said.

I kept my sword gripped and ready to strike if she tried anything funny. When I reached the top of the stairs, I motioned for her to go first, so she couldn't push me down the steps.

"I could hardly kill you," she said, reading my intention. "Then who would be left for me, hmm? Some old fat man with a tiny wurst beneath his big pork belly? Nein, I take my chances with you."

"I think I just about understood that, and I really wish I didn't. Where in the hells are you from?"

"You've never met a demon from Dämmerholl?" She paused at the top of the stairs, hands on her hips.

"Dammerhell? That rings a bell."

"No, Dämmerholl! You're not pronouncing the 'ä' right. It's got two little dots, you know? I don't think that's in the common tongue."

"Most demons I've met spoke the common tongue quite well."

"Because they wished to harm the common man! Begs the question why you were meeting them."

"I've been around. What's to say you don't wish to harm humans too?"

"Because no one who speaks Dämmerhan could be bad, ja?" She rubbed her face. "Oh, scheiße, what a mess I've found myself in. At least Herrin Patuna and I knew where we stood. But you and I, mister, we stand at the top of the stairs, one of us primed to push the other down it. Well, I shan't be the one to die! I tell you this: I will get there first!"

Before I could react, she leaped down the steps.

She tripped, rolled, and smacked headfirst into the wall, shaking the house and rattling dust from the walls.
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Crash!

The sound was like a brick being smashed against stone. Dust shook loose from the rafters. It felt like the earth had quaked.

For a heartbeat, I considered rushing to help her, then remembered she was a horned hellspawn and way too sexy.

"Ow! Gods, I've hurt myself and brought shame upon my forebearers."

I winced. "I think they looked away in shock," I said, cringing at how much that had to hurt.

"How'd you meet so many demons then?" she asked, rolling over to lean against the wall. She sat there as if nothing had happened, right there on the landing, by the living room.

The middle of her horns left two dents in the wall. Thankfully they curved backward, or she might've gotten stuck. That would've been a tragically funny sight, having to pull her out.

"Like I said, I've been around." I shook my head in frustration. "I'm going out. I need to clear my head, maybe go yell at the guy who sold me this house."

I shuffled down the steps, still carrying my blade.

She eyed it nervously, then stepped down from the landing, giving me a wide berth.

"Could I trouble you for a favor, Herr...?"

"I don't feel so comfortable giving a demon my name. They've got power, I've been told."

I stepped from the living room into the kitchen, my stomach grumbling. I rifled through the cupboards, not expecting much. At least the icebug the basement was newly added for me, so Mr. Filch claimed. I wasn't eager to go down there. Not with a demon who'd probably find a way to lock me in until I promised to let her suck my soul out through my cock.

After a successful decade avoiding the temptation, I wasn't about to crack now.

The demon lingered at the doorframe, long nails tapping the wood as she raised a slender leg against it, toes pointed. I had to admit, it was pretty damn alluring. Then her tail whipped forward, curling up her inner thigh, suggesting all sorts of things.

"Funny you are mentioning names. That's how I got in this mess to begin with," she said.

I raised my eyebrows. Was she finally going to explain? I dared not respond, in case I led her down another tangent that was only vaguely related.

"Aren't you going to ask why?" she said.

"Continue," I replied.

"So serious! And they say my people have no sense of humor."

"I have no idea what they say about your people, considering you're the first I've ever met."

"Hardly been around then..." She bit her finger, showing off her pointy canines. "Look. It's rather embarrassing, ja?"

"As embarrassing as falling down a flight of stairs?"

"I can be embarrassed twice. That is not hard." She cringed, clenching her fists together cutely. "Okay, okay, fine. I shall tell you. Only if you promise to help me undo it!"

I thrust my hand forward so quickly she jumped back in surprise. "I wholeheartedly promise I will help lift the curse that binds you to my cottage, as long as you explain, now, briskly, why it is you are here."

We shook hands. Thankfully I didn't burst into flames, though I felt a little twinge in my stomach from the way her glowing orange eyes stared into me, and how she bit her lip, her cheeks rosying a little—no mean feat, considering the redness of her skin.

"Sit," I commanded. "And speak."

She rushed over to the chair, hopping into it and putting her legs together; she almost looked giddy to be given a command.

"Like I said," she began. "Is quite embarrassing. I made a bet. If I win, a thousand riches will become mine, a bevy of toys and pleasure at my disposal. An ocean of wine, as far as the eye could see." Her eyes glimmered with the memories.

"And if you lost?"

She grit her teeth. "Then I would be forced to take up his place in an unholiest of agreements he had made, in exchange for the toys and pleasures and caskets and caskets of wine. I know now this was a trick, handed down from fool to fool. He who wins, gets the toys and the pleasures and the⁠—"

"Yes," I interrupted, "and he who loses...is forced to don a sexy maid outfit while cleaning up after a lady called Patuna. Well, I'm glad it's you who lost and not him then."

"I am not forced to wear this sexy maid outfit! I picked it out myself, you agreed that it was cute!"

"I did not."

"Your eyes did." She fluttered her eyelashes.

Not the only word I would've used, I thought, but had to agree.

"There, you did it again!"

I waved away the notion. "Why don't you go back to explaining how you got into this mess?"

"I did try to get out of it, you understand? I tried to escape. But he expected it, and his cronies caught me. Duverdammter Mistkerl! Then, with the edge of a blade at my throat, he made me sign a contract with the cottage owner, binding me here until a new one is written. The problem is, how am I to find someone else to sign, if I cannot even leave this place?"

"That's where I'd come in. Except, you think I would just bind someone else to suffer the same fate as you?"

She raised a finger, opening her mouth to speak, but no words came out. "Drats, that is quite the conundrum." She tapped her chin. "What to do, what to do..."

"We could try a new contract?" I suggested. "That old one you signed. Its power must've waned a bit, yeah? Considering how long ago that was. If we got some new parchment, signed a new contract with your name, maybe we could sort of...nudge it out."

She snapped her fingers. "This may be an answer. Legally speaking, it's unreasonable to sign your entire life away to more than one person, understand? That's why I am still here. With no legally binding contract to take its place, this new one reigns supreme. Demon law is funny like this."

"Hilarious," I said. "So just tell me your name and I'll get to writing a new contract. One that allows you to leave."

She clapped her hands, dancing on the tip of her toes. "Yes! This is it! Except for the one reason that it is, in fact, not it!" She turned and slammed her head into the wall, over and over, announcing with each hit, "Stupid. Me. Stupid. Sexy, me. Why must I be so stupid!"

I stared in disbelief. "Go on then, what is it?"

"Ask me my name for the contract."

"What's your name?"

"Very well thanks, how are you?"

I frowned. "No, what's your name?"

"I said I'm fine! I hope you are well."

I took a step closer, squinting at her. "I'm Gerald. What's your name?"

"If you're hungry, you should get some ingredients. I would be glad to cook for you, Herr Gerald."

She smiled, then looked a little uncomfortable as I stepped closer. When I grabbed both of her arms, she looked very comfortable, relaxing into my steady grip.

"I'm Gerald."

"Hi!" She beamed.

"And you are..."

"Dying for a drink. Do you have wine?"

"What is your name?"

"Mostly straight, sometimes bi for attention."

"Bah!" I walked away. "So he cursed you to be unable to mutter your name?"

"Ooooooh. Is that what you were doing? I thought you had gone coocoo for a moment with all these strange questions, but I supposed an interview would be in order even if you were forced to hire me on the spot."

"I'm going to the market," I said, grumbling. "If we're gonna get to the bottom of this, I don't want to do it on an empty stomach."

I headed to the door, grabbing my cloak and thrusting it open.

"And some wine please, Herr Gerald!" she called.

"Maybe!" I called back.

While I didn't want to be drunk around this vixen from the hells, I couldn't stand to be sober around her either.

I twitched my nose and paused. "This Patuna, did she ever have guests?"

"Occasionally. Why are you asking this?"

"And what happened when you explained your plight?"

"I suddenly found a frog in my throat and could not utter a word. Or, if they asked me my name, I'd end up making some excuse to leave and enter a different room. Patuna was a funny lady, so they assumed I was much the same. I think they thought we had a special kind of arrangement, I don't know."

And yet you explained it to me just fine, I thought. Are you lying?

"Can you imagine such a predicament?" the demon asked.

"I'm starting to imagine it pretty well, yeah," I said. "Don't go anywhere. I'll be back soon."

"Couldn't if I tried! Watch."

The demon crouched low, muscles coiling like a spring, then bolted for the open door. She raced into the garden and slammed headfirst into an invisible wall a little away from the doorway. She turned back, nose bleeding, blood dripping into her frightening smile. "Kinda crazy, ja?"

"Yep, that's the first crazy thing I've seen today," I said, as I stepped out of the way and took one last look at my new cottage and new demon.

Her bright, waving face would've been a prettier sight if not for the blood running down it. She wiped it with the back of her hand, grinning through bloodstained teeth.
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As I got further from the demon, her form shifted into that of a peach-skinned human. Her horns and tail vanished, along with her snow-white hair and black lips, though her face was still smeared with blood. The choker remained, as did the thigh-high sheer stockings and the maid's outfit. Yet part of me thought she looked better as a demon—maybe only because that was how I first met her, and it's what I'd grown used to.

Used to her. I was certainly not. I shook my head and carried on my way to Porthhowl, the local port town about half an hour's walk away.

"Need to get me a horse after all," I mused. The coins jingling in my pocket should be enough for one, and with the food I needed to buy, I'd have an easier time carrying it back on its back.

The path was lined with bushes, breaking up the farmland on either side. Every so often, a horse trotted past—sometimes pulling a cart with a fella in a straw hat who always stopped to bid me hello, sometimes a rider chewing a cigar or a stalk of hay. They all moved slow, with nowhere urgent to be. Strange to me. Draydon was always busy. Nobody stopped to greet anyone there—too many people. Do that, and you'd be stuck all day. Back in Draydon, the only people who stopped you in the street wanted something from you—money, food, or an organ. Here, though, every stranger tipped a hat like they'd known me since birth. It put me on edge. A part of me kept waiting for the other shoe to drop.

The sea broke out of the horizon, glittering against the sun. Boats drifted in the distance, and far off, a red and white striped lighthouse sat on a hilly cliff.

The sharp scent of brine filled my lungs, stinging but fresh, a far cry from the smoky alleys I'd been used to. Gulls wheeled overhead, shrieking like madwomen, and the waves struck the rocks below with a rhythm that beat straight into my chest.

Then the ground steepened, winding downward in a zigzag that had me skidding a little. I laughed to myself as an old lady walked up it with a walking stick, not struggling at all. No doubt she'd been taking this path since the very first day she could walk.

I came to lovely sets of cottages and huts near one another, with washerwomen hanging out clothes to dry, chickens squawking as they ran out of my way, and the scent of hanging herbs permeating the air.

"Where's the market, ma'am?" I asked a friendly lady with tanned skin.

"It's just that way, my 'andsome," she said with a warm smile.

I gave a sort of salute and smiled as I left, thinking I was starting to enjoy how people talked here.

Walking through some shops, I found a fishmonger filled with all manner of catches between chunks of ice. Bright pink salmon and even a prized titan-shrimp the size of a large pizza were on display. There was still a faint glow about it, suggesting the creature had an affinity of some sort. These could add flavor depending on what it was, and sometimes even give you a little protection against that element.

Though it was so rare to find a beast both edible and with the stat you needed that these were far more expensive than they were worth. And it always came with some side effects.

I remembered the hunters who'd come to slay a naga in the Draydon Dungeon. They'd taken some paste from a psychic raptor to fend off the naga's dryad abilities and ended up hallucinating all sorts of things while we partied around them. Nice couple, far as hunters went.

That's why it was so damn surprising this little fisherman's shop near the coast had this, just hanging there. I wondered if it was fake.

Dismissing the notion, I continued my walk to the market. The squawk of gulls flew overhead, and I squinted to shield my eyes from the sun. Some kids ran past, chasing a cat with a gerbil in its mouth, only to be scooped up by a large fisherman with hands the size of saucepans. He fished the gerbil from the cat's mouth, then asked the kids which they were after, the cat or the rat.

"It not be a rat!" one of the kids protested.

"The rat it is then." He passed the gerbil over, while the ginger tabby's back legs clawed at his mighty arms. Unbothered, he gave its head a tussle and put it to the ground, where it quickly scurried away.

The fella caught sight of me and tipped his hat. "Alright? You ain't from 'round 'ere, are you?"

"What gave me away?" I asked.

"You got that look about yer," he said.

"What look might that be?"

"You know. The look." He laughed, as if I was supposed to know what that meant.

"There I was, trying to blend in," I said. "Name's Gerald." I extended my hand.

He took it in a mighty grip. "Arnie," he said. "You visiting family?"

"Just moved in up the way," I replied.

"You must be that merc the lord was talking about," he said.

I laughed. Word spreads fast then. "You know the lord? You don't seem the type, forgive my saying so."

"That's 'cause I ain't the type! It's more that he don't be the type, you catch my drift."

I frowned, thinking back to my letters exchanged with the lord. He had written rather friendly, and it had taken me off guard.

"I'm guessing I could find him in one of these pubs then," I said. "I did need to speak to him about something."

"You'll find him at the Salty Cock every night."

"Gods, his wife must be open-minded."

"What?"

"What?" I blinked, then grinned, waiting for him to catch up.

Suddenly, he bellowed with laughter, nearly doubling over. "I'm at the Salty Cock every day! I don't see nothing strange about it. Oh!" He caught his mouth. "Now I be at it!"

He laughed heartily, and it reminded me of steak and kidney pies and songs sung arm in arm.

"He's funny, that Lord Edward is. Says some merc bloke be down soon to buy old Windystone, and soon as he signed the parchment, pints were on Lord Edward all night! Bet you don't hear of such a thing up north."

"No, we do our best to avoid the lords up there, or we'd end up swinging by the noose when we accidentally offend them."

"Offend 'em? That lousy prick owes me ten coin."

A bell dinged, and a woman poked her head out of the nearby general store. "Oi, you finished playing with yer tackle? These sacks won't fill themselves."

"Bernice, we'd need the whole darn town to fill your sacks, and no mistake."

Their laughter rolled out into the street, so full and genuine it almost hurt to hear. The smell of bread wafted from their kitchen, mingled with woodsmoke and bacon.

The woman dismissed him with a wave, then saw me. "You alright, love? Coming for tea tonight?"

"Ignore her," Arnie said. "We've already got the Fagens and the Millers on their way. Had to get the extra seating out."

"We can fit one more in. There's still a little room."

Arnie snapped his gaze at me, and I was certain he thought another joke, left unsaid.

"I've taken up enough of your time," I said.

"Yeah, Bernice, he's a busy bloke, this Gerald. He's off to see the lord."

I tried to walk away backward, but Bernice said, "Oh, are ya? That'd be nice, wouldn't it. Lord Edward's a nice man, you know. We're having him for tea tomorrow."

My stomach rumbled fiercely. "That'd be nice," I said, imitating their accent by mistake. I wondered about making up some excuse about my wife ringing my neck if I was any longer getting back with food, but knew the whole town would be alive with rumors about my wife by the time I got home.

"Forgive me," I said. "I'm bloody hungry after all that traveling. I'll catch up with you two soon, yeah?"

"Aye, you best be 'round ours; we'll be directly up yours!"

"Absolutely!" I waved, forcing myself away in the direction of the market, hearing them chatter away.

"Gerald's a nice man," Bernice said, "why ain't he been over for tea yet?"

"Woman, he only bloomin' arrived in the town. Give him a moment to catch his bearings. God, you'll be the death of me."

"Alright, I'm only asking!"

I shook my head, laughing to myself as I finally got away. The yells of market criers beckoned by the pier.

"Oi, Gerald, wait there a minute!" Arnie called.

My shoulders fell. These locals would be the death of me. I had to say I preferred it in Draydon, where everyone was foreign and nobody wanted to talk to you.

Surprisingly, I turned to find just his wife in the doorway. "Y'alright, my 'andsome?" she said. "He won't be a sec."

I dared not step an inch closer, lest I be drawn in by their intense friendliness and bludgeoned to death by a thousand invitations to tea.

"Out the way, love," Arnie said, and his wife stepped aside so the burly-shouldered man could step through. He had a parcel in his hand wrapped up for me. "Here you go, lad, you must be famished. Me wife makes these. A real Penish Pasty."

"What's in it?" I asked nervously, taking the giant thing. I unwrapped it to find a golden-crisp pastry pie sort of crust, just like a calzone, though I doubted there were pizza ingredients inside.

"Rabbit, carrots, peas, all sorts. My wife makes the best pasties, she does. That's real grub, and there be no finer way to welcome you. So, I'll see you at the pub tonight?"

I was a little speechless at the hospitality. My own father wouldn't be so kind.

"I'll get you a pint."

"Bollocks!" he said, looking quite offended. "It's yer first day as a Penish lad. Pints will be on—" For a brief, split second, I thought he would say him, or us. Instead, he said: "—the lord!"

I laughed, trembling inside at the thought of a noble buying me pints. I considered not going.

But of course, I'd been invited by the friendliest man in Viridis. If I didn't accept that invitation, after being invited by Mr. Filch as well, then I'd certainly become enemy number one. Frankly, I wouldn't blame them one bit for thinking that way.

"I'll see you there," I said.

I smiled as I walked away. Somehow, I'd manage to forget all about the demon in my cottage.

My nose twitched. My smile faded slowly.
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"Get yer cockles!" a woman cried.

"Half off, fresh oysters and clams, caught at the crack of dawn!" another shouted.

"Pies! Get yer pies! Stuffed to the brim with my pa's sausage."

Oh come on. That one has to be intentional.

I drew in a deep breath of fresh, salty air, the scent of meats and fish untainted by the city's smog and horseshit—both the kind dropped behind carriages and the kind spilling from nobles' mouths.

"Not bad, this place," I mused to myself. "Strange, sure. But not bad."

I leaned over a metal railing set on a sea-worn brick wall. Boats crowded the dock below, reached by a slick set of steps—one misstep and you'd be in the water or your head cracked open on the stone. On a larger boat, an elderly couple hoisted a child up the mast in a harness. The kid looked terrified while the old man snickered, barking out nonsense commands meant only to tease.

A nearby conversation caught my ear from two men leaning over the ledge, smoking pipes.

"You hear 'bout ol' Sandy's boy?" a voice said, a few yards away.

"Aye, meant to keep it all hush-hush. I headed home to tell my wife directly."

"And she told my wife, who told me. But we'll just keep it between the four of us, right?"

"Of course."

I frowned, drumming my fingers on the ledge. The sun stretched across the ocean in a long ribbon of light. I'd been thinking about getting a horse, but why not a boat? The sailors looked happy enough. A dolphinkin family rowed by, their kids dangling legs over the side as real dolphins leapt past to their giddy applause.

"So what happened to him then?" the second man asked.

"Said he came out different. All quiet-like."

I swallowed, trying to dampen my curiosity as I looked at the tranquil sight. By rights, I shouldn't even be able to hear them, eavesdropping like some gossipy washerwife.

"Sandy's boy? Little Sean, that gobby shite?"

"Aye."

"You sure you're on about the same kid?"

"I swear on my wife I ain't lying. Came out quiet, they said. Like he'd seen a ghost."

I leaned in, straining to catch the next whispered word.

"Maybe a mermaid got to him."

Wrong, I thought.

"Nah, 'cause then he'd be back to usual after a while, but he ain't been the same since. Must be a demon or something, right?"

I gripped the package, nearly crushing the pasty.

Ignore it, I told myself. It's none of your business, let the locals deal with their own problems. You're here to take up some boring guard jobs, nothing more. Escort the cart from A to B, clear out a cave of scrags. Simple, honest, risk-free work, fit for an amateur of low renown.

But wasn't it my duty?

No. Your only duty is to yourself, keeping yourself alive, not putting a target on your back. You've done enough in one lifetime to help people; let them help themselves from now on. If it's really a big deal, a guild will send someone down to take care of it.

I walked away before I couldn't take any more, heading for the stalls. The calls of traders did nothing to settle me. Instead came memories: swords clashing, death cries, the reek of blood and guts strewn across dungeon floors. And over it all, the oily scent of sex—a villager transfixed beneath a she-bitch succubus, riding him for every drop of energy. His hollow, starving face stretched into a terrifying smile.

There'd been a feralness in her eyes, blood- and cum-lusted like a beast.

She climbed off him, his cock bright blue with a red ring at the base where her vicecunt had cut off the circulation. She fought like she had nothing to lose, opening herself to a thousand impalements just for the chance to rip my larynx out.

"What in the bloody hells is a larynx?" my father had asked, as that word was an important part of the story.

And then there was…her. The demon in my cottage. A clown, wielding her sexuality like balloon tricks at a fair. Damn it—I believed every word she said. My powers hadn't weakened enough yet to fall to a succubus's wiles. Even so, she was unlike any demon I'd met.

We know there are good demons. Tens of thousands live beneath the ground and we've never had an all-out war with them. But when most of the ones you meet are evil fuckers, it's hard not to see them all that way.

"You look lost, m'handsome," a traderwoman said, jerking me from my thoughts.

She had a large display of fresh fruit and veg, all shining gloriously beneath her voluptuous display of tits that bore the same gleam.

I picked out some potatoes, carrots, onions, and eggs, nearly choking at the affordable price, having experienced much the opposite when it was obvious I wasn't from there. Then I asked her where I could get some meat, and most importantly of all, some wine.

Mustn't forget the wine. If there was anyone who deserved a glass of wine after everything she'd been through, it was the demon.

We had that in common.
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Windystone called to me. A cozy cottage down the hill. Its stone patio overlooked a pretty garden and a nearby horsepen, empty and waiting for a denizen. The wheatfields stretched beyond. Free food for my horse?

My shoulders eased at the sight. Something about the place felt calming, like it promised cozy naps and warm bread.

That lasted until I pictured the demon inside, stalking around naked, singing off-key, or feverishly masturbating on the furniture to mark it with her scent. Maybe she was pacing the halls, muttering in three languages at once. Or crouched on a windowsill, licking condensation.

Adjusting my grip on the sack on my back, I carried on up the stone path, long blades of grass tickling my ankles.

I had plenty of wine and vegetables, as well as a raw chicken I carried separately to protect it from contamination. My stomach rumbled something fierce, and I looked forward to whatever strange or exotic meal she could make from humble ingredients. She'd lived for what, hundreds of years? By rights, she should know a trick or two in the kitchen.

Old Patuna must have kept her around for something, and if it wasn't to diddle her raisin, then it must have been that.

It certainly wasn't for the company. I was used to quirky types; most seers were a little odd, but I'd be willing to bet the demon would drive anyone mad after too long.

The demon. Not a particularly nice name. I really had to find out hers.

When I approached the knobbly old door, it swung open, and the red-skinned menace was grinning from ear to ear, looking equal parts terrifying and happy to see me.

Her eyes though, they were wide with excitement.

It was unnerving, being looked at that way. I didn't know if she wanted to eat me or fuck me, or just hug me like an abandoned puppy meeting a new master.

"Herr Gerald!" she held out her arms wide, her big boobs jiggling. They bore a gleaming shine of sweat, perfectly reflecting the sun behind me. If I hadn't known better, I'd have thought she'd oiled them just for me.

"Miss…hello," I began. "Hope you weren't too bored without me."

She grabbed my hand and yanked me in, her demon strength betraying her size as we fell into the kitchen, and I nearly dropped the chicken.

"What did you bring for me?" She dug her hand into the bag—without washing it, I noted—and pulled out the chicken by the leg. She started salivating. "Oh, this is delightful. I will feast like a king and sleep like his whore."

She pulled it toward her mouth, a slightly long tongue snaking out to lick it.

I grabbed it from her quickly, wanting to protect the chicken from her and not the other way around. "Cook it first!" I said. "You know how to cook, right?"

"Oh, silly me, I did not know it was for the both of us. You will forgive me, ja? I thought the other bag was for your consumption and this was for mine."

She quickly rotated, yanking a cupboard open to pull out a chopping board and a big knife, getting on her tiptoes to push her cute butt out, and by the gods, it was a sight. The ruffled maid skirt only made it more lewd, framing her ass like some obscene centerpiece on display, puffed out just so.

She turned back to me and presented the knife, grinning as her fingers trailed along the edge. "Heheh. You are not the only one with a blade around here." She mimed a stabby motion. "Fortunate my enemy is dead already, ja?"

"I'm not really sure that high up is a good place to store a knife…" I said, looking at the lower cutlery drawers where it'd be more appropriate.

"Okie okie, I move it, whatever you say. Just hand over the chicken!"

I still felt protective over the raw chicken, imagining the horrific ways she'd be violating it that go against several laws of nature and maybe even some new ones, because Litoria, the Godesse of Lust Logistics, loved to move the goalposts. She'd probably make me the preacher too, standing on a mound, booming out commandments to a flock of horrified farmers. Thou shalt not violate a raw chicken, I'd cry, while the crowd decreed that society was getting more prudish by the day, as if they wanted to do it now, just because they'd been told it was wrong.

After I passed the chicken over, I washed my hands while the demon feverishly slammed the blade down, separating the carcass into acceptable legs, thighs, etcetera. I let out a sigh of relief. Maybe this wouldn't be so bad after all.

"So, you will tell me all about your trip to the market," she said. "I've been waiting for you, wishing for a story to tickle my ears. Tell me you have exciting news to share."

"Tell me you have a corkscrew," I replied, looking at the tightly corked bottle of wine.

"Of course! Patuna only lived so long because she was pickled on the inside. A walking sauerkraut pot, heheh. I could feed her anything by the end, and she barely even knew what she was eating." The demon slammed the knife down onto some onions, then blinked, her eyes beginning to water. "Herr Gerald, tell me about the market, bitte." She pulled out the corkscrew, and I squinted, making sure it was the hand that hadn't touched any raw meat.

Trusting my memory, I uncorked the bottle and poured the deep red into a pair of glasses. It was darker than her skin, rich as maroon. When she raised hers to her mouth, there was something irresistible about a demon maid with wine dripping down her black lips.

"I entered a stranger and left feeling like one of the locals," I said. "Oh, that reminds me." I dug into another bag, pulling out the Penish pasties and passing her one. "This one's for you. A real friendly guy gave it to me."

"Friendly? Ah, you will have to narrow it down. They are a strange sort here."

"You've met some?" I frowned. "But you can't leave."

"Patuna was not without guests, remember? Especially male ones." She shuddered. "She 'gasms like a lizard, all…wirey and sharp. I can't tell you the amount of times I had to bang my fist against the door to get her to shut up, ruining my stories, she was."

"Weird. Mr. Filch said she kept to herself."

"I assume those who visited would not admit to it out loud."

"Makes sense."

I pictured the demon in bed, her hair in curlers, as she turned a page and the whole house rocked from geriatric friction, churning grool into butter.

"What is so funny?" She pointed the knife at me like a rolling pin, and I didn't find it threatening.

"I just bet you made for an odd couple." I wiped a tear of laughter, sipped my wine, drinking nearly half. "Like one of those plays, you know the kind I mean? Full of comedic situations and misunderstandings, because the two characters are completely different."

"Like you and I?"

"Ha. Yeah, just like that, I suppose. You won't be hearing such noises from me, rest assured."

"Why? Is your cock shy?"

She leaned closer, biting softly at her lip, her breath feathering against mine. If this were a play, the curtain would've dropped already, and I'd be finding out how her mouth—warm, tender, obscenely wet—could close over my aches and suckle them soothed.

I snorted. "Yeah, something like that." I stepped away, clearing my throat. It'd take a lot more wine to make me fall for a succubus's tricks, especially this silly one. Once a seer, always a seer. She'd probably be too toothy anyway.

"I could give your shy cock a little more confidence." She grinned, her pointy teeth showing, while holding the blade up high. Raw chicken juice dripped down the sharp edge.

"Are you sure you're a succubus? Threatening someone with a food poisoning-ridden knife is not the best way to seduce him, you know?"

Her smile faded. "Bah, of course. I am a hundred years out of practice, you know." She returned to cutting up the chicken and the vegetables. I noted she'd neglected to wash the blade first.

It doesn't matter if it's all going in the same pot anyway, I told myself, still feeling uneasy. My stomach gurgled in anticipation of the battle it was soon to fight. No, surely if she has been here for…probably not a hundred years, and if Patuna was human, then she must have learned to cook.

"More please," the demon thrust out her glass; a tiny drip of wine was left at the bottom.

I refilled it for her as she sang to herself, some hellsborn melody no doubt. Like a marching tune crossed with a nursery rhyme.

"Lalalala, glory to Count Connudra," she then took a deep sip while, at the same time, throwing the large chunks of meat and odd cuts of vegetables into a frying pan.

Oh gods, this is going to be the worst meal ever. The chunks weren't even boiled; they'd burn before they cooked through, and the same could be said for the chicken. To get it cooked all the way would take some serious frying with that little amount of oil.

"Have you ever cooked this meal before?" I asked, trying to keep my tone polite.

"Of course, Herrin Patuna ate it all the time."

"And she lived nearly a hundred years, so you must be a good cook."

"Precisely! Herr Gerald is in for a treat. There's nothing like experience!"

"I know a few guys who'd say otherwise," I murmured, staring out into the garden. The plants in the pots were all dead. I had a feeling she didn't have much of a green thumb, if she could get there at all. Maybe that could be my new hobby, gardening? Replacing the slice of a dagger through flesh with the cut of a shear through a plant stem.

"Although I exaggerate," the demon continued, "One hundred years she did not live. I would have found a creative way to end my young life were that to be the case."

"So when was the last time you, erm, drained a fellow with your succubus powers?"

The frying pan fizzled. Oil sputtered. It was far too hot, and I squinted below her to find a flamebug in its cage, set alight for all it's worth. The high-pitched whine began to sting my ears, then it passed out, sleeping softly in its ball of flame.

"This is an embarrassing story for me, Herr Gerald."

"Just Gerald," I said. "I'm not a lord or anything like that, and I'd rather you call me a word I know anyway."

"Please, indulge me. It's all I have of my homeland, to serve a mighty leader, strong and just!" She thrust the blade up high. Why was she still holding it?

"Fine, whatever makes you happy." I waved away the notion, put my arm on the table, and rested on it, tapping it impatiently for some reason. "Tell me the story, anyway." I wondered if it might help a little in uncovering her name, but dared not mention that, in case the curse realized my intentions and stopped her from talking.

I chuckled to myself. If she ever got on my nerves, I could always ask her name. The curse would shut her up quick.

Her back was to me as she spoke, running the wooden spatula over the frying pan as if she were stir-frying the big chunks of meat. Leave it alone, girl, let it crisp! I dismissed my thoughts because nobody likes a backseat cook.

"It's my heart," she said, her tail swishing up to rest in the middle of her back, shaped like an upside-down heart, as if depicting her next words, "it leads me astray. I have been too foolish. Too trusting. I learned what a lie was the day I was tricked and knew then how so many have lied to me to get what they wished."

"And what is it they wished of you?"

The demon aggressively batted at the vegetables, as if angry at them or perhaps at the ones who had taken advantage of her.

"My time. My labor. 'Do this for me and I shall pay big,' they say. I do it, and they pay small. It causes my little brain to go haywire, and I hug my knees in the middle of the street while demons pass me by."

Oil spattered around the kitchen. She turned and grinned at me as it dripped on her breasts.

"You need a bath," I said. "Let me take care of that. Go wash; you've got the flame too hot for one thing."

"No! Let me prove my worth!" She turned to the pan, fighting the food even more aggressively now, as if she were trying to mash it all into a pulp.

She was certainly proving her worth, just not in the direction she desired.

"Demon," I began, rising and scowling at her. "That is not how you do…any of this." I wished to snatch the spatula from her, but I didn't know what I would do with it. "Go bathe," I said, swallowing as I regretted my next words, though I knew how necessary they were. "That's an order."

"Yes, Herr Gerald." She put the spatula down in the pan, gripped the sides of her maid's dress, and bowed.

Shit. Was it that easy? Did she have to do literally what I said? A few words and she bent to it, no hesitation, no fight.

"Though, I'd appreciate it if you said please, ja? Politeness is free, and cruelty costs my happiness."

I laughed. "Please, go wash," I added, then turned to the mess she had left me, unsure where to even begin. Ah, I know.

"I'm not so foolish now, do you know this?" the demon said, inching between the frame of the living room and kitchen. "A little too late to the uptake, I admit."

"I never said you were, though your storytelling leaves much to be desired. I ask you questions, and somehow I'm left with even more. Are you sure you're a succubus? And not some mischievous imp?"

"Ja. I am as sure I am a succubus as I am that I don't know my name."

"Well, I'll need to call you something. Go, now, and I'll think about it."

"Herr Gerald?"

"A name. I've got to give you a new one, haven't I?" I laughed to myself as I poured water into the pan, then searched for some herbs and spices.

"Gerald?" she repeated, as if she didn't hear what I just said.

"Go wash, please. That's an order, I suppose." I grinned at her. She nodded, a sincere emotion appearing on her face.

So she left, gently trailing up the stairs. I could hear her tail dragging behind her, slapping on the steps like she was too lazy to pick it up.

I returned to the matter at hand.

I could actually salvage this, I thought. The reckless frying you did is going to add some nice crispy texture and flavor, then we can add a splash of wine and some water and boil it slowly into a sort of stew. It won't turn out half bad after all.

While that boiled away, I turned my attention to the mess I had to clean up. There were onion skins everywhere, carrot ends on the floor, and splashes of oil where she'd fried with reckless abandon.

Some maid you are, I thought.
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I tended to the stew, cleaning and laughing as the demon sang to herself in the bath. It was all the way upstairs, and I could still hear her, though I think that was because the room was directly above the kitchen.

"Our count is mighty and so strong. An ox could not defeat⁠—"

I wondered why she was singing in the common tongue, if she was doing so for my benefit, if this was part of her seduction. She'd mentioned how she was different from other succubi; maybe she had no 'game' to speak of.

Came out different.

That man's words rang in my ears—the conversation I'd overheard at the pier. I shook it off, my head buzzing from the drink. We'd only shared half a bottle, but it was the first I'd had in ages. The other seers would've mocked me mercilessly if they knew how little it took to inebriate me.

A pang of guilt shot through my heart. By rights, I should have been drinking with them. By rights, a lot of things should have gone differently. But I was never much for complaining.

My pa always said to make the best of a bad situation since most folks make the worst of a good one. Looking around at my new purchase, I figured I'd done just that.

"Not made the best of this home yet," I mused. "Two master bedrooms, a small guest room, and a large one. I suppose that large one could be the servants' room."

I thought I could put a bunch of bunk beds in there. My retirement fund was pretty measly, retiring as young as I had, but if I took on mercenary contracts, I could fill my purse handsomely.

It wouldn't be anything like the money I made as a seer, but with the deed in my name and no rent to pay, every coin would go straight to me. Enough to hire a cook, at least. The demon could handle the cleaning—badly, no doubt—but even a terrible job was better than none. I almost looked forward to seeing how she'd botch it.

There were some footsteps upstairs. I imagined her naked, wet feet leaving water prints all over the bathroom and trailing down the hallway. Pa would've had a fit, or probably slapped a mop in her hand and told her she was halfway to being a decent wife and to finish the job.

"Hmmhmmhmm," she sang to herself, skipping down the stairs. I winced at the splash of water following her.

"Hungry?" I asked, judging the stew to be just about ready.

"Famished," she moaned.

I turned and found her trailing over the doorframe, wearing a sheer lace nightgown, her deep maroon nipples poking out, her breasts gently drooping in that absolutely impossible-not-to-drool-over way.

Night one, I thought, not daring to tell her to put some clothes on in case she knew I was affected.

"You can serve," I said, taking my seat back at the table, wishing I had another bottle of wine and also glad I didn't.

Her toenails were pointed like claws, black in color, her delicate feet leading up to slender red legs. I could make out the shape long after they were covered by the nightgown. And there was her butt, a sweet round shape, a heart after my own.

"It's all wet. This is bad, ja?"

"It's like a stew," I replied. "It's not bad at all."

"Not what I planned for you."

"Plans change." I sighed, fingering the stem of my wine glass.

"Then I shall follow and do the best I can."

The demon leaned over to set my bowl down and, like some cavewoman, poured the steaming broth straight into the bowl instead of using a ladle. It ran smooth enough until the chicken and vegetables tumbled out, splattering broth across the table.

I wiped the hot liquid from my face.

"Not very graceful, are you?" I said, laughing.

She looked up with that infectious grin of hers, then it dropped in horror at seeing the mess she'd made. "Herr Gerald!" She reached for the napkin and wiped my face properly.

"Don't—" I began in protest, then softened. It felt kind of nice to be doted over like that. I told myself it was the way a mother would to her child, and that made it okay.

"Serena," I said.

"Hmm?"

"Or Ruby, though that's a little on the nose."

"Yours is nice and pointed," she said, rubbing it with the cloth. "Mine is nice and small, no?"

Guess I can't be so obvious about it, I thought.

We ate; she spooned it into her mouth greedily, dripping liquid down her chin. This was the third, maybe fourth time I'd seen her spill stuff on herself. "No, not very careful at all," I said.

"Papa said I was like a spring of roses, opening in bloom at the most unexpected times."

"That's sweet," I said. "My dad said I was a little shit."

She gasped. "This is very rude of him."

I laughed. "No, we're from Draydon. That's just how dads talk to their kids. Doesn't mean anything by it. Hells, means the opposite."

"I see..."

I did not think she did.

But maybe that was fine. Maybe her not seeing was better. I'd spent years surrounded by seers who thought they knew everything about you by the strength of your walk. They said I was dark, too serious. A silly demon might just be what I needed.

She ate, slurping chicken broth, biting deeply into chunks of half-fried, half-boiled poultry. She smiled greedily at me, then covered her mouth in a fit of embarrassment.

Liquid had gotten all over her breasts, sliding between the plump crevice and giving it an oily shine from the rendered chicken skin. I passed her the napkin.

She wiped her mouth, and I bounced my eyebrows toward her bosom.

"Oh? Herr Gerald is hungry for some wassermelonen?"

"You just washed." I ripped the napkin from her hand and began wiping her chest. It wasn't sexy, I told myself. Just a daddy cleaning his little girl.

I shuddered. Goddess Litoria, please don't punish me for that.

I dabbed the demon's bosom, cleaning off the broth. "Anyway," I said, "I'm going out tonight. The lads have all invited me to the pub."

"Lads, you say? Already you make friends?"

"They strong-armed me into it," I said. "I came to a cottage in the middle of nowhere to be myself. Turns out nowhere is very friendly."

She bounced her eyebrows, resting her chin on her palm. Her elbow landed mere atoms away from the ridge of the bowl. That was close.

"So silly," I laughed, grinning at her.

"You know, I do not wish that you go," she began, her glossy black lips pouting. "It is your first night here; why not stay, get acquainted with me? We could read the stories to one another. We could walk around the rim of my prison. We could see how fast I can run into it—maybe I break the demon-speed barrier!"

I smiled warmly at her, leaning back. "That sounds like a lot of fun, truly." It was exactly the kind of entertainment I needed. It felt healing. I'd spent half my life killing demons, and now this one was killing me with kindness.

I tightened my lips, looking out at the back garden: a small stone patio ringed with bushes for privacy. Beyond, sheep fields stretched down the hill, rolling on and on, divided by lines of trees where one farmer's land ended and the next began. Odd, living in the middle of all this farmland without owning any of it. A previous owner must've lost it in a bet or sold it off.

"What is it, Herr Gerald?" She leaned forward, scooching her chair; the legs shrieked against the floorboards. "You carry such a darkness. I see it inside, not that I wish to be rude and drag it out. Perhaps we could stamp it down, push it so deep it never comes up again!"

"Nothing," I said. I would have to eventually tell her I used to kill her kind. Just, not today. Maybe tomorrow. It was only my first day here, after all. She'd not made note of my being able to see her. That must come with the contract.

"I would like to stay," I said. "But we have all the time in the world, and them lot in town seem like a bunch of schoolgirls with beards. If I snub them, it might mean the end of my days here, or worse, no more pasties." I eyed the rest of mine and took a hungry bite, wiping my hands as I rose. "I should go."

"Don't!" The demon rose too and made to reach for me, then stopped herself. She cleared her throat. "Ahem, I mean, don't go. It would be very boring for me, ja?" She toed the floor, twirling her fingers around her dress.

That was very strange. Not like anything else she did wasn't strange, though.

"I'll bring you back some books," I said. "There's got to be a nice little bookshop here, right? What sort do you like?"

She blossomed into happiness. I practically saw an aura glowing around her. "Sexy ones," she said, making a ring with her finger and shoving the other one through it. I winced at the lack of foreplay.

"Right. Ripping off bodices and all that. Gotcha."

"With magic and dragons and knights with big tits!"

"Got it." I took my leave of the table, patting my stomach and wondering how fat I was going to get as I exited the cottage. The garden grass was overgrown; it needed trimming. That would keep me fit at least.

"See ya," I said, waving as I left the patio to head up the paved steps that cut through the garden.

"Wait, Herr Gerald!"

I turned in time to see her run headfirst into the barrier. Her breasts squished against it, her nose too, and her cheek. It was odd and sort of sexy at the same time.

She grinned, nose bleeding, blood running down her mouth as she pushed herself off the barrier, shaking herself free, creating a mighty, tantalizing jiggle.

And for a second, watching her nose still leaking and her grin wider than the moon, I felt a strange kind of peace. It was like after a brawl in a tavern when everyone's too bruised and drunk to keep fighting, so they laugh instead. Maybe that was the only kind I was ever meant for.

"You're so graceful," I said, laughing at her.

"That's me," she beamed.
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The clouds crowded the setting sun, as if drawing in for a cozy hug.

To one side, tall ships rested at the docks, sails furled tight, their masts shooting into the sky like swords. To the other, a row of pubs, clubs, and guildhalls lined the street—places less about their titles than about giving townsfolk an excuse to gather. Coin bred gossip, and gossip circled back to coin.

The windows of ships and buildings glowed orange like lanterns, firelight flickering within as gray smoke billowed up to meet the darkening sky. Smoke rose from the ships too, from men on the docks with pipes and cigars—each careless spark a shipfire waiting to happen. Tonight, at least, felt too nice a night for that.

The Salty Cock looked stitched together from a handful of smaller buildings, each once belonging to a different owner until debts, marriages, or sheer convenience pressed them into one. Around here, you didn't marry for politics or love, but because your mate Dave owed you a favor and 'my daughter fancies yee son anyway, so may as well.'

Several rooms above had their windows dim, while others pulsed with lively goings-on, hinting it was more inn than pub. But sometimes a name just sticks.

A row of benches held families tucking into the delicious-smelling grub. It was a good night to sit outside, warm but not too hot, perfect for a piping-hot roast dinner. Beef drippings whisked into thick, luscious gravy, roasted potatoes so crisp they might have been fried in goose fat. For a moment, even the children fell silent, caught by the amber glow, then the crunch, and the sheer pleasure of it all.

And the parsnips and carrots, by the gods, the parsnips and carrots! Roasted in honey, no doubt. Blackened at the edges, golden and glistening. My stomach growled fiercely, though I'd already eaten some food. If you could call it that.

I can't begin to know how to teach her to do this, I thought. I don't even know myself.

I stepped into the pub, and the first thing I noticed—amid the din raised by only a handful of slouched men—was the big black dog by the fire. He lay unbothered by smoke and spilled beer, lifting his head only now and then for a friendly stroke as someone hobbled past for another drink.

"Gerald!" a voice called out. I recognized it instantly as the rotund, rosy-cheeked Mr. Filch waddled over, beer in hand. "Glad to see you made good on your promise!"

He wasn't a noble, but around these parts, it was like he spoke the King's Viridian.

"Wouldn't miss it," I said with a grin, taking his hand.

It felt good—stepping into a strange pub in a strange town and being welcomed like an old friend. I used to think the Seers Guild was the only home I'd ever have, with all its toxicity and violence. Maybe it didn't have to be that way. Maybe I didn't have to be that way.

Mr. Filch guided me to a table near the fire. I must've come early—only one man sat close by. He wore a wolf-fur sweater cut in the style of a farmer's sheepskin. His trousers were soft, finely made, comfort stitched into every fold. Even his boots mimicked a farmer's cut, though they gleamed, polished to within an inch of their life.

I knew who he was at once, though I played ignorant. He dressed to blend in, but no tailor alive could fake the stench of cow muck only a farmer would carry.

"Good to meet you," I said. "Name's Gerald."

"Huhu! You don't recognize me from my letters?" Lord Edward took my hand with both of his. "It's great to put a face to the quill," he said. "I am Lord Edward."

Well, at least he doesn't put on the commoners accent as well as their clothes.

I blinked, feigning surprise. "You, but you're...well, beg my pardon, I didn't know it was you." I either wanted to throw up in my mouth or throw down several pints. "Let me get you a drink," I said.

"Nonsense! It's on me!"

Lord Edward snapped his fingers, and soon the spindly innkeeper shuffled over with several frothing pints, white heads spilling over frosted glass. Gladly there were no ice cubes, an utter horror I'd endured in certain foreign taverns. I had to remind myself this was still Viridis, even if it felt like another country entirely.

I squinted at the innkeeper's face, searching his cheery grin for any hint of falsity. I found it. It looked as if a puppet master were tugging the corners up from either side.

"There you go, m'lord!" he said, slamming the glasses down with just a hint of anger, barely noticeable to anyone but a sober person.

Suddenly, a wash of fear came over me about drinking the beer, worrying about what other white liquid might be hiding in that foam, or yellow in the beer below.

Once, as a youth, I'd taken a swig of ale laced with something bitter, only to wake two days later with a priest insisting I'd confessed to bedding my own sister, and that Goddess Litoria was on her way to tell me off. I do not have a sister.

I pulled out my coins to pay the gentleman, but Lord Edward protested once more. "I told you, it's on me."

The innkeeper and I maintained eye contact; he gave me a friendly nod, less forced, his eyes crinkled. Thankfully, this meant the beer was safe. It was the lord he disliked, not those he drank with.

"Alright, Arnie!" the innkeeper bellowed as the door swung open, changing tone entirely.

Arnie swept the spindly man into a bear hug, nearly swallowing him whole, his saucepan hands thumping hard against the fellow's back.

This only confirmed the beer was safe to drink. I knew I was being paranoid, but in a strange land, you could never be too careful with food and drink. Penish pasties didn't count.

And then Arnie saw me, and his smile grew even bigger. "Why, 'ello there, Gerald. I knew you was a good sort, and here you be at the pub before me. Oh, and I see you met our lord."

"Good to see yer," I said. "I only just got here." I clasped his hand.

"We've not had the trouble of being firmly acquainted yet," Lord Edward said. "Cheers." He held his mug up.

I clinked it and took a deep, long sip, my first proper beer in years. Cool, crisp, and refreshing, it had me craving two more before I'd even swallowed the first gulp. It brought back memories from before my abstention. Of kebabs, belches, vomiting, and kissing strange women, unfortunately in that order.

In that moment, I finally understood the fuss, why my peers found it so hard to live any other way. A glass of wine with a woman was pleasant, but a beer—a beer with your fellow man—there was nothing like it.
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"Belch." Arnie thumped his chest with his large hand, releasing a spray of mist to rival the ocean crashing against a cliff. "That's what I'm saying. Damn tourists. No offense, you're one of the good ones. But they come down 'ere not knowing our ways. Worse still when they've got tails!"

"Yeah, what's that about?" I asked, usually zoning out in conversations like this. "Why aren't there many beastkin? The Clawlands are closer to here than Draydon, but we see more in the city."

"Well, my dear boy," Lord Edward said, his accent so overblown it was a wonder anyone at the table tolerated it, "there's simply not as much opportunity for them here. All the businesses are spoken for and, huhu, thanks to my rather ingenious laws, it's impossible for anyone but a local to set up shop."

"He looks after us, ol' Edward."

They clinked glasses, and I started to wonder if maybe he wasn't such a bad sort after all. My first impressions had been just that—surface judgments—and beneath the pomposity, his character seemed to shine through.

"That's Lord Edward to you," he said, squinting.

Only the candles flickered; everyone else had frozen. A glass smashed in the kitchen, mocking the silence like a fart in the bathtub.

"Right, right, sorry, fella."

"Only joking! None taken, old chum! Next round's on me!"

The rounds continued as if nothing had happened, the two of them chatting like old friends, or rather, like a one-sided friendship where only one ever paid. It was clear what was going on. Friendship was being bought, and as for the ten coins Lord Edward owed Arnie, he was more than happy to never see them again as long as the pints kept flowing.

"Fancy a bit o' fresh air, Gerald?" Arnie asked me.

"Love some," I said, looking forward to doing just that. It was too stuffy around Lord Edward.

As we left, I overheard one of them say I was a good chap, with a backhanded compliment about how dark I seemed. It only bothered me a little. I was used to it—and there were worse things to be called.

As we stepped out front—and Arnie rummaged in his pockets for his pipe—I reminded myself that Lord Edward and Mr. Filch had kept my secret all night. Not once had they called me Master Gerald. So perhaps they weren't all bad.

The night air carried a briny sea tang, salt on the tongue and a song in the hearts of sailors chasing maidens. The moon hung low behind the clouds, casting the cobbles in silver. Somewhere down the street, horses clopped past, their bells chiming faintly.

Arnie's pipe smoke drifted through the air as two local women passed by, washerwomen by the damp on their aprons, or maybe from a kitchen scullery. Both were pretty in a homely way, tiredness in their eyes but smiles warm and inviting. I wouldn't have minded an invitation from the one on the left.

"Alright, Fiona and Ragina," Arnie said.

"Alright, m'andsomes!" the straw-haired one replied, flashing me an even brighter smile.

Maybe it was the booze, but I didn't bother waiting until they were out of earshot to say, "Some lovely ladies around these parts."

The other turned back with a feigned scowl of offense, unable to hide the grin tugging underneath.

"Maybe I'll set yee up with one," Arnie replied. "Got some cousins and their friends who would fancy a strapping young lad from the city. Make 'em feel all proper-like."

I pictured it: resting with my feet up, reading a book while she cooked away in the kitchen, a fine meal like I saw that family eating when I arrived. She'd have big tits, of course, barely contained by the strings of her dress.

And then, the fantasy burst like a pin to a bladder, as the demon leapt into the scene, spilling soup everywhere from the pot she carried.

"Maybe," I said. "How about a game of darts?"

"It's a national sport down here," Arnie said.

That would make it a national sport up there too, I thought, considering we were part of the same nation.

"I warn you," he said, "I'm even better when I'm pissed."

"And I've only played it sober."

He laughed, then frowned, not quite knowing what that meant. I didn't have the heart to tell him I used to play my seer friends, sometimes winning a lot of money when they were drunk enough to part with it.

"Do let me know," Arnie continued, "I saw my cousin on me wife's side t'day, and she was askin' about yee. I said you were nigh as handsome as me."

I supposed it would be good to meet someone, especially once the demon was gone. I was already determined to make that happen, so I shouldn't dismiss the idea outright. After all, the offer might not wait forever.

"I'll think about it," I said with a grin.
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Several hours later, so many beers lined the table you couldn't see the wood. I gnawed on a chicken leg, roasted to perfection with thyme, garlic, butter, and a good measure of love. If ever there was a cook who cherished their work, it was this one.

My best friend in the world, Robert, sat beside me with our arms slung over each other's shoulders while I rattled off every reason Draydon was terrible and Penmor was better.

I slurred my words, and he slurred back. We laughed, though I had no idea what at. "That's why I've always liked you, Robert," I said.

"Who's Robert?" Chris replied.

I blinked. When did I meet Chris again? I think it was in the pisser. We may have crossed streams.

Needless to say, I was having a grand time with my new friends, confident I'd remember their names by morning.

"Gerald, old boy!" Lord Edward gave me a nudge. "How's the house coming along?"

I wiped my mouth. "Quirky is a word I'd use," I said.

"Ha! Much like the old owner, I bet her spirit lives on in the walls."

"I guess so," I said. "But having any old cottage to yourself's gotta feel a bit strange. I reckon I'll be filling it with wives and kids soon enough. At least a cook. One half as good as the one here."

"Or a wife to cook for you! I know several I could recommend…women of middle to high renown, perfect for your station."

That was my second invitation today to meet a lady. Maybe it wasn't so bad down here after all. Shame I couldn't take him up on it just yet.

"Now, listen, dear boy." Lord Edward leaned in, and I caught the smell of booze mixed with roast meat. I could hardly speak—both figuratively and literally—since I was holding in a belch. "That Patuna was a funny old mare," he said. "Used to work as a maid for my great-grandfather, I'll have you know. How she got that cottage on a maid's wage, I'll never know, but, huhu, I suppose you can guess."

I held my tongue, taking another bite of chicken and laughing along.

"My grandfather always said she was nice to him. She'd clean the rooms and sneak breaks to tell him stories while sitting on his lap. I told you, you could probably guess how she got the cottage. Anyway, one day—belch—she was cleaning, and he asked her for a story. She smiled and said 'just a moment,' then went into the basement. When she came back, she had this look on her face, like she'd just…"

"Like she came out different?" I said, sober as the day I was born.

"Exactly!"

I stared into the distance, watching Arnie play darts. The dart went into the fire. The dog looked up, bemused, then fell back to sleep.

I nodded, taking another sip slowly, wits sharp again.

"You said you'd have some work for me," I said. "In the letter. Usual mercenary stuff."

"Yes, yes, but it's not urgent; that can wait until you're settled."

"I'll be settled by the morning," I said. "So how about tomorrow night, around suppertime? I just have to get some books." I smiled fondly, my eyes heavy with intoxication, but my mind? My mind was…ready for a kebab. "Don't suppose there's a kebab stall around these parts?" I asked.

"What's a kebab?" Lord Edward replied. "We've got pasties here. Plenty of those."

"It'll do," I sighed, looking mournfully at the kitchen. No, I had to go home; I needed rest.

I needed a woman.

May as well bed her, seeing as she's willing.
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That's day one over, I thought as soon as I woke up. The sun drove into my skull with the force of Thor's hammer and every spare one he had lying in the shed.

Bloody Thor. You think you're all that because you've got a signature weapon? Too good for a sword, are ya?

"Good morning! Herr Gerald!"

I groaned, eyes still shut—half from the grit of sleep and sleet and gods-know-what sealing them, half from the dread of opening them to the ruin I'd caused.

"Sleepy, aren't we today?"

She stood over me; I could tell from the direction of her voice. A breeze slipped through the windows, carrying winter's last goodbyes. The chill had mellowed into something pleasant, sun and wind in rare harmony before the blazing heat took over. But that was still a while away.

Still, I pulled the covers over myself, covering my bare chest. It wasn't for the cold.

"Thought you might need some fresh air, hmm? But I can close it if it bothers you."

Thud!

The demon slammed the window shut. My eyes snapped open. Battle-flashes tore through the fog of my hangover like a kitten yanked too early from its mother. I reached for my sword beside me, hilt propped against the bedpost within easy reach.

I didn't feel it. My hand fumbled blindly around the bedpost like a clumsy handjob for an ent.

"Violet is resting too, ja?" The demon grinned, hands on her hips as she pulled open the wardrobe to reveal the blade tucked behind the cloaks like an old umbrella. "She has slain many; now it's time she is put away for a while." She gazed at the sword as if imagining the thrilling life it had lived.

Did she imagine it was her own kin's blood on that blade? Hardly a thought for the morning. Best never to tell her, I decided, sitting up and tugging the sheets over my fierce, virile morning wood. At least they weren't plastered to me with sweat and sex. That was something.

I groaned, rubbing my eyes to clear them, smacking my lips.

"Water," I said. "Coffee," I added, with a hungry lust.

"We have none!" the demon replied, fishing a duster out from somewhere unseen.

"Great!" I yelled a little too loudly. "Didn't forget the wine, oh no, but not a single coffee bean in sight. Getting pissed was clearly the priority." I flopped back onto the bed. "Retirement? Seems I've bloody retired from good sense."

I touched the spot at my hip where my blade should've been. I liked the comfort of knowing it was there, ready to grab in an instant. But this wasn't the city—no thieves prowling, no vampires slipping through windows at night. Only a fool of a vampire would live out here without the deep shade of city blocks. Well, there was that business with the kid and the cave, but I got the sense most thought it was just a rumor or nothing fantastical of the sort.

The demon started dusting the windowsill. "You won't be having much use for a sword here, ja? Not unless Herr Gerald is wishing to skewer a wayward sheep. And the farmers would not be so pleased with you for that. Nor I! Not after I have just cleaned!"

"I wish I could send you out for coffee."

"Yes, yes, your life revolves around coffee. How very unique! Never have I met a brave hero who whines over coffee in the morning and booze in the evening. Truly, you are a snowflake worthy of the bards, ja?"

I raised my eyebrows at her. "And how many brave heroes have you met?"

She flitted about with the duster, tiptoeing to reach the high curtain rail, her frilly skirt riding up to reveal the sweet curve of her ass. I instantly pictured myself buried there, wrapped by her wet slit, and that ridiculous—yet strangely comforting—voice of hers breaking into a shriek of pleasure.

That could either mean we hadn't done it last night, or I'd just had the first sip of whiskey and needed another.

"Hey," I said. "What happened last night when I got in? My memories are hazy. These Penishmen sure can drink."

"Hmmf!" The demon let out a little laugh, trailing her finger up her skirt to lift it higher, as if the natural rise wasn't enough.

"Yes, yes, you've got a wonderful arse," I said. "But I doubt the answers to what I got up to last night are hiding in there."

"Does it not? Hmmhmm!" She trailed the duster between her cheeks, sliding it up along her tail where it met the curve of her backside, her skirt riding high. A puff of dust coated her rump, and a spider tumbled from the duster, skittering down her left cheek.

"I don't want to say you're the worst succubus I've ever met," I began, "but you're definitely the most amusing."

"Herr Gerald!" She dropped the duster and sprang onto the bed, holding herself apart as if a forcefield lay between us. Lounging on her side, her gaze flicked to my hardness—fading already at the sight of her long claws raking the sheets and snagging loose threads. For a strange moment, I wondered how it might feel to have those tips trace my cock, a slow, teasing torture that got me hard all over again.

I shook my head to clear it. Lust can lead you to the strangest places. Besides, she was hardly graceful enough for that. She'd probably slice it, and…I closed my legs, hugged my body close, cringing from the awful, awful visions flooding my mind. Truly, she was the worst succubus in all the realms.

"You looked hungry, Herr Gerald," the demon said. "Hungry and thirsty all at once! This look I've seen before. In my Herrin Patuna when she caught sight of mister⁠—"

"Ah!" I raised my hand. "Please. The moment you say his name I'll imagine them…eating and drinking together. I'd rather not. I've already been flooded with enough torturous visions to last a lifetime."

"Well, save some for later! We've a lifetime yet!" The demon rolled off the bed and vanished from sight. A moment later, her hand shot up from behind it like a corpse clawing from the grave, clutching a mug of water. "I went to fetch you some water last night, and when I passed it, you spilled it all over yourself. That's why I hid this one here, so you wouldn't accidentally spill it again."

"Explains my lack of clothes," I said, taking the mug from her. I peered in and found it covered in dust—a combination of its wonderful hiding place on the floor and her efforts to seduce me with her dusting. "Did you help me remove them?" I asked, scowling at the water and placing it on the bedside table.

"I'll never tell!" she cackled, rolling across the floor and forcefully bouncing off the bed and wall. Dust rained down from the boards above, snowing over me and coating the water in my mug like beer froth. My stomach rumbled—not in a good way. I'd be avoiding beer for a while.

And yet I heard myself laugh. She was entertaining; no one could ever deny that. Thwip thwip thwip. Her tail slapped the ground like a fist hitting it in laughter.

I ran my hands through my hair, creating a dust cloud. "Clean all this dust again, please. It's everywhere."

"I do my best, but it keeps coming back somehow!"

I laughed again, rising from bed and pulling the sheets around me like a towel. Then I wrapped them around me entirely like a robe, sitting on the edge of the bed and contemplating the day.

"So this is retirement," I mused. "Never thought the morning would take so long. Usually, I'd be out the door by now, half my day begun."

"The day is yours, the palm of your hand grasped around its clock!" the demon mused back, twice as hard. "Stroking the second until it throbs into minute and hour and⁠—"

"It would be nice to sit in the garden," I interrupted. "With a coffee," I grumbled. "Guess I gotta go into town again. And get a bloody horse while I'm at it."

"Where are my books, good sire?" She popped up from the bed, claws sinking into the fabric. Her orange eyes glowed, and her horn tips gleamed sharp as daggers. "You promised me books upon books, stories to drown in, pages sticky with drool. Yet here I am, as dry as the sands of Al Kari and thrice as hot!"

"I'll get them when I go into town for a coffee!" I said in exasperation. "I bet Arnie will make me one."

"You don't need to go into town for that, Herr Gerald. Just go and borrow some beans from the farmers down the road."

"Borrow some…"

Yeah, this sure wasn't the city. If I went to my old neighbor and asked to borrow some beans, he'd ask to borrow some coin in return.

I rose, looking for some clothes and finding my wardrobe still open, all of it neatly arranged inside. "Not such a bad maid after all," I said, walking over and grabbing a tunic and some trousers. Then I scowled. "Why is it wet?" I opened the trousers to find a giant patch at the crotch.

"I cleaned them, Herr Gerald!"

"Why is it only wet at the crotch?"

"I cleaned it with my tongue!"

I sniffed it. It wasn't clean at all. These were the trousers I had traveled in.

"That's…disgusting," I said. And equally puzzling, I thought. Such a pervert, and yet she wouldn't even fuck me. I know we didn't fuck. This is a real hangover, not a soul-draining.

Gods, my balls needed draining. I'd stop by Arnie's to see if he'd line me up with a woman—one without horns or a tail, now that I was sober enough to know better.

It was best I hadn't complicated things. The demon was entertaining, sure—but it would be less so if she'd go full Solencian on me. I knew a fellow who'd had a knife waved at him by one of those women, all because he brought back the wrong color pepper from the market. Every woman had a little Solencian in them, spiritually, of course.

"I like you, demon," I said earnestly. "It would be boring here without you."

"That means you will not help me escape this prison?" The demon launched to her feet, her breasts jiggling anxiously.

"I will help you," I said, glancing around the dust-ridden room. "If nothing else, I want a maid I can let go when she makes more mess than she cleans."

The demon looked around, her cheerful smile fading as she realized I was talking about her. "I'll get to work," she said.

"And I'll get your books as payment," I said, clearing my throat and feeling a little cruel for that, despite it being true.

Suddenly, like a magician's trick, the demon pulled a rolled parchment from her bare arm. Before I could ask how, she shoved it into my hand. "These books, please, Herr Gerald. Give them to the lady at the counter; she will fetch them for you. That is what Herrin Patuna always did."

I nodded, a little disappointed it wouldn't take long. Wandering a bookshop in search of specific stories sounded like a good way to waste an afternoon when you had time to kill.

Though I did have plans tonight. Lord Edward had invited me for supper to give me a contract. What time was I supposed to go?

"Wait…" The memories came rushing back. Lord Edward hadn't invited me; I'd invited myself. Invited myself to a lord's manor. Who did I think I was, the King of Viridis? I pressed my head into my hand. "Never again…I'm never drinking again."

"Good. You might be able to get it up next time."

I looked at the demon in horror. She just smiled. I wasn't sure if she was joking. I didn't have the balls to ask.

I squinted. She squinted back. She grinned again and gave a thumbs up.

"We didn't," I deduced, reaching down in full view of her to check my cock for any telltale stickiness or injury from a succubus scissorcunt. "Dry as the sands of Al Kari," I confirmed.

"I can help with this!" The demon spat a glob into her hand and rubbed her palms together; it made a slick, squelchy sound, like gluepaste halfway to drying.

"Out!" I commanded, my voice booming louder than I intended. Before I take you up on it…
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Desperate for coffee—though trying not to dwell on it after the demon's mocking—I followed the cart roads through farmland and down the steep, winding hills toward Porthhowl.

The weather was absolutely perfect. The coast had given itself over to spring, with the air carrying just enough warmth to signal that winter was done, yet a briny breeze still drifted off the sea. The cobbles were damp from the night, with early blossoms and salt scattered along the edges.

I hadn't built up a sweat, but the walk still woke me up, as I enjoyed the ever-so-slight chill.

Better appreciate that while it's still here, I thought. Soon I'll be sweating my arse off.

"Alright, m'handsome!" a lady called as I passed a farm. She was tending to her herb garden. Some chickens pecked casually at the hanging herbs; she paid them no mind.

"Hello, m'gorgeous!" I replied to the friendly old mother. She just laughed at me for trying to ingratiate myself and getting it wrong. Kinda hard to get it wrong here, really—just smile and be friendly, and they'll accept you.

That hatred for tourists was all talk. What they really disliked were people who kept to themselves, who never tried to ingratiate. To them, the whole town and dock was their home, and you didn't walk into someone's home without taking off your shoes and saying hello.

I headed past the shops, my stomach furious at me for not eating.

My thoughts lingered on that demon of mine. When I left, she'd stood at the doorway's barrier, waving with that ridiculous grin—until her red skin turned peach and her horns and tail vanished. In an instant, she was a stranger.

They say beauty is only skin deep, but with her, it was never about that. Her demon nature made her who she was, just as my seer's curse made me who I was.

And when that slipped away, would I be nothing but a shell, moaning about the good old days, blind to the fact they were right in front of me?

Thankfully, she had morphed at the same place as yesterday. It was the exact spot at the crest of the hill by the stable. I was going to obsess over this; I knew it, making note of each step she turned.

And then I'd wake up one day, and she'd be gone.

Ha! I chuckled to myself as I cruised past the row of shops. I knew what I really meant by that thought, what I was actually worried about. It'd only been a day, yet she already had her claws in me—like a fisherman's hook buried deep—and I'd thank her not to tug it so suddenly.

The lights were on in Arnie's home; he and his wife were talking loudly. One of his chickens gazed at me inquisitively.

"Sorry, pal, no seeds for you," I said. "Or whatever it is you eat."

I drew a fist to pound the door, but his booming voice froze me in place.

"Got to feed the damn boy," Arnie's voice echoed through the wall. "Can't leave him starving."

I grinned. The hospitality of these folks was out of this world. He'd shoved a bunch of Penish pasties in my hand the other day, and he was already thinking about giving me more.

Hells yeah. I couldn't wait for pastries and coffee. Better than the slop upcountry—all quantity, no taste.

I pulled my fist back for a heavy knock.

"Now Arnie, his parents are feeding him just fine!" Arnie's wife replied.

I paused and glared at the chicken. "Bit arrogant to think they're talking about me, isn't it?"

"Sqwark!" it chittered in agreement.

I walked away.

"Not in the way we would…" Arnie said, his voice carrying a strange, ominous tone. I shook it off, thinking it best not to drop my ease. I'd pick up something I wasn't meant to hear, and it'd be my own bloody fault.

Heh. I was starting to think like the locals and it'd only been a day. I'd just have to fend for myself. I'd hit the market on the way back home, grab some quick homemade food and coffee beans…

Did I even check if we had a pestle and mortar? A sieve? Fuck it. I'd chew the beans if I had to. Or maybe I should just be free of these caffeinated chains. New town, new me.
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The bookshop gave me pause. It took a lot for that to happen. I'd beheaded demons; a couple of them cursed me down to the very last tendon, and some a few seconds after. Now that was unnerving.

But this little bookshop had me admiring its beauty, simply for how unremarkable and cozy it was.

A bench was placed outside where a couple of girls sat and chatted, their easy laughter giving the place a cozy air. Books were stacked beside them on the bench, forgotten in favor of their conversation.

Flower plots flanked either side—yellow and violet blooms in one, red in another, and pink in the one beside that. A crooked bookshelf leaned against the wall under the shop windows, free for anyone to pinch from if the keeper wasn't looking. It was likely there because the shop inside was bursting at the seams. Every shelf and every spare corner was packed with books, their leather spines catching the light and tempting me in.

And I had all the time in the world for that.

I strolled inside, and the spectacled woman with pencils in her hair smiled at me. She had laugh lines and wrinkles but still carried a spark of youth in her beauty. Her calm demeanor spoke of a life well lived—a thousand lives, if you counted all the books she'd read.

"Alright, dear?" she asked. She slid her glasses down her nose when she smiled, her eyes lingering on me in a way that felt far too deliberate for a casual greeting.

"Good to meet you. I'm Gerald," I said. "I've got a, ahem, little order list."

I fished out the rolled parchment. She adjusted her spectacles, took the list and unrolled it. It unfurled past her busy desk, to the floor, and finally finished rolling at my feet.

"You're at Windystone then," she said with a bemused grin. "Best to start at the top and work down, or you'll leave yourself no room for your own books."

I thought it a little presumptuous of her to assume I was buying books for myself as well.

"I'll just go and get the first few," she said, hopping off the chair and revealing a cozy knit cardigan covering a lovely bust.

The scroll was still at my feet, and I arched my neck to read the title of the last one: "The Knight's Meaty Blade Meets a Dragon of High Endow."

I gasped. I'd half-thought the demon was joking, considering how everything was some sexy joke with her.

"I'll go and collect my books!" I announced, seeing the bookseller not as presumptuous, but generous to offer me an out.

I looked at the girls outside, felt my cheeks go a tad red, and rolled up the parchment away from prying eyes.

Then I let myself wander among the shelves. The air was thick with the scent of old paper and leather polish. My gaze trailed along the spines, some smooth, some cracked. I wondered which would be life-changing and which would send me to sleep. I was still interested in stories about knights, but ones with significantly less meaty swords.

Maybe there were books written for men like me—romances heavy on the action and light on the angst. Women had their bodice rippers; did men have the same? Tent pitchers, they might call them. I chuckled under my breath, hoping one might actually be there, but I felt a little shy to ask. I'd gotten away with my purchase so far; no need to push my luck.

But if I found something like that, the demon and I could read our books together. She could sit out on the patio while I sipped my coffee. We'd eat sandwiches I put together. Gods knew how she'd ruin them if I let her try.

It was easy to picture: the two of us outside the cottage, fields rolling off in every direction, the soft rustle of crops in the breeze as we turned the pages of our books.

I drifted into the adventure section—heroes of old, their tales embellished beyond imagination. Well, not beyond the author's imagination. One caught my eye: Warrior of the Wilds, the title scrawled in blood-red runes across the cover.

Yeah, I'd read that. A proper story about a proper man—no modern inventions, no portal-born know-it-alls 'improving' the world with their big mouths. Just a half-naked brute on a mountain peak, a foxkin maiden clinging to his thigh, staring up between his legs like she couldn't smell a thing despite the fact that plumbing hadn't been invented yet.

Wasn't this exactly what I was looking for?

I giddily picked up the book, thumbing through to the end. I saw the words Orth will be changed forever and quickly shut the book. Spoilers. Damn it. Now I'm gonna spend the whole time wondering what that meant and whether it was true or just one of those silly embellishments.

"She must be getting on a bit, love," the bookseller said, breaking me from my thoughts.

"Hmm?"

The bookseller placed the stack into my hands. My eyes widened at the title, and I quickly flipped the pile so my book was on top, the spines tucked against my chest. She caught the motion, her gaze lingering a moment too long, eyes crinkling in the faintest knowing smile behind her glasses. There was a warmth there. I was unsure if she wanted to make me a warm cup of cocoa or milk me for her cup of tea. You never could tell with these spinsters-in-training.

The bookseller chuckled. "Oh, I know it isn't for you, my dear. Patuna was in here near every week with her trolley, fetching books for that poor maid of hers wi' the bad leg."

I squinted, seeing the flaw in Patuna's excuse. The bookseller laughed again, nudging her glasses up her nose. "Poor maid, I did feel for her. One week it was her leg, next it was her arm. Never could come carry the books herself! My dad was kind enough not to say a word, and I reckon I'll carry on the same ritual."

My mouth stayed shut. Back then, the obvious truth was that the books were never for some maid at all, but for Patuna herself. By showing up with the list, I'd only proved the maid did exist.

"I'm Gerald," I said, preparing a soppy line these librarian types loved. "Seems like I've inherited a powerful old ritual then, and we'll continue to cast it together."

"Ritual or spell?"

"You've been reading too many of these books," I replied.

The bookseller was pretty, no doubt. Maybe a decade older than me, with a little extra change. Not that it ruled out a tumble, and she was still squarely in the lusty matron category—past the fresh-faced maidens, not yet anywhere near spinster.

Fantasies flooded me of this caring librarian bookkeeper type, her graying hair done up in a bun, her tits swelled and perfect from never having given birth, as she ran slick, oily hands over my swollen, throbbing⁠—

"They do say these books got a bit o' magic in 'em," the librarian mused. "I reckoned they put a spark back in old Patuna, judging by some o' the rumors I've heard."

"But they're for her maid…"

"As if she didn't read 'em."

"Ha. Well, maybe she was just inspired by the titles. These books are quite inappropriate, you know," These were dangerous waters for a man who hadn't had sex in a very long time.

I reminded myself how much a man's notions were colored by the last time he'd wet his wick. She might look good to me now, but I'd regret it soon enough—bonking the local bookseller, only to have to face her when I arrived for my books.

Maybe I'd get to come in her every other day. I bit back a snort. Time to leave. Just because I'd decided to hunt for a woman didn't mean I had to pounce on the first one standing in front of me.

The bookseller put a hand on her hip. "I know what you're thinking, you filthy git. I'm old enough to be your auntee!"

"Step-auntee?" slipped out of my mouth.

She paused in disbelief.

"I'll see you when she's done with these," I said, taking a step out of the room.

"Wait…" she said, her voice dropping just enough to sound sultry. Great. Any second now, I was going to drop the books, she'd tug the curtains shut, bolt the door, and have her wicked way with me, right in the middle of the shop. What a terrible life I lead.

"Yes?" I said, resigned to my fate, half glad I'd be spent before my return to the demon, so I could pretend I'd be the one to reject her next time. As if it ever worked that way.

"You've got to bloody pay, you cheeky git! And no, you can't be payin' like that."

"It's like you can read my mind," I said.

"Don't need to go rummaging around there when the look on your face is plain enough."

My cheeks reddened as she touched my arm.

"Don't be silly, dear," she said. "It's these books. There's magic in these pages, ain't there?"

"If you can even pry the pages apart. Stuck like glue, most likely," I replied, setting the books on the counter while I dug through my coin purse for the right amount.

She laughed, pulling open the drawer to get out some change. "I know it's a taboo topic. But you're a good man, helping that old dear with her desires. Most would scowl away from such things."

"Ain't got much of a choice," I said. "If I don't help her this way, I'll have to help her the other way."

She laughed again, her cheeks rosy. "Just don't forget that someone needs to help you too." She bit her lip.

Of course, a young man like me helping an 'old' lady get her smut without batting an eye was bound to be an aphrodisiac for a sexy older bookseller. Maybe in a few decades, she'd be on the other side of that trade herself, so it must have stirred something in her. Unlikely, considering she owned the shop. But still, everyone's allowed their little fantasies.

Or maybe it was just that I was the first good-looking guy here who wasn't her cousin twice removed. The gods frowned upon cousin stuff. Everyone knew that.

"Thanks, miss…."

"Just call me Auntee," she laughed. "Now then, let me wrap these up for yer. Word does travel quick down here, it does."
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Everyone here is so nice, I mused, passing Arnie's house one last time. I walked quicker because they were also nosy as fuck, and I wasn't about to explain these books to him. A few folks glanced at the package, no doubt recognizing it from Auntee's shop, and I imagined them wondering what I had to hide. Which, of course, made the hiding all the more obvious.

Yeah, just overthinking it. Seagulls wheeled and screamed overhead, the sound carrying down the narrow lanes. Auntee and Arnie. What a strange set of friends I'd quickly made.

As much as I liked the slower life, I missed how the faster one never gave your mind room to wander. Maybe that's why I needed to get some hobbies—better to drown in them than in my own thoughts.

I patted the book fondly, eager to dive into Warrior of the Wilds. It'd be a relief to read about a life even more stressful than mine.

I thought back to last week, before, in the city. Even after all the demon slaying, I'd had a decent place to return to: a hot shower, doors that actually shut. Not like Verdan. He had to worry about bears or monsters wandering into his camp, or, if lucky, his dingy cave.

I didn't have to cover my nose during mating season. By the gods, think of the pungency! Probably turned ol' Verdan on.

Yeah, I couldn't wait to read about it.

I paused when I spotted Arnie's bulky figure walking back from the market. I froze, dreading that he'd ask about the books.

"Ello, pal," he said, rushing past me while carrying a big bag of food.

"Hey!" I began, but he continued on, shakily shoving his key into the lock, glancing left and right shiftily, and closing the door behind him.

What was that all about? I remembered the conversation I'd overheard. Did that have something to do with it? They were talking about feeding someone, someone whose parents weren't doing a good enough job.

I took a step forward. If Arnie knew something about the boy, he might be able to help me with my own demon problem…

No, that was a reach. More likely, they were just being overly hospitable. Both he and his wife were rotund—maybe they had dinner at someone else's house, saw some ordinary meals, and reckoned they were starving.

But it was fishy, the way he'd said it. Even if there was a simple explanation, I still needed to keep my mind open to other possibilities.

If I intended to live here for the rest of my days, I needed to appear ordinary. That meant I had to do things discreetly. I had my dinner with the lord. I could pry into what he knew under the guise of gossip and revelry.

But for now…I had something far more important to take care of.
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Dust burst upward in petals as the pile of books hit the table. I wanted to tell her to clean, but I wanted more to see the smile on her face when she spotted the books.

"Bravo, Herr Gerald!" The demon clapped giddily, smiling from ear to ear. Her tail whipped against my leg, the sharp bursts of pain almost enjoyable, like when a girl grips your arm too hard with her nails.

"And—" I continued, putting the linen bag down. "Coffee!" I pulled out the jar of beans.

The demon didn't care, picking up one of the books and staring at it, stars in her eyes.

Well, I did. I especially cared about the bounty of pastries, breads, and spreads we could have for lunch, as well as the ready-made sandwich, stuffed with bacon.

The demon dropped her book and cozied up next to me, our shoulders touching. "And what is this…" She bit her lip, a pointed canine digging into the waxy, full black.

I held out the sandwich. "Want a⁠—"

Chomp!

What remained was a perfect teeth-shaped bite. Had she missed just a little, she would have taken my thumb with it, making it a sausage sandwich.

"Well, I suppose this one's yours," I said. "Why don't we wait a moment and take it outside to sit in the sun?"

"Together?" She cocked her head quizzically at me.

"So you want me to sit outside by myself?"

"Reading is not an activity for groups, Herr Gerald."

"It is now." I grabbed her by the arm and dragged her outside. She hissed a little at the barrier, no longer a joke when she was being forcibly dragged toward it.

"Gerald! Wait!"

Instead, I took her around to the right, to the patio facing the barn and wheat fields, a sea of amber behind the rickety fence.

I squinted up at the sky, where a hawk circled so slow it looked half asleep. The demon shaded her eyes with one hand, blinking like the sunlight was both strange and welcome, then spread her arms as if to drink it in. For a moment, she looked less demon and more like a village girl when it's snowing.

There were two reclining chairs nearby, an upturned rowing boat, and some plant pots, empty and desperate for a plant to look after.

"Feels weird to be called that by you," I said. "Never even heard the word Herr before—now it feels like part of my name." I brushed the dust from my hands, feeling the lingering touch. Too rough? Maybe. Impulsive, definitely. I should've just let her follow me.

She dropped onto the wooden lounger, arms lifted as if posing for a painting. Her legs rubbed together, pantyhose rasping like a brush on chalkboard. I winced, then melted as she lifted one leg, the nylon stretching taut, flattening her thigh to reveal the fiery flesh beneath.

"I'll go and get the sandwiches," I said.

"Sausage," the demon replied. "Hmmhmm," she let out a little laugh to herself, musical and delightful.

"What's that?"

"In Dämmerholl, we are fond of sausages. Big, meaty ones, ja? Stuffed to the brim with all kinds of delights."

My memory flitted back to that market trader, yelling about his pa's meaty sausages.

"Next time," I said. "It's just bacon for now."

She turned on her side, tits dropping, the sun shining on them. "And maybe a coffee?"

"And one coffee," I said, laughing at her not even offering to go make it. "But you're making it next time," I said. "If you're gonna be a terrible maid, you may as well be half a terrible one."

As I made my way back to the kitchen, she called, "I'll clean up the mess." I remembered that maids weren't supposed to be cooking anyway, so my little retort was incorrect.

And a little cruel as well, perhaps. Not like she should have to be my maid in the first place. All I could pay her in was smut. Good thing it was good smut, with the pages only a touch glued together.
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"Must be how she feeds," I mused, placing the coffee down on the stone beside her. She had her knees up, resting the oversized book on them like a child reading a nighttime story.

"What is this meaning, Herr Gerald?"

"Like those vampires who can sustain themselves on wine," I added. "Though I don't see the side effects that could come from…" The demon picked up the coffee with both hands.

Slurp.

She smacked her teeth together, inspecting the taste. She took another sip, doing it again.

"Don't tell me you've never had a coffee before."

"No, I have. Just not one so terribly made!" She grimaced and put it down, picking up the sandwich and frowning at the bite mark.

Maybe the books did something to her. No, she said she'd always been odd, even for her kind. It was obvious that was true. She not only had no game, she didn't even have the equipment to play it.

I glanced at her tits. Her lovely legs, petite feet sure to make even the most perverse playwright blush.

No, that wasn't true. She had all the equipment and then some.

Her tail thwipped in happiness, coming dangerously close to the coffee as she chomped on the sandwich.

The sun beamed down on us, only a few clouds drifting in the sky, so far from the sun they might as well not exist. The perfect blue bounced against the amber glow of the wheat fields and the pristine green, overgrown grass of my garden.

"I put some bacon in the icebox," I said. "You can make this, right? Just fry it and slap the bacon on the bread. Hell, you can't even burn it because burnt bacon is so much better."

"I can do anything with your help, Herr Gerald." She bit the last piece of bacon, leaving me standing there a touch speechless. She always seemed to surprise me. I never knew what she would say next.

It was nice.

"Retirement's not so bad after all," I mused, sitting down to relax in my lounger chair.

"Enslavement's not so bad after all," the demon mused right back, cheerful and carefree.

The words hit like a cry in the dark, leaving me stranded in the forest of my thoughts. I glared at my sandwich, barely a bite taken, my appetite now gone.

"I will free you," I said, turning to face her. She was just smiling bemused, turning the page.

"I believe you," she replied, still smiling slyly, like there was some other, deep, serious part of her hidden inside, and if her silly side caught sight of it, something terrible would happen. "But until then, not so bad, ja? I get to keep you company. You could have it much worse."

"Yeah, not so bad."

"Relax, Herr Gerald! Lay back! You're edging me, hmm?"

I was leaning forward, back hunched, eating my sandwich. That's me, always on edge, ready to strike. I didn't even have my sword near me, and I hadn't noticed until this moment.

"Suppose it's time to dive into this book."
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Verdan. Now, here was a man. Perpetually drenched in sweat from battle. No foul beast could land a hit on him, and yet he was covered in scars from past encounters. They didn't have oxymorons back then, so no one was around to point out the irony.

Or it could have been an embellishment. Even the best fighters got hit sometimes. That didn't make them any less impressive.

He and the foxkin had gotten off to a rough start. She feared him, and he was like a beast himself, while she was a cornered animal, ready to cut out his heart the moment he looked away. This wasn't Virdis but the Clawlands—the old Clawlands, more fearsome still. Beasts roamed here, humanoid monsters and worse, and even the largest cities were little more than clusters of tents and fences.

I wondered when they'd finally get together, Verdan and this wild foxkin. Of course they would, unless this was one of those awful books where the love interest died at the end just after they confessed to one another.

Verdan beheaded a ghoulblin like he was pulling pork, tearing its head from its neck by sheer force of his grip. Blood sprayed in brutal arcs, spattering across his rock-hard pecs, running down his chiseled abs, soaking the loincloth that barely covered his…

"Wait, this is for men, right?" I scowled, turning the page.

I was treated to a full-page description of the foxkin sprawled on her front, one leg bent to push her buttocks high, her tail swishing to frame it. Her simple loincloth and brassiere barely contained the swell of her heated bosom. She anticipated the third F, one less spoken of: first flight, then fight, then...fuck.

She wanted to fuck him so bad, and by the way her lips licked and gazed down past his abs, there were a few things she wanted to do with her mouth first. My imagination zeroed in on her lips—cherry and a little chapped but still soft and ready to say the sweetest words a man could ever hear.

"Enjoying the book, Herr Gerald?"

The demon's funny voice pulled me out of my transfixion. I looked up and jumped, throwing the book into the air.

The demon was lying exactly like the foxkin in the novel, butt pushed to the sky, tail swishing. Her maid's skirt had ridden up, revealing the sheer pantyhose stretched against her sweet, heart-shaped peach.

Maybe she wasn't the worst succubus in the world.

"Yeah, it's pretty gripping," I said, my mouth dry.

"I'll show you what else grips…"

"Demon," I began in exasperation, realizing I had kept myself from becoming aroused until this moment with sheer iron will, though it felt like all the blood had surged south and was about to explode, leaving me a bit hard.

"My grip on my book!" She threw herself back down and peered delightfully at the words, glancing at me to see if I was watching how well she was reading.

I chuckled, putting my book down. Stories like this always seemed good in theory, but women could read them in public easier than we could because they were better at hiding their sudden feelings, you could say.

"Danke schön…." she said, her voice softening with a shot of sincerity. For a heartbeat I didn't know what to say; the quiet between us felt different. Then she said, "This is nice. Today, I mean. What will we do tonight?"

"Tonight? We'll…ah, bugger. I can't do anything with you tonight, or maybe even tomorrow. I'm heading to the lord's house. He has work for me, and perhaps some information about your imprisonment. Patuna worked for his grandfather, did you know?"

The demon put the book down and rolled over to face me.

I did the same, her right knee touching my left. "You already knew?"

"Indeed. I was brought here with her! I did try to ask her more about it, but she was all, 'Demon, fetch my slippers!' 'Demon, open the door, my courtship is here!' 'Demon, plug your ears!' Ach verdammt nochmal!" She raised a fist to the sky. "It's like I'm not even a person to her, just an apparition of her imagination designed to fulfill her every need except that one disgusting one I couldn't."

"And what about your needs?" I asked. "You eat. You…feed off your books, I assume. Is that all? What do you want out of life? What couldn't she give you? Maybe I could give it to you."

My skin flushed hot with the innuendo; no, there was nothing sly about it. I had straight-up offered it to her, and there was no way to see that as anything else.

"A walk would be nice," she said, stretching her arms and body, arching her back to let her breasts fall sensually against their frilly constraint.

"Around the patio?" I looked around the corner. There was a shed we could move, making it possible for her to actually walk a full lap.

"No, out there! I want to walk out there, Herr Gerald. I want to see the ocean. Will you show it to me?"

I nodded. "I'll take you to the pier. We can look at the boats and fish."

She clapped giddily. It was music to my ears.

"And then maybe to the pub?" she asked. "To taste some of that incredible food?"

"You know about that?"

"Drunk you were, when you told me, mumbling about roast potatoes."

"Ah."

"I would like that, Herr Gerald." She leaned closer, staring intently at me.

"I'd like it too," I said.

"So we'll make it a deal!" She thrust out her hand.

I grabbed it, and she immediately slapped her palm on the back of mine. I blinked, confused, then copied her, slapping my other hand on the back of hers. She giggled and added a third slap with her tail, knocking the rhythm completely off. I laughed, tried to catch up somehow, and we ended up smacking at each other like a couple of idiots until our fingers tangled. For a moment, we just sat there, grinning like fools, eyes caught on each other longer than either of us intended.

"Fun Gerald," she said. "Hands not so old and wrinkly."

We both let go and sighed at one another. Then she rolled back and kicked the coffee mug, spilling black liquid all over the stone.

"Verdammte Scheiße! And I had been doing so well!"

"Graceful as always," I said, smiling at the mess. "I'll clean it up." I swung my legs over and spread them so I could lean down.

"I'll clean it up," she said at the same time, falling down just as I leaned down, so that she was kneeling between my open legs.

Her face tilted, catching the sunlight in her hair. The air thickened; we were close now, close enough to feel her breath, though my breath caught in anticipation. If I leaned away, it would be like I wanted her to suck me. If I leaned closer, then we were to kiss.

She had this fraught, almost nervous look about her, her cheeks flushed—no mean feat from a red-skinned maiden. Her black lips pushed out, full and glossy, like licorice sweets—nothing like that stinky cavefox from the story. The demon smelled like strawberries and wine and lust, all swirling around in heady desire.

Crunch, crunch, crunch.

The sound of wheels snapping loose twigs drew us apart. The demon looked frightened, orange eyes wide in shock.

I rose, peering to see who it was, hands in my pocket to hide my arousal.

A fancy-looking gentleman in a tophat rose over the hill. He took his hat off. "I'm looking for Gerald," he said. "Lord Edward has sent me to collect you."

And to cockblock me, I thought in frustration, looking at my book in jealousy. Only thing that interrupted you was ghoulblins, and you could kill them for it.
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After telling Edward's driver to wait while I changed into proper mercenary attire, I strapped Violet to my hip and gave her a customary pat. My spare leathers were scuffed in all the right places, worn from battle. I kept them for when my seer's uniform was being washed or mended, and they passed well enough for the look of an average sellsword.

Now dressed, I headed into the kitchen connected to the exit hallway. The demon was waiting there, anxiously biting her nail, though with its size, it was more like nibbling on a claw.

She stood with her weight pressed awkwardly against the table. Her tail curled tight around her ankle, twitching. Her eyes flicked from the door, to my sword, back to my face. She looked ready to say something, but nothing came.

"I don't know when I'll be back," I said stiffly, each word a brick building up the wall between us. "He has a job for me, so I may head off right after we meet, or first thing in the morning. I…don't know when I'll return."

"I'll entertain myself just fine, Herr Gerald," she replied, brushing her nail over the books on the table. "If I finish mine, I can even read yours, ja?"

I nodded. "Goodbye then."

The demon managed a small smile, biting her lip. "I hope you'll come back with good news."

I opened my mouth to speak, but she continued,

"The bad news might not be so bad after all." She smiled, breaking a little of the tension.

"For a little while," I said. "Then I'll die, and the next fellow might not be up to scruff."

"Next fellow," she scowled. "Words of the common tongue. You make it sound so sweet and kind. He could molest me. Distort my supple young mind. Make me finger his buttocks, Gerald! Why would you wish this on me? Heavens, why would you wish this on him?" She held out a claw to illustrate how painful that would be.

The corners of her mouth curled into a vicious grin, like she wanted me to picture the poor bloke's fate in detail.

My chuckle came harsher than I meant, smothering the unease that prickled through me. "I don't, that's why I'll free you. I told you I would. I gave you my word. Nothing is going to change that."

"And then we'll go to the pier?" She looked hopeful. "If I'm free to go wherever I wish, that's where I wish to go before heading home."

I nodded. "That's where you want to go when you're free?"

"To see the fishes and the boats, yes."

That wasn't what I meant, I thought. I patted my sword. "I best be off then." I headed to the door, then stopped, realizing I was acting like one of those fools in one of her books—the words he wished to say on the tip of his tongue, but the writer waving his hand, stopping him from speaking for the sake of melodrama.

"Graceful," I said.

"Yes?"

"Let's talk when I get back."

"About?" she stepped forward hopefully.

I bit my tongue, not knowing how to shape the words. Maybe that writer had a point. We weren't built for this; we were built for action. Women were the ones who could put their heart to tongue.

"Let's continue where we left off," I said, finding that to be good enough.

The demon smiled. So did she.
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Winding roads and a glittering ocean made the journey memorable. The rider I shared it with, however, did not.

He insisted I sit in the walled carriage, not up top with him, so I didn't get to speak to him or even learn his name.

This wasn’t how I did things. Nor would I send someone to arrive hours early, unannounced, to collect my guest. I huffed. Hardly fair to complain about a free ride, though I’d have preferred Bazza. At least then I’d get a few stories and a decent view, not this stifling little window. Maybe I’d even hear a warning or two about how to deal with the lord.

If anyone could have given me that, it was the young driver behind the wall. I even tried telling him I wasn't like the nobles and would be glad of his company on the ride. He only looked offended, and a little fearful. Either he worried Lord Edward might notice, or he thought I was being too friendly and fancied a tumble along the way.

I shuddered. Damn Penmor. I could never get it right. Either I was too friendly or not friendly enough. Draydon was easier. I knew Draydon. It wasn't better, but it was easier.

I shook it off. What happened earlier still bothered me, but it was best not to dwell on it. It was barely past afternoon, and I had a whole day and night ahead of me. I needed this job, less for the coin now than for my sanity. When was the last time I'd killed something? That must be why it felt so inconsequential back then, because it hadn't truly been the last.

I patted Violet, the other woman in my life I'd been neglecting. "Let's hope he's got something violent for us."

Beautiful, sparkling sea and rolling hills slid past, along with a few horse carts—one of which I swore was Bazza, judging by his grumbling at the unfriendly driver. Thank you! I thought with satisfaction. Fields of sheep drifted by and even a few deer resting in a meadow, sights that should have delighted me. Instead, I stared at the wall, eyes glazed, lost in fantasies of my next kill.

I supposed the demon had blueballed me in more ways than one.

The rhythm of the wheels on stone thudded in time with the blood in my ears. The coach rattled on, and I clenched and unclenched my fist until the leather of my glove creaked. It wasn't money I craved but release. Something with teeth and claws to swing Violet at until the taste of battle returned me to normal.

When was the last time I'd slain something not demonic?

There'd been direwolves, swamp drakes, an adopted baby cave troll. Demons sometimes keep some fearsome pets, and to get to the demon, sometimes I had to get through their henchbeasts.

Hells, that's why I was suited to be a mercenary; I'd done enough jobs like theirs on the way to my actual contracts.

I wondered if someone should set up a mercenary guild. Every trade had been privatized, so why not this one? Because it should belong to the people, with coin staying in their pockets instead of being funneled up for the nobles to skim.

"Funny how it's only called a monster when it suits the Hunters Guild," I mused. "Bet their master of contracts is a right shyster, only signing off when the price is right."

Though I bet it was much the same for the villagers. If the job was easy, why wait for those gallant hunters on their flying steeds of thunder, charging a fortune, when they could pay some local nose-picker to clear it up?

"That's us, babe," I said, patting Violet. "The hunters ain't all bad, though. Remember that mess at the Dungeon? Their own guildmaster came to fix it. Dad wouldn’t waste his best seers on some titan-naga dryad abomination, not when a few second-best had already died. Darran was a good bloke. Wonder if he ever did bed that tigerkin."

"What's that, Master Gerald?" the coach driver yelled.

"Nothing," I said. "Just talking to myself." Somebody's got to.

"We're just approaching. Wonderful view, Master Gerald."

How did he know? Was this some power play from Lord Edward? 'Behave, or I'll make life difficult for you.'

"I'm not a master any—" I began, but the words died as soon as I stuck my head out the window.

A grand manor overlooked the sea, its garden so pristinely trimmed it looked as if the grass had been pressed flat. The stable alone was nearly the size of my own cottage, and farther along, I spotted crops and animals being tended, so the lord's cooks could make their own food without ever needing to go into town, except for supplies they couldn't raise here.

A pair of fishermen, rods over their shoulders, were making their way down a winding path toward the sea. I supposed there wasn't much they couldn't catch right here. Now that's the dream—self-sufficient without having to raise a finger.

The manor was built of jagged gray stone brick, the sort you'd see on a cozy cottage, yet its sheer size and the stone statues scattered about gave it a lived-in kind of ostentation. It suited Lord Edward: grand, rich, and old, but still the sort who spent time with common folk.

The coach stopped, and though I wanted to open the door myself, I knew the driver would take it as an insult to his trade, and his lord would likely scold him for failing his duty.

As soon as I stepped onto the gravel path—lined with statues of baby angels pissing into still fountains—the manor door swung open. Out came Lord Edward, in the same wolfskin sweater as before. Casual clothes for a man in a place like this. Then again, this manor was as different from the lords' homes I knew as it was alike.

"Good chap! You made it!" He beamed, a cheerful grin under a rough stubble. His hair, though, was so precisely cut it never shifted, even in the salty wind. "And I see you're ready for the job. Splendid, splendid. My man will take that." He gestured at my blade.

My heart raced. A flash of thunder shot through it. It's safe here, I told myself. You could take half of them with your bare hands and steal a weapon for the rest.

"But then I can't show it off," I said, finding a better angle. With everything that had been happening, and this manor maybe the start of it, I didn't know what I might have to fight. This blade could kill demons. Gods knew what poor steel the guards carried. Nobles gave their men the best they could spare, which was shite by my standards.

Lord Edward snapped his fingers. "Right you are, dear boy. And it's far too early for dinner yet. Fancy a drink?"

"Love one," I said, trying not to groan.

Was everyone in this town a pisshead?
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Inside, every wall was filled with old architectural wonders: chunks of temples from far off lands, busts of wise debaters whose tongues were their swords. I patted mine. Sod that.

"Quite different from your life, I expect," Lord Edward said as we paused to admire his collection.

There was something far more impressive in the corner of my eye—a painting of knights at war—and here we were looking at this fancy philosopher.

"Just a little…" I said, inching toward the far more interesting painting.

"Oh, don't be like that, old chap. Say what you really think. I'm not one of those lords, I promise."

I laughed. "That isn't what they all say, though it still sounds like a trap."

"It's not." He nudged me; his elbow was far too sharp. "Come on. I can't best serve my people if I don't know how they really think."

"You're asking the wrong guy then. The salty air dries my skin out. Wasn't born here, that's for sure."

"A fresh perspective is always welcome, especially when it's from one of good stock like yourself."

"Fine. Fine, then. You really want to know what I think?"

He nodded excitedly, practically foaming at the mouth, hoping I'd say something I shouldn't dare to. Damn it, I couldn't help liking the guy. It's not every day you meet a lord like this.

I pointed at the bust. "Those men always died a gruesome death when they said the wrong thing to the wrong guy," I said. "These statues were carved at the height of their power, not with their eyes rolled back and tongues lolling out after the fact. That guy, that's Farold the Wise, right? Didn't he get stabbed in the gut by one of his subjects? They don't want us to remember that bit, do they?"

"Ha! I remember it! That's why I treat my subjects well."

I squinted, remembering when Lord Edward had flexed his power at Arnie, and the whole room went silent. There was no getting around it. No matter how much they tried to be one of us, or how much they gave, they were better than us—and it came out in ways they could never control.

"Come this way, Master Gerald. I've got some lovely wine with your name on it."

"Not a master anymore," I said. "Just Gerald will do."

"Well then, Just Gerald, follow me. But I’d go light on the beer, my daughter’s been dying to meet you."

I suppressed a groan. "And let me guess, she's newly turned eighteen?"

"Why yes. How did you know?"

It was going to be a long night.

Lord Edward bounced on his toes, beaming at my suggestion. "Huhu, don't think I brought you here as her suitor. No, she's determined to find him herself, and I dare say she might find you delightful."

"Right. Unfortunately, women tend to find me repulsive."

"Don't say that, you're not a bad looking chap at all."

For a man who wished his subjects to speak freely, it was fortunate he had a terrible sense of sarcasm.
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The chandelier glittered like a galaxy of stars, bought and collected by a man rich enough to grab them.

Below, the placemats and napkins sat untouched. My stomach growled. After all that mead I was hungry again, and Lord Edward's tales had been, surprisingly, entertaining. His parlor brimmed with curiosities—books, a firepit glowing ruby and gold. Shelves lined the walls, and in the center hung a strange rune, framed in gold built straight from the stone like a painting.

He'd paced as he told his stories, stopping now and then to scowl at an empty spot on the bookshelf, all while assuring me how safe the town was, thanks to his family's efforts.

We were the first to arrive at the table. Lord Edward said it was important we be there to rise to meet the women. I was not looking forward to it one bit. After the demon, the librarian, the demon again—did I really have to succumb to yet another fair maiden, one rich enough to demand my hand?

Or my head.

As much as I was itching to hear about the job, I thought it best to keep that in my quiver, in case I had to draw it during some sour conversation.

I didn't know why I was so bitter lately. Maybe I was already homesick, despite only being here a few days. Truth was, I'd spent a decade missing out—drinking with them, sharing exploits, hearing their stories with jealous twinges—while I feverishly masturbated into cloth, too wary of courtship to risk derailing my plan.

And now I was free, spending my time with seafolk and nobles—the last company I'd have ever imagined. I tried picturing myself back with my seers, but it stirred no warmth at all.

Maybe that wasn't what I was homesick for. Herr Gerald. I pictured her. Her silly grin. Those spills she made. The smooth red of her flesh, the way it blossomed gooseflesh when I got too close. The intoxicating scent. A stench, I would've called it once upon a time, to distance myself. Now it was the scent of lust.

My eyes widened in shock. I was falling under the succubus's spell. I shook my head free as if shaking off the tendrils she held me by.

At the same time, Lord Edward snapped his fingers, drawing my attention from my thoughts. I stared at him, wide-eyed.

"Are you alright, dear boy? You look like you've seen a ghost."

"Or a demon," I replied, grateful to him now, grateful to him for bringing me the young woman.

Maybe I could sneak away with her in the night. It was getting late, and I doubted I'd be heading out on his mission in the dead of it. That gave me the excuse to stay in my own room, where no stupid, sexy demon would slide her tail up between my legs and press against the sweet spot behind my balls.

Yes. How terrible that would be. Gods save me from this fate.

Lord Edward scratched his stubble. "You never got a chance to show me your sword," he said.

"Maybe after dinner?" I replied, lazily fingering the fork on the table, hoping to dig it into a juicy steak, pink in the middle and crusty on the edge.

"Nonsense. The girls are taking their sweet time. May as well kill it with a sword. Huhu! How funny!"

I chuckled. I had to admit it was a little witty.

Alright, Lord Edward. You earned this. I unhooked my scabbard and passed it over.

He held it respectfully in both hands, gripping the sheath and handle and pulling it back gently. The metal gleamed, absorbing all the light. The chandeliers and cutlery became dull by comparison.

"What a color…" he marveled, turning it to let it catch the light. "I thought it was mithril at first, but the shades of red…"

"It is mithril," I said. "Given to me by my father, the Master of the Seers Guild."

"And you say you're not of good stock…"

I hoped to the gods I wasn’t the nearest thing to a lord he had as a friend. Maybe Mr. Filch, Master of Estates, qualified? I guessed not. His line had worked estates for generations—paper men with stamps and seals. I, on the other hand, carried a gift from the gods. The blue-blooded must think the same of themselves.

"So why the red tinge to it?" Lord Edward asked. "Almost making it…"

"Violet?" I suggested. "That's her name."

"How marvelous. Where did it come from?"

"The red? That's blood."

"From the flesh of demons, no doubt."

"A thousand," I said, with a twinge of guilt I'd never felt before. I'd been proud of that number—perfectly even for a decade of work. I hoped I could kill something other than a demon tomorrow.

The lord shut the scabbard with a hefty clang. It echoed across the dining hall, the empty wine glasses shimmered, and one of the servants cleared his throat.

Lord Edward snapped his gaze on him, venom in his eyes for a moment, but then his smile returned; perhaps he remembered the amicable fellow he was trying to portray.

I'd let my guard down, even handed him my damn sword. If that wasn't symbolic, I didn't know what was. Fortunately, he gave Violet back, and I kept it by my side, not affixing it, as it would make sitting uncomfortable.

Suddenly, several sets of heavy footsteps carried from the hallway, and then the woman who spoke sounded right out of the local fisheries and markets.

"I don't care how long he's been waitin'. I said I'd be there d'reckly, and here I am. Food ain't gonna serve itself, is it?"

"Momma, please. I'm starving!" The daughter's voice was more refined, but her mother's tongue still clung to it. It surprised me that there was any trace of her father at all. Environment shapes an accent far more than blood.

Nobles were different, though, of course.

The door creaked ajar, shadow puffing out as if the gap meant to swell like a balloon. Then came the stomp of heavy feet, the wheeze of lungs, the clatter that warned this was no graceful maiden's entrance.

The door opened fully, and the shadow swelled, plunging the room into momentary dark before she waddled in—a rosy-cheeked, curly-haired woman with eyes crinkled in mirth and a stomach rounded in girth.

"This must be…" she began.

"Who the bloody heck's this then?" her daughter said, standing beside her. Equally fat as she was, they could have been twins.

I sighed in relief. This was one temptation I was sure to resist.

"You didn't tell me we were to be having guests!" the daughter said accusingly to her father.

Lord Edward stammered in exasperation. "Now, now dear, I told you several times! Not that it matters, I am the lord of this house and⁠—"

"Forget it. I'm bloomin' starvin'. What's for tea?"

The ladies sat. The mother introduced herself as Lady Loveday, though the daughter didn't introduce herself at all. Lord Edward shot me an apologetic look, and I returned one, pitying the poor bastard for settling with such a Penish lass. Still, who was I to judge? If he fancied a bit more cushion for the pushin', that was his business.

"And to answer your prior question," Lord Edward said, snapping his fingers to summon the wine, "it's stargaze pie."

"Yes!" his daughter exclaimed, making a fist.

I had no idea what a stargaze pie was. It sounded delightful, though, reminiscent of the sparkly sea. Inspiring, even. I wasn't sure how a pie could be inspiring, but I supposed it depended on what was in it. Maybe steak and kidney, with a splash of red wine. Oomf, delicious. I could see how these two had gotten so big.

Lady Loveday cuffed her daughter with the back of her hand. "Don't be rude!" She heaved herself up and offered me her hand. "Lovely to meet you, m'handsome. Don't let the curls and the airs fool yer—" she gave her hair a bounce—"Eddie plucked me out of the crowd and made me his missus; I was the same as anyone else before that."

"I'm Gerald," I said. "Your husband spoke of work for me, and I rudely invited myself for dinner in exchange for hearing about it." I gave him a cheeky wink.

He snorted. "Oh, is that how it happened? I was too drunk to remember."

"A usual Tuesday then," his daughter said. "I'm Jennifer."

She was the least Jennifer that had ever Jennifered, but that's alright. I didn't think myself much of a Gerald—more of a Geralt—a portaled fellow had once called me, not that I had any idea who that was.

"Where's the bloody pie?" she asked, scowling at the kitchens. "We kept you waiting, didn't we? Shouldn't it have been waiting for us?"

"Now, dear, I..." Lord Edward began.

I bit my tongue and sipped the delicious red wine, thinking of the steak that must be in the pie. Steak went great with red wine, so it had to be that.

"I'm fuckin' hungry, I am," Jennifer moaned.

And now she was swearing at the dinner table. I ought to cut Lord Edward some slack for keeping company with the locals. If this was the respect he got at home, no wonder he preferred Arnie and the like. At least those commoners didn't treat him with the same contempt as the ones at the dinner table.

Smash!

Lord Edward's fist crashed onto the table, shaking the glasses and the chandeliers above. "You will behave yourself at the dinner table!" he spat. "It's one thing to be a demonic little bitch when it's just us, but amongst company, I will ask you to pretend to be the nice lady I tried to raise you to be!"

Those words hung in the air, stinging her like barbs. I raised my eyes in surprise, trying to hide my amusement.

Jennifer looked down, cheeks red with embarrassment. "Sorry, Father."

"I forgive you. The gods know I do."

Right on cue, the footman opened the door with his back, steam filtering upward. I sniffed and smelled fish. Fish pie. Could be worse.

My eyes widened.

I saw the fish before I saw the pie. Actual fish heads, facing upward toward the ceiling.

Stargaze pie, he called it.

A fitting name.

I swallowed, suppressing a gag.

The steam carried that sharp, fishy tang. My stomach twisted in horror. Regular pie pastry, with a bunch of fish heads poking out of it like they were gasping for air.

It's pie. Just pie. You eat fish all the time. No reason why you can't eat it in this form. Think about Verdan. Would he complain? No, he'd just devour it whole and ask for seconds.

But Verdan also bent over women who were a few days away from their monthly water bath. Verdan should not be held up as a paragon of what is good and just in this world. Verdan did the best with what he had. Verdan...

A slice landed on my plate, shaking a little as if the fish in the middle of my cut were still alive and wriggling to get out. Its tail stuck out from the cut of the pie, with bits of soggy potato and chunky, stained-brown egg.

Even Verdan would turn his nose up at this.

"My favorite," Jennifer said, digging in with her fork and funneling it into her mouth.

"I don't mean to be rude," I began, gingerly poking at the fish tail.

"You'd be the first at this table then," Lord Edward mused, eliciting a snort from his family and one of the more brazen footmen.

"It's just that..." I took a larger sip of wine, hoping I could set my hunger into action. "I'm itching to know about this job."

"What's a hero without his quest?" Lord Edward mused. "You're right. I shouldn't hold it back when it's all you can think about. Very well. Let's begin. There are worse subjects of conversation to be had at this table. Believe me."

He stared sourly at his daughter, who only beamed back, mouth full of a poor stargazer. The tail fluttered from her lips for a moment, reminding me of a big catkin for some reason. I wagered poor Darran had to deal with sights like that often enough, living amongst all those beastkin.

"Goblins," Lord Edward said, as if releasing a great weight.

I sighed in relief, though these things always held a little surprise.

"Fire or thunder?" I asked.

"Hmm?"

"Affinity. Do they have one?"

"No, no, just rudimentary goblins. I don't believe there's any variation about them at all."

"Did you send a letter to the Hunters Guild?" I asked, out of curiosity.

"Well, I did...but it seemed like it wasn't part of their territory. Can never quite figure out what that territory is. If a goblin isn't a monster, I don't know what is."

Ha! Speak of the devil and he won't be arsed to appear!

"Something amusing?"

I dragged my fork through the pie, pretending to eat, then looked up from my plate. "The hunters wouldn't bother with something so…generic, as they'd put it. No one's inspired by tales of goblin-slaying. No one's going to rush to join the guild after hearing those stories."

Lord Edward snorted and shared a cheery grin with his wife. "Oh hoho, I knew it was good you came to tea. I bet there's an ocean of inter-guild drama to dish the dirt on."

I finished my wine, looking for a footman to refill it. He was there before I'd even had the chance to ask. The liquid gleamed under the lights like a ruby and tasted just as rich.

"There's no rivalry to speak of," I said, "considering we have our own problems to deal with. Hells, they even came to help us recently. We like to give them shit, but when a titan-naga wants to destroy the city, well, better them than us."

I suddenly realized there were people in the room I couldn't trust with knowledge of my old trade.

"Anyway, I don't know much about the guilds, being a simple mercenary myself. Plenty of small problems in Draydon that don't concern the likes of me."

"Right, right," Lord Edward said. "Anyhow, back to the matter at hand. The goblins have taken roost in the lighthouse, raising hell for ships trying to come in. We've been lucky so far, having just passed the worst of winter, but with Viridian weather you never know what the gods of the sky might send down, and a calm sea can be just as treacherous in the night."

"Kill some goblins in a tower," I mused. "Seems simple enough"—and so generic I was sure I'd read about it in several stories already.

"It's not a tower. It's a lighthouse," Lord Edward corrected. "Though the layout is much the same."

"Will you get back my necklace?" Jennifer interjected.

Ah. It gets interesting. "Go on," I said. Or does it? A goblin stealing jewelry. Nope. Back to boring again. Still, killing them will be fun.

"Get the jewelry back, won't you?" Lord Edward said, digging his fork into his food. "Some of it is older than this house."

"And my lunch!" Jennifer cried. "We had some right lovely sandwiches! Ham and mustard. Cheese and pickle."

Why couldn't we have that now? I mused.

Her mother snorted. "Dear, I doubt they'd be keeping that. It's long since been eaten."

"Why do they have your things?" I asked. "Did they break into the manor?"

Jennifer grumbled, taking another bite of pie. "Me and a few friends were out for a picnic. Then we went down for a swim, and these gobbos came along and chased us off. Had to leg it bare-assed through the woods!"

The image crashed into my head before I could stop it—Jennifer and her friends bolting through the trees, lumpy arses flashing like moons in the underbrush. I nearly choked on my wine and was left a little lost for words.

"I'm sorry to hear that," I said.

"I know! Perfect time for me to find a husband, and not a soul there to rescue me! Though I suppose I could always reenact it for you." She bit her lip—it dented like a half-drained wineskin.

"So they took your priceless jewelry," I hastily replied, neglecting to mention why the hells she'd wear that to the beach. Probably just took it for granted. "So, that's it? Jewelry?"

"That's it," Jennifer squeaked.

My gaze flicked to the corner in that telltale way, when someone's words hit the air a little strangely—like a chord with one string out of tune.

"That's it then," I said. "Seems simple enough." I drank more wine. "I best get an early night then. Goblins are nocturnal; they'll go to bed in the middle of the night after their pilfering is done. It's best I get them at the crack of dawn."

"We'll have a bed made up for you!" Lord Edward said.

"With a lock on it," I said, then coughed. "It's a mercenary thing; I mean no offense."

"None taken. If we shared your proclivities, we wouldn't need you to slay these goblins for us. By the way, anything else you find there, you'll bring straight back to me, won't you? As lord, it falls to me to see it redistributed fairly, before any of my subjects get ideas about doing so unevenly."

"Sure," I said. "Sounds fair enough."

"Splendid! And now that the matter of business is concluded, Gerald, you must try some of this pie; you haven't even touched it."

I glared at the fish. It glared back, glassy-eyed and gormless, as if unsure which of us had the worse deal.
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A fist bashed the door. My eyes snapped open.

The morning songs of birds sound sweet whenever you hear them, though with the added comfort of this four-poster bed fit for an emperor, I could have lazed there for hours in the sheets and the comfort and…

I belched. A flit of acid burst up my stomach, a strange mix of wine and overcooked fish. I chapped my lips, reaching out for some water, only to find more bed.

"Got any water?" I asked whoever was knocking.

"As requested," he replied, opening the door before I could even grab the covers to pull them over myself. Fuck it. I didn't care. I was going on a quest: to slay a clan of goblins. I didn't know who I was more pleased for, me or Violet.

The man handed me the water, and I gulped it, passing it back to him.

"Bring me a coffee, won't you?"

"Certainly, sir." He placed the tray on a side table and stood waiting.

"Why are you still here?" I asked, scowling.

"To dress you, sir."

My eyes widened. "No, thank you." I waved him off.

Damn nobles. Can't even wipe their own arse.
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There's never a bad time to trek the coastal hills. A purple-amber sun sat on the sea like a divine, slipped nipple. Ribbons of light silked across the water. The waves were gentle, my steps falling in time with their song.

The salt air scoured me cleaner than any bathhouse, each gust stripping away the city's rot. Seagulls wheeled above, wings flashing silver. Even the sheep watched me pass in awe, as if I were bound for glory. For a moment, I felt like the hero of a tavern song, the world rising in chorus.

I couldn't stop smiling. Retirement wasn't for me. I enjoyed the peace, yes, but I needed work—needed that pride of achievement, that faint sting of guilt wondering if the beasts I slew had families, and above all, the rush of euphoria in the hunt itself.

A good quest was better than sex, some would say, but as my fellow seers said, there was nothing better than sex after a quest.

Even the most ferocious, bent-over mating could get dull if that's all you did, day in, day out. That must be why I grew bored of demon slaying in the end. Without the release of sex, it felt like I was giving my soul some extreme kind of blue balls.

Violet didn't respond, of course. Maybe if I talked to myself enough, she might answer back.

"Wonder what ol' Graceful would've said to that," I mused. "Probably toss a few comments my way about putting clawed fingers up the arse." I burst out laughing like a madman, sweat tickling up between my trouser legs. "Terrible succubus. That's the last thing you'd say to a man you're trying to bed."

I'd heard of an affliction of sorts—though affliction was the wrong word. It touched perhaps one in a hundred mortals. Not an illness so much as a difference of the mind, an unwanted gift. These folk were different. They struggled to pay attention, and other times could fixate with obsessive intensity. Some disliked touch, some couldn't bear their food mixing, and many had a dreadful time reading the emotions of others, taking every word at face value.

Did she have a demonic form of it? Might explain why she was about as sensual as a papercut whenever she opened her mouth. Though that body of hers, and the way she lay sometimes, spoke of her knowing exactly what she was doing.

Or maybe she was just a broken clock, right twice a day. I snorted. No. Broken wasn't the word. She didn't need fixing. I liked her just as she was, just so long as she kept those claws where I could see them.

If Violet were truly sentient—and a mind reader—she'd be asking why my thoughts were on the demon when I'd been gifted a sight like this.

Wasn't this the end goal of life? To walk beside the sea, hike the grassy hills, and admire the bathing sheep, the lambs, on the way to some little hobby to keep the mind sharp. Best of all, my hobby paid me!

The lighthouse reached for the sky, its light off, of course. Red and white stripes gave it a slightly whimsical feel compared to the landscape before me, the beaten path winding through overgrown grass swaying in the wind.

I hoped there were plenty of goblins. It'd make the tale sweeter when I told it to the demon. Hells, I could always embellish—turn one of them into something halfway tempting, then brag about the strength of my will in resisting. She'd take it as a challenge, no doubt, and do her best to break me. Hopefully with her mouth.

She'd smirk, lean across the table, and whisper something foul just to watch me squirm, as her hand trailed down my groin and wrapped around my bludgeoning hardness, finally giving me my release.

I shook it off. She was a succubus. However strange she might be, she still carried that same inborn gift—prying her way into you and sucking you dry. A virus with tits.

A flush of sweat washed over me. I gazed up at the lighthouse, cast in a golden hue.

I was ready to kill some goblins.
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I drew my blade. Violet shone so brightly I felt a hum through my body. I gripped her with both hands and crept up to the door. Bones littered the place, the remnants of fires, and chests pilfered from local farmers. All were open and emptied, their contents long gone. A few carts were nearby, easy to push. I'd grab what I could; the rest could wait for the horse to arrive.

I told Lord Edward to send it the moment the light came back on. An hour at most before it arrived. After the battle I’d enjoy the rest. I needed time to gather the goods and lug them down the stairs, but Edward said he was sending his most trusted, so I was not to worry. Hells, maybe the man was there to watch me and make sure I didn’t steal anything. What made me so trustworthy anyway? Not being from 'round here, I’d say that made me even less so.

Big, heavy stones surrounded the base, anchoring it to the earth. I crept up, listening for the sounds of heavy sleeping. Goblins were loud snorers, and the deep rumbling from behind the door told me I could creep inside and make short work of them without a fight.

Pity, that.

My footsteps were as light as feathers, but my heartbeat was as loud as a drumbeat as I gingerly reached for the doorknob. The sweat of old meat and goblin flesh permeated the heavy door, mixing with the sea salt air to create a stench I wouldn't forget.

My fingers slipped around the knob, and I turned, feeling a clink and immediate resistance. The damn thing was locked. They'd been smart enough for that, at least.

I stepped back, cursing my ill fortune with a grin. Then, putting my sword back in its sheath for a moment, I touched the door, searching for a point of weakness. It was usually around the lock, and I hoped that its hinges were fixed with rusty nails. Thanks to its proximity to the sea, that was more likely than not.

They'd be replaced often in dangerous posts, and if this were a watchtower, that would've been the case. But goblins didn't crop up in Penmor every day. Maybe they'd been dumped here, tossed from a beastkin slave ship once someone decided they were more trouble than they were worth. Of course, you can't buy a goblin's loyalty—only its hunger, and only for a time.

I balled my fist, then leaned in, pressing my shoulder to the door to test its give. Planting my feet wide, one back for power, I bent my knees and drove the meat of my shoulder hard into the wood near the lock.

The old wood and rust-eaten nails shuddered but held. My shoulder jolted with pain, though I grinned through clenched teeth.

"Unf?"

Inside, I heard the first stirrings—scraping feet, goblins muttering, a guttural bark as they woke to the noise.

I stepped back, sucked in a breath, and went again, this time twisting with my hips, driving forward like a battering ram. The frame cracked, and the door sagged, but it still clung stubbornly.

"Somwan cam!"

The third hit would do it. I could feel it, and the goblins inside felt it too. Their mutters had thinned into panicked whispers, followed by the scrape of weapons being snatched up. Even through the wood, I heard the rust in their blades. That was almost worse. A small cut from polished steel was nothing to fear, but infection from aged rust could finish you slowly and agonizingly.

I smashed my shoulder into the door and fell into the room.

A huddle of goblins backed against the far wall, some scrambling up the twirling staircase. The steps rattled above, telling me there were far more upstairs than could even fit down here.

That made these the weakest, the first to die. Goblins were silly like that. It would be better to put the strongest below to protect the herd. Ha! It was just like a human settlement then, its farmers situated outside the walls, the first to fall.

"Gna!" A goblin flew through the air, mouldy loincloth stuck underneath its groin between knobbly, veined legs spread wide.

Its swing was so high, even if I stood still it would do little more than sting my back.

Violet skewered him. His eyes bulged in shock, the iris straining against the mouldy white of his eyeballs.

I swung him out of the way before any goblin drool and blood could get on me, flinging the little creature at its frightened friends.

One crashed against the wall, others flew out of the way just in time to reveal a pile of bones—sheep, from the local farmer's herd. Lord Edward hadn't mentioned that. I guessed it went without saying.

Better they eat that than the local little children. Still, a crime that required punishment.

"You know you shouldn't be here," I said. "There are forests out there beyond, full of game to eat and not a human in sight."

"Gnarrrrr!!" A bigger goblin fell down the steps, tumbling past several others. He was lanky, stood to my height, and when he swung for me, I caught a glimpse of understanding, like he was anticipating my next move before I'd even made it.

I met his blade, slicing clean through it. Old rusted iron was no match for Violet.

He reached for the dagger at his back. I drove my fist into his jaw, a tusk flying as he reeled into his frightened peers.

I turned, swinging Violet through a cluster of smaller goblins, beheading two at once. The third wasn't so clean; the blade caught in its neck, more from the reach of my swing than any flaw in the steel. I kicked it free, sending the body tumbling out onto the green outside, one last glimpse of sky before it died.

The battle went on for minutes. My vision tunneled, and it felt like I was watching it through someone else's eyes, instinct taking over as I slew goblin after goblin.

When I climbed the steps to the first floor, a bundle of boulders came crashing down. I hurled myself aside, letting them tumble past to join the heap of goblins below, as still and lifeless as the corpses. Goblins sometimes set traps. They were never very good at it, though children often fell victim.

I reached the second floor. There were beds here, wardrobes smashed, books scattered and ruined. This must have been where the lighthouse keeper once slept. The body in the bed—eyes frozen in shock, cheeks hollowed with rot—told me he slept there still.

Something dropped over me, feeling like a heavy blanket.

"Fuck!" I cried in surprise, clawing at it. It was a net, weighted at the ends with heavy balls.

"Fuck!" I cried again, then Violet cut through it as I gripped and tore.

Just in time, a bigger goblin crashed onto the second step, this one had bulk, and tribal marks over its body.

Had I not known better, I'd have called it a hobgoblin. But no—just an oversized brute. A hob' would've been fun, a challenge. I might've even come away with a bruise for my graceful demon to kiss better, only to nick it with her sharp teeth or horns, and then I'd really need tending to.

"Fuk ov!" The goblin cried.

"You must be their guard," I said, knowing what lay above.

He was their last defense against another horde coming through and taking the women. A goblin clan only needed one male. Their harem could breed so fast they'd become a clan again.

His blade met mine, barely dented against the mithril. This was good steel, the best weapon they could find.

"Gnarnarararnarar!" it spat. I closed my left eye for a brief moment, the sting of its putrid spit like toxin burning my iris.

When I opened it, everything was blurry out of that eye. Not good. I might lose it.

I pulled my blade back, the goblin still stuck to it. It stumbled, faced with the lighthouse keeper's corpse, the last thing it saw as I assassinated it through the spine.

I unsheathed my blade from the corpse, dug out some water, and drenched my eye, blinking through the flood. I was dying of thirst, but if I didn't tend to this eye, I could be dead for real.

My vision clearer, I climbed the steps. Next was the power room, where a little farm of glowbugs fed the light above. These were a special kind, shining cold blue instead of the warm glow you'd use for a stove.

They were awake, bright enough that I had to shield my eyes, but the closed trapdoor cut them off from the light above. Instead, they'd been put to heating eggs. Not as warm as stovetop glowbugs, but up close they gave off enough heat to keep a goblin egg alive.

The mothers shrieked, dozens of them huddling in fear. Vile to look at, yes—but that didn't soften the twist in my heart over what I had to do. They were harmless enough on their own. Many a mercenary had faltered here, guiltily leaving them to their devices.

One of them clutched an egg to her chest to protect it, like any mortal mother would. For half a heartbeat, I paused. If I turned away now…

Farmers gutted, children snatched, maybe a boastful knight sworn to clean up the mess I'd left half-done. My throat tightened, and Violet felt heavier in my hands. Mercy had no place here.

I took a step forward, the goblin woman shrieked.

"It's just extermination," I told them. "I can't leave the job unfinished."
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A little later, I climbed up the steps, drenched in black blood. My left eye stung, but it wasn't quite so bad. I'd been lucky enough to clean it properly down there.

Now on the balcony outside, the sea roared, the structure swayed as I peered out to the endless horizon of the ocean. Turning back, I yanked the chain, pulling the trap door up below. And the light cast great over the sea, ready for the night to come.

My attention turned to the chest beside the light, open and stuffed to the brim.

"It's been a while since I've done this," I thought. "Kind of them to leave it all in one place. Kind of rude it's at the top of the stairs, though."

I pulled out gems and jewels, but also tools—farm equipment that seemed rudimentary to me, yet must've been more powerful than their best weapons to them. Maybe they saw them as ornaments, too; the blade of the shovel sure did shine.

There were rings set with rubies as large as strawberries. A reckless part of me wondered what the demon might make of one, but the better part of me, thankfully, had the sense not to test that kind of folly.

Huh, what's this?

I reached for a stack of books. The first couple turned out to be romances, the kind two girls might pass between them on the beach. One even told of brutal men who mistreated everyone close to them. Girls that age always seemed to enjoy stories about murderers.

The third book made my heart race. My hands trembled as they touched the spine and pulled it out.

The letters burned against my eyes, ink so black I got lost in it. My fingers traced the spine. A chill crept up despite the sweat sticking my shirt to my back as I read the title one more time, to be sure I wasn't mistaken.

The Demon Contract.

And on its front, that very same rune carved into the wall of Lord Edward's parlor.
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I flicked through the book, skimming for anything useful. The family jewels lay scattered haphazardly in the chest beside me. What I really needed was time, and if Lord Edward was speaking the truth, his man would be here within the hour, at the least.

I did not believe him.

I quickly turned off the light, hoping to buy myself some time as I skimmed the book.

Demons' true names are powerful. Whereas the creatures have no laws governable like human lands, they are beholden to the power within their name like a servant is to his lord. Unlike this, however, they cannot revolt against their name; they cannot suddenly decide another⁠—

I skipped the page; I didn't need any introductions to the concept. I needed answers.

The words swam, every line weighing down my eyes. My vision burned, straining to digest the writing faster than my mind could chew it.

Returning to the table of contents, I glanced through the chapters: Types of governable contracts. The limits of its power. The shelf life.

"The shelf life?" I gasped, flicking to the page.

"Master Gerald," a voice called, with an edge of shakiness, determination breaking through. "The light went off."

Mere moments ago, I thought, scowling at the page.

The words spun before my eyes, blurred by the euphoria of slaughter. I forced myself to absorb what I could before the yelping tremor of Lord Edward's man reached me, clambering through the tangle of bodies.

I heard him gag when he caught sight of what I'd done to the women and their eggs, holding it back. Good. That's what you get for stalking me.

I wondered if he'd seen goblins before. Stories paint their women as chesty shortstacks with slippery pussies. In reality, they were more like lizards, bred with the feral heart of a hyena. But they loved their young; that much could be said for them.

I half expected him to vomit right there on the steps. Good. Let him. Let him carry that picture back to his lord, proof of my worth, that I'd done what no one else would, and that I could be depended on like no other.

I shut the book and slipped it back into the chest. This wasn't the end of my investigation; it was only the beginning. I had a target now. And Lord Edward's insistence on sending his man to shadow me, showing up the instant I'd finished the task, only confirmed I was on the right track.

I could wait another day or two.

The door opened, and Lord Edward's driver found me resting my elbows on my knees, staring out at the sea.

"It's just such a beautiful view from here," I said. "After all that business below, I...found myself needing to sit down for a moment."

"Yes, Master Gerald," he said.

"It's just Gerald," I replied. "Those aren't demons down there. Just rudimentary goblins."

"What was done to them was not rudimentary," he said gravely.

Demonic, you might say, I thought, lamenting how the best comebacks can't be spoken.
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My body ached. Aside from the endless walking, I'd been damned sedentary since setting foot in Penmor. It hadn't been long since my last fight, but that bout alone had wrung me out like I'd gone ten rounds with a smith's hammer.

I waited patiently in the coach.

After the driver and I—whom I'll keep calling Lord Edward's man to remind myself he's as suspect as his master—heaved the chest downstairs, I helped him load it into the boot. He fixed it in place with a lock that looked flimsy enough for Violet.

"Please," he said, opening the carriage door and motioning me inside.

I nodded, feigning ignorance. Hells, he had the perfect cover—pretending I needed watching so I wouldn't pocket the jewels. But with everything laid bare like that, it was plain enough.

I, the demon seer, had found the book on demon contracts.

Maybe all they really cared about was me not stealing the jewels. After all, if Lord Edward truly wished to keep his secrets hidden, why would he have been so eager to draw me into his town in the first place?

Needless to say, there was more to uncover. For now, I'd have to tread lightly, move with a bit of grace, and get Lord Edward pissed as fuck until he blabbered.

I sighed, wondering how good my sleight of hand would have to be to avoid the drinking. I'd had enough booze to last me a lifetime and did not feel like having any more.

I snapped my fingers as an idea struck. Guildmaster Darren of the Hunter's Guild still owed me a favor after I'd secured him a private room to shag his tigerkin. I could send a letter, asking if he'd made any salves and juices to brew into an instant sobering draught, maybe even something strong enough to keep me from getting drunk at all.

A little one-sided of a favor, perhaps, but I didn't mind owing him in return. It'd give me something to do, and gods knew it would be interesting. Once this demon-contract mess was settled, I suspected boredom and loneliness would be quick to follow.

After the ride back to the manor—and the swift reclaiming of the chest by his guards—Lord Edward shook my hand through the window, bidding me farewell. All the better. It gave me an excuse to invite him for a pint later, to recount the job and press him further. After all, he still hadn't settled the coin.

I hadn't the time to send that letter to Darran and wait on a reply, but no doubt it would prove useful in the future.
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Soon enough, the driver delivered me to Windystone.

"Cheers for that," I said, hopping off the coach.

My cottage, once a proud behemoth of brick and sprawling garden, now seemed quaint compared to the lord's manor.

Though there was nothing quaint about the cute, sexy maid waving brightly for me, grinning from ear to ear. From this distance, she appeared human, pretty beyond measure yet still too ordinary for my liking.

The look on the driver's face told me she was anything but. I read a thousand accusations there, each one picturing what a lone man and his young, beautiful maid might get up to once the curtains were drawn, or even left open, since there was no one around to walk in on us.

I'd have loved to tell him we hadn't even managed a kiss on the cheek—not that he'd believe it. The thought made me laugh. Most men would find it stranger to resist such temptation than to give in.

Still, bragging to one servant that you were bedding another was poor form. That's how jealousy takes root. That's how you end up with a knife in your neck, because the footman secretly pined for the maid and the randy lord couldn't keep his hands to himself, even if it was the maid who'd started it all.

Guess I was fortunate not to have to deal with any of that mess. The only one else around here to get jealous of her was Violet, and she could hardly lift herself to slice my neck.

"Herr Gerald!" The demon waved, grinning from ear to ear. Her eyes were wide, pupils blown to the very edges, gleaming in the sunlight. To some it might look like she was drunk or dosed on powders, but I knew better. It was something far stronger.

Infatuation.

I paused at the head of the hill, waiting for the man to leave. The reunion would not occur under nosy eyes. He could assume; I wasn't going to give him fuel for the fire.

Though it might give me cover in my investigation, it would also drape me in scandal when it was done, and when the demon went on her way, I would be left to explain what I had done to cause her exit.

I could just tell them she was a succubus who had her way with me and I had to banish her, but that's what they all said.

The coach finally left the boundaries of Windystone, past the little hill that obscured the house from view. I walked down the path; she waited patiently, still human, hands behind her back and bouncing back and forth on her feet.

This one, I thought, planting my foot on the brick at the very edge of my sight.

Her skin shimmered, color swaying over her like red paint in water. Her tail flicked into view, lifting her skirt a touch, and the tips of her horns caught the sunlight, sparkling.

If my cottage were a painting, she was the final brushstroke. The green of the grass, the gray brick, the blue sky above. I was no artist, but that last stroke of wild red turned the ordinary extraordinary. Without her, it was just a house in the middle of nowhere, and me the lonely bastard rattling around it.

I made my way down the path, trudging from the steep angle that afforded the cottage its privacy despite its large structure.

"Heheheh," the demon was giddy, holding her arms out to embrace me.

So this is it then. This is how it starts.

I stood before her, expecting to be swallowed in arms and tits. Instead, she wrapped those arms around herself. "Good to see you, ja?" Her eyes were closed as she basked in the bliss of her own embrace.

"Right," I said, frowning at her strangeness.

"Herr Gerald! You look terrible!" she said it with a huge grin, as if delighted by the prospect.

"Goblins," I said briefly, heading back into the house while she followed me like an excited puppy. "Lots of goblins."
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Now in the kitchen, I rummaged through the cupboards for my favorite coffee cup. She was already reaching for the coffee beans, laying them on the table.

Smack!

Her fist crushed them into dust. I feared what else she might crush with them. There I was, scared of her claws, when her fists were just as brutal. She smacked the counter some more. The beans crunched like brittle bones, and the chocolatey smell erupted from them like an aphrodisiac. She looked so proud, not even halfway to finishing.

"Herr Gerald, can we read tonight?" she asked. "Candlelight and fluffy socks before the fire?"

I sighed. That sounded wonderful. "With hot chocolate too..." I said.

"You have this?"

Now I would disappoint her even more. She boiled the kettle on the stove. The shrill whine of the glowbug sounded underneath.

"No. Sorry." I rubbed my face, worn from the fight, worn from half a night's rest. "I can't tonight. I'm sorry." Weariness weighed on me, and the day wasn't even done. And after tonight, what then?

"I draw you a bath, hmm? Bring up coffee to you?" She smiled, her bright neon orange eyes gleaming for me.

"That'd be nice," I said. Even nicer if you climbed in with me, I thought. "Why don't..." I began. "Why don't you sit beside me, and I'll tell you all about my day?"

She blossomed into a gigglegasm. The whole room warmed with it, my skin tingling from the condensation of her arousal.

Alas, no. It was just steam from the boiling kettle.

"Can I peek?" she asked, curling her fingers into a circle and holding it to her eye, squinting the other shut to mimic a telescope.

"Respectfully," I replied, resisting a smile and failing.


17


The bathroom had little plates attached to the wall—decorative ones with paintings of boats, flags, and bunnies tumbling over themselves. A funny contrast to my story.

"It was brutal," I said, sighing in bliss.

The demon rested on a stool by the window, legs crossed, her thighs thickened delightfully.

"How many did you slay?" she asked.

"I don't know. Twenty, maybe? Not including the women and the eggs. Maybe that makes thirty."

It was easy to just say a number. But that was thirty heartbeats I stopped cold. Wide eyes, crooked teeth, a squeal that rang in my ears as they shielded their eggs, caring more for the child than themselves.

I sank deeper into the water, letting the soap blur them out above me.

"Heheheh." The demon fanned herself, a sheen of sweat glossing her cheeks and swelling her bosom. I swear they strained against the maid's outfit more than usual. "A thousand and thirty has Violet slain. Oh, the mighty Gerald roars! Hear him, one and all. Hear his might, feel his cry! His cock, as strong as a stale baguette!"

I laughed, my muscles soothing more with each passing second. Thankfully, there was enough soap in the bath to obscure my unmentionables.

The demon clapped in delight, giving me an ample view of some impressive jiggling. Now there was something worthy of song. "What a story, Gerald! My favorite part was all the murder."

"You liked that, then? The killing?" I figured women were all the same—fear of the fearsome turning into desire for them, at least in stories.

"Not so much as you, it seems. Nein, not bothered at all! You thrust, you hit, you smack, you roll! Brutal in the art of war. Bashful in the art of seduction."

"I am not bashful!" I said, my cheeks reddening to prove her point. "Some pies need a little more time in the oven. That's all."

A warm silence settled over us, as comforting as steak and kidney pie fresh from the oven of a buxom barmaid. The bath's steam dampened my face, and I leaned back, resting my hands on the rim.

"Continue, bitte," she said.

I went on, reaching the moment when Lord Edward's man found me at the top, and I uncovered the book on demon contracts. He'd praised my work in that roundabout way, or rather, he'd been horrified by it. I chose to take it as a compliment.

And then I hinted at the truth.

"Demonic, you might say," I repeated, exactly as I'd spoken it.

"No, Herr Gerald. You did not say this."

"I sure did," I said, grinning as I leaned back in the bath. "Alright, fine. I only thought it. Saying it aloud would've been foolish. Still, good line, eh?"

She clapped giddily. "In all the stories by the bards, this is how it shall be."

A moment passed. She swayed her head back and forth, as if she were listening to that very song.

"And now I'm here," I said. "Much closer to freeing you as I promised. Should be even closer after tonight."

"Herr Gerald, I could kiss you!"

"I wouldn't say no to that."

She gasped, covering her mouth. Her cheeks flushed hot, and she held my gaze. She wasn't looking away; that was a good sign.

"Just a kiss would not drain you…" she said. "Verdammt noch mal!" She made a fist to the sky in frustration. "It would not be just a kiss…"

"No, I don't think it would stop there."

"I would not stop; I would kiss and kiss and…ach, Herr Gerald. Whatever you wish, I would let you do to me. You might ravage my backdoor with naught but spit to glide you in. Das ist nicht das problem, ja?"

I sat up, the water falling from my body like a waterfall. My cock had emerged, hard now, and she looked at it.

"Alas, it shall never be," she concluded.

"You really are the strangest succubus," I said. "Opportunity knocks at your door, and you walk away each and every time."

"A symbolic door, or my buttock?"

"I'm not talking about your arse!" I said in exasperation, laughing at the ridiculousness of it all. "Every time I'm away from you, I come to my senses and realize you are a succubus. When I'm with you, well, even a poor musician's song can make you hum if you hear it enough."

"Ja. I have annoyed my way into your heart."

"Ha! Exactly. You know, it's been a while since I've gotten laid. Foolish of me not to just let Arnie introduce me to someone right then and there. Hells, even at the pub there were a few good-looking ones. Yet here I am, like some soppy hero out of your novels, thinking it wouldn't be right when…my interests lie elsewhere."

"Ah, you are a gay." She nodded sagely.

"No, you fool!" I crashed back down into the water, spilling some at her feet.

She looked at it inquisitively, as the water filled her stockings and wet her toes.

"That's what I get for trying to meet you on your level," I said. "I guess you just read those books for the dirty bits."

"I am not human, Herr Gerald! I don't understand how you do things!"

"Heh. I'm different too, so that makes two of us. Fine, I'll speak plainly then. Kiss me, now."

Those last words came out rougher than I intended. She tilted her head, studying me. My heart thudded stupidly loud, echoing in the porcelain tub.

"Fine, Herr Gerald. Just a kiss, and then I go?"

I doubted that very much. The kiss would start as a peck, then linger, then lengthen, until she was in the bath with me, straining to take my cock against the drag of the water, until her slickness won out.

Her lips brushed mine—a gentle peck—and then she was out the door before I had time to savor it. The door slammed behind her, sharp enough to make me wince, the bang stirring memories of battle.

"Graceful," I called.

"Yes?" she replied.

"You really won't have me, will you?" I said. "I should be thankful. Still, I'll curse you now."

I heard something then, the slip of clothing to the ground. My heart raced.

"Herr Gerald..." she said through the door, gently pushing it open. "Just because I am red does not mean I will leave you blue."

The door swung open, her dress pooled at her feet. Her tits, sweet and heavy, seemed to defy gravity, plump and ready to burst. Her stomach bore the fine outlines of toned abs, leading down to a hairless slit. A beautiful straight line, puffy with desire as a bead of wet traced her thigh.

The only things she wore were the choker around her throat and the maid's headdress perched behind her horns, nearly invisible against her snow-white hair.

"Dry yourself, ja? I am your maid, not your handmaiden." She turned, giving me a sweet view of her plump, generous buttocks, her tail sprouting just above the crack, forming another set of crevices that stirred me just as much. She paused at the door, resting her hand on the frame, and glanced back, flicking her snow-white hair from her face. "I gave myself away," she said with a smile. "Now, who is the master of innuendo?"

She turned again, but her foot got in the way of her other foot, and she stumbled, falling to the ground.

"Unf…my ancestors," she groaned, lifting herself up somehow, pushing that sweet behind out and revealing the warm slit beneath, ready to take me in.

"They would call you graceful, as I do," I said, staring hungrily. She had five seconds to move before I climbed atop her and mounted her. Why not? Why hold back? It was only a little headache, a little hangover.

At the start, before it became much more.

And it would, because a succubus thrived on variety. The sluts of the monster world. Without it, they drained more and more of the same man, until it wasn't just virility they took. It was energy, youth, even…your soul, if you believed in such things.

I didn't know if 'soul' was the right word, but I'd seen what it was like in my time as a seer. It was not good, not at all.

She pushed herself up and disappeared down the left, toward the stairs.

"Downstairs, Herr Gerald," she called. "Five minutes, if you please!"

Gods knew what she was about to do; at least it gave me time to dry off and think better of myself. Ha. She spoke of ancestors. A thousand of mine would be looking down, half of them calling me a fool for giving in to a succubus's tempting wiles, the other half feverishly wanking themselves and urging me on. Who cares what comes after? You deal with that once the haze has cleared.

Truly, I would be the first man in this realm to stick his cock somewhere he shouldn't.

I hauled myself out of the bath, unsure if I was truly clean or just wet. I dried off and lingered a while, trying to collect my thoughts. Unfortunately, they were scattered like marbles on a sidewalk full of drains, so there wasn't much hope of that.

"Let's just see how it goes," I said to myself as I left the bathroom, climbing down the steps and sniffing at the smell of burning. "Ugh, you're not cooking again, are you? You just started, and I can already smell you're ruining⁠—"

My words caught in my throat as I descended the steps and saw two things that stole them away. First, the fire was lit, casting the room in a warm orange glow. Second, the demon knelt waiting, a big smile on her face, ready to serve me.

She motioned to the sofa for me to sit. I stepped down, both of us naked, my gaze caught on her tits as I tried to keep my focus on the rickety stairs. Reaching the landing with only two steps left, I paused to take it in. Now this was a painting—the fire glowing behind her, casting the demon in angelic warmth. She grinned, her bright white teeth flashing sharp, fang-like canines.

"Sit, bitte," she said.

I walked around to the couch and crashed down into the warmth. My skin was a little wet, and the heat from the fire felt blissful against it.

She seized my knees and forced them apart, freeing my cock to the air, where it swung upward to greet her.

"Heheh. This is where we left off, no? Exactly as you said."

I nodded, my lips dry as I watched her, waiting for her next move.

I told myself that if she climbed on top of me, I would stop her. But she wasn't even trying, just lying there in hungry want, staring at my cock. Her hands were on my knees as if to keep them apart. I wasn't resisting; I was only waiting.

Finally, she let go, cupped her hands beneath her mouth, and let a long string of spit drip into her palms. She rubbed them together, the schluk-schluk sound filling the air, then did it again until her hands were slick and sticky wet.

One hand trailed around my cock, and I groaned, gripping the seat. I wanted to touch her breasts but held back, saving it for the right moment—like a present I dared not open, even as the wrapping was already torn and the gift lay waiting for me to play with.

I had to feel strong-willed somewhere—I knew that. If I maintained even the smallest protest, maybe I could keep my head screwed on.

"So big," she said. "Such a meaty sausage. A cummy wurst! Get in my mouth!"

Her hand wrapped around the head of my cock and twisted, sending a rush of warmth through me, pleasure swelling at my core and sparking in strong flutters across my body.

Her other hand joined the fun as she pursed her lips above my cockhead, adding another layer of spit to aid it.

Schulk schulk schulk.

She twisted her hands in opposite motions, drawing up as if she were milking me. My neck arched around the sofa, staring at the planks of wood above.

"You like?" she asked. "Is good for you? See? I not so bad after all. I can behave. Hehe."

I looked down; she was glistening with sweat, my own thighs warm, so she must have been incredibly hot so close to the fire.

"That?" she asked, noticing my gaze. "It helps me. Warms my puss, keeps me behaved, ja?"

"Ja," I replied.

Whatever she had to do, she could do, as long as she didn't stop exactly what she was doing to me.

"Is not getting boring?"

My eyes crossed. I was drowning in pleasure. I'd always thought my next time with a woman would have me spilling quickly, but it was as if the dam had swelled with so much water it couldn't squeeze through the gap.

"I try something else. Long as I don't swallow, is fine?"

"What—" I began, as her lips wrapped around my cock and sucked.

"Glut glut glut glut."

She was noisy. The sounds carried through my whole body; my whole damn soul was alive with pleasure. I couldn't take it anymore.

"Grace..." I started, unable to finish the word.

"Hmm?" She looked up, my cockhead still in her mouth, her lips swollen around it, her eyes wide and innocent, while her tongue lashed against me, continuing the sensation.

She was wrong; I was going to...I was going to finish inside her mouth, be drained by her. I made a fist. I couldn't stop her. It felt too good.

"Grace..." I tried to say, but I couldn't finish it again; I just whimpered, biting my lip so hard that it drew blood, gripping the sheets, and suddenly⁠—

Pop. She released my cock from her mouth, beamed with the cheeriest grin, and pulled my cock down to make it vertical, pressing it against the muscles that kept it upright. The cum that shot through me overwhelmed me with pleasure, sending me to the heavens.

Great, pearly beads of release splattered across her red face. She blinked, catching one before it reached her eye; it clung to her lashes, while another slid down to her lip. Her mouth stayed shut, curved in the cheeriest grin one could manage without opening it.

The next pulse landed on her tits, dripping into the cleft as she stroked me at the base, careful never to touch my sensitive head. Succubi were innate lovers, able to read a man's needs without ever being told.

My legs trembled, shaking; euphoria filled my eyes as I watched my demon get sprayed in cum from head to tit.

And she grinned like it was the happiest day on Orth, despite my lifeforce all over her body where she couldn't absorb it.

The fire crackled, and the room smelled of sweat, sex, and smoke. My chest heaved, still trembling with the aftershocks. She just knelt there, painted in cum, glowing like she'd won some great battle. Maybe she had.

I sagged into the cushions, dizzy with the thought that I hadn't survived a thousand demons just to be undone by one. And yet, gods, if this was defeat, I welcomed that it came from her.

She was the worst succubus in all the realms, and the only one to ever best me.
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"Ah!" She let out a half-laugh, holding out her hands. They glistened in the day's light, the many beads of cum dropping down her skin like pearls. One slightly larger glob dripped from the tip of her nipple to her thigh. "Mother told me I was never to play with my food."

My thighs trembled from the aftershocks. My cock throbbed back and forth, heart thundering and eyes swollen with euphoria. I tried to speak and failed.

She stared at me, hungry and needful, as if I hadn't already given her everything I could. Then she shook her head a little, wobbling all the jizz covering her face. She rose, her heavy tits glimmering with the spit that had fallen from her lips in the moment. "I'll clean myself," she said, breathing heavily.

Her tail swept past my leg, trailing up my thigh and sending shudders through my body, along with the lightest flicker of my member again, terrified it was being called up for round two already, yet mustering whatever remaining strength it had.

The demon made her way to the downstairs bathroom by the front door, and I heard the door slam shut, making me wince for a moment. Then she started singing: "Mister Gerald, proud and strong and gay."

Suddenly, the tension that had arisen popped, and I burst into laughter.

"I'd have thought our current activities proved otherwise," I said.

"Vas ist das?" She poked her head in the doorframe, feverishly scrubbing her face with soap. Her glowing orange eyes peeked out between the big white facemask of soap she wore, full of mischievous excitement.

"If I didn't know any better, I would have sworn you were part imp."

"It does not work like that, Herr Gerald!"

"Right. Of course. Genetics aren't really a thing with your kind. Does that mean cousins are on the table?"

She gasped, froze, and stared at me as if I'd just cursed her ancestors. "Herr Gerald! That is...repugnant beyond all measure. Keep such vile, disgusting proclivities to yourself, I must ask you for this! I know I am a demon, but even I have my limits!" She then grinned and returned to scrubbing her face in the bathroom like nothing had happened.

My stomach rumbled fiercely in the silence—apparently, even my gut knew there was no such thing as an awkward silence in his house and had to fill it with some kind of funny sound.

"I'll make some lunch," she said.

"I don't have to be out until the evening," I replied. "I thought we might spend some time in the garden again. What do you say? Coffee and lunch?"

"I'll cook!" she said, as if I hadn't heard her the first time.

My stomach reversed its rumble, like a bear walking backward into its cave, no longer wishing to threaten those around it.

She turned the tap off, and I imagined she was drying, so I got up, my cock half-mast now, pacing naked down the two steps from the living room to the kitchen.

At that moment, she crashed into me, and we bounced back into the wall.

"Oop!" she exclaimed, cheeks reddening as I held her arms to steady her.

Her gaze trailed up my chest. Arching high to meet my eyes, tears seemed to well in her eyes as I held her. I leaned close and...

"I'll make the food!" In a flash, she fled from my grip and spun around me, her tail thwipping my thigh and leaving a cut.

"Fuck, that smarts." I held my thigh, the line swelling and dripping down my leg. The sting spread with my heartbeat, hot and sharp.

Meanwhile, the demon hummed to herself as she poured a pot from the cupboard—yesterday's stew. Or was it the day before?

My stomach grumbled. Two days old and never put in the icebox? That wasn't safe to eat.

"Throw it," I said. "Wait! Don't!" I suddenly realized that with her inability to travel outward, her options for disposal were severely limited. "We still have some pastries," I suggested. "Fry an egg and plate that up. That will do for now. You know how to fry an egg, right?"

"Yes, I know how to fry an egg!" She waved a knife at me accusatorily. I didn't know what in Orth she intended to use a knife for when reheating an already cooked stew, and I didn't care to ask. "And maybe put some clothes on," I added, staring at her juicy, devil-given tits.

"Bashful, are we?"

"Just a romantic, I suppose. Why don't you give me something to unwrap later when the time comes?"

"You are a true maestro in the art of seduction. Whereas I, finger paint."

"You're fine," I said, smiling at her as she turned back to the stove. Her tail swished around that perfect, juicy behind; my cock flickered again at the sight of it. "Nothing you're doing is wrong," I said.

"But you don't wish I could be the true mistress of seduction, as befits my race?"

"I'd rather you be you than anything else." I cleared my throat. Now that was saccharine sweet.

She grinned brightly at me; it was like no one had ever said something so nice to her before.

I wondered if I should let those words lie or press on. Gods damn it. A life of killing had left me little time for courtship, and now all I had were silly books and half-baked assumptions. What was I meant to do—push further down that path or rein it in and just grab her?

I could have learned nothing watching the other seers. They were always so drunk they just fell into each other's mouths.

Just say what's inside you, I thought. Don't overthink it. Act on instinct, like she does.

I took a breath and said: "If I came home to a simple doting housewife after all that mercenary work, it wouldn't be right. You match my...temperament, I think. No, you don't at all. It's more that you fit it. You're silly where I am serious."

"Wie der topf zum deckel."

"What?"

"It's a Dämmerhan saying. It means, like the pot to its lid."

"Ah. That's nice."

"Kind of graceful, don't you think?"

"Yes, you are." I looked down at my naked body. "I'll get dressed," I said. "And for the love of the gods, stop cooking. Go tidy the beds, clean the bath, put some clothes on, do some maidly things. From this moment, you're banned from the kitchen. I'll handle it."

"I get to dust in my slutty maid dress? Heheheheheh." She fluttered back past me, and I grabbed her forearm to stop her.

"Grace," I said.

"Yes?" She looked surprised, the smile still on her face when she considered dusting.

I kissed her. A short, simple kiss, our lips pressed together. In my grip, her shoulders softened, like she was melting.

"Herr...I'm sure my real name is not so sweet."

"Then some things are best left forgotten," I replied. "Go on, Grace. Off with you. I'll call you when lunch is ready."
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It's not that I disliked cooking; I thought I was good at it. I just couldn't be bothered half the time—especially with the cleaning up afterward.

I cut one of the pastries in half. It was almost bread, a little stale now, though when fresh it had the texture of a spongy cake. I guessed it was the seller's own invention—I couldn't recall ever eating anything like it.

Still, it would do. I'd eaten in some god-awful places on the job: served snotty-looking eggs, ketchup so watered down with vinegar that it was a pastel peach color.

I cracked an egg into the frying pan.

The pan was old iron, blackened smooth, the handle hot enough that I needed a rag to hold it. The little kitchen quickly filled with the smell of browning butter and the hiss of yolk on steel. Grease spat at my wrist and speckled the wooden counter.

I cracked another egg. This one hit the counter wrong, the yolk disjointed and broken.

Kaaaa!

The screams of goblin mothers filled my mind, one shrieking as she clutched a cracked egg, the yolk of her child draped across her arms like a sleeping slime.

I whistled it away, cracking another egg. As my eye twitched from the horror of it, a shuddering feeling in my chest made me see myself as the monster in the story; I ignored it.

Rats must be killed. Flies swatted. A goblin infestation was worse than both combined. Better to kill twenty to save one than two hundred to save fifty.

The eggs were crispy golden at the edges, yolks half runny, half cooked, just the way I liked them. I flicked some salt and pepper over them, then placed them beside the buttered pastry bread.

"Grace!" I called up the stairs.

She was singing to herself.

"Yes, Herr Gerald?"

"I'll meet you outside. Bring me a coffee, won't you?"

I could trust her with that. And there was nothing better than being brought a coffee by a silly, sultry demon.

Even if she managed to spill it sometimes.
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Sometime later, I sipped and felt my soul stir alive again.

The garden lay heavy with sun. The grass had grown long and bent, and now and then a bee drifted through, nosing at the little sunflowers for a quick snack before feasting on the blooms along the fence. Out in the hayfields, a scarecrow leaned sleepily at the far end, its hat sagging over one eye.

The book lay open, a quarter of the way into his adventures. Things were turning in the foxkin Sylka's favor; she was gaining his trust, and more surprisingly, he was gaining something too: a taste of what it meant to be hunted, to keep your guard high, to trust no one for fear they'd slip a knife in quick.

Varden had woken up without his memory. My theory was that he was either the first portaled hero or some king who'd undergone a curse and had to start from the bottom.

Needless to say, he still knew two things: how to fight and, as Sylka was to discover, how to fuck like his life depended on it.

"Hahahah!" The demon cackled so loudly it scared a squirrel in one of the bushes up ahead. She snapped her book shut and held it close to her chest, looking at me with a cheeky grin, her pointy fang-like canines digging into her lips.

"What is it?" I asked.

She grinned, the book pressed against her bosom, bending her legs to hug it tighter, leading my eyes down her thighs to the way her butt pressed out against the sheer fabric. Two sweet little love curves bordered the crevice of her slit.

"Herr Gerald! Your eyes wander where they may never go."

"Stop teasing me then."

She rolled onto her side like a lazy turtle only half able to get upright, facing me.

"Why don't you come here?" I said, patting the space beside me on my lounger where she'd fit like a puzzle.

She eyed it gingerly. "I would like to…" she began. "Ach du meine Güte, it's a little hard for me, ja?"

I frowned. "What do you mean?"

"I'll try," she said. "Watch me try."

She rolled off the chair, her feet stomping and narrowly missing my coffee—that was on me for putting it there. I'd been engineering little moments of chaos just to sardonically call her graceful and force the name on her. I supposed I didn't need to anymore; it seemed to have stuck.

The next step was reading that damn book at Lord Edward's manor. From the glimpse I'd had, it suggested demons couldn't take new names; it didn't work like that. But that wasn't the only reason to give her one. She deserved it, even if it was just a nickname.

"Here I come, watch out for the explosssssion!" The S's were over-pronounced, much like everything else with her.

She sat down on the edge of the lounger, facing away from me, pressing her butt against my hips. It was a beautiful upside-down heart I had a full view of, thanks to her tail lifting her skirt.

"Okay. Okay…I can do this, ja? You believe in me?"

"Sure," I said, frowning. She'd just had her hands wrapped around my cock, drenched in cum. What was so bad about this?

"Pull me close," she said. "You have to pull me."

"Pull you…" I repeated. "You can never just tell me what the problem is, can you?"

"Nor can I show you, it seems."

"Fair enough." I grabbed her, noticed gooseflesh flare up on her arms, and gently pulled her toward me. Her leg naturally swept over me as she shivered and sighed, half in bliss and half in fright.

"It's the closeness, understand?"

Her voice was small, a crack running under the mountain. I could feel her heartbeat stuttering against my ribs, quick and uneven.

"I think so." I sighed, staring out at the garden. A cat prowled along the fence between our garden and the hayfield, moving in long, purposeful strides through grass badly in need of trimming. What was the point of cutting it if I couldn't lie there with her? Was she meant to watch me enjoy a picnic alone while she stood at the edge?

"I could not hug my mother and father," she explained. "I could train with my father though. Punch his open hands. Understand?"

"A little more now. And something I suspected seems a little more true."

"What is this?"

I ran the back of my hand through her snow-white, unnaturally straight hair. "You are what you are, and I wouldn't change you." I hugged her close, and she seemed to relax a little, though her horn nearly poked me in the eye, which made me a bit more tense. "Careful with those," I said.

"Careful with this," she trailed the back of her hand lavishly over my groin and closed her eyes, falling back a little and resting against my stomach so that her horns were nowhere near my head.
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I awoke with a smile on my face that I'd worn in my sleep. A peaceful nap in uncertain times was better than the opposite.

The sun was already falling. Had we slept that long?

"Zzzzzzz." She snored loudly, still asleep, a faint smile on her lips.

I stroked her shoulders and lower back and gently slipped out of the chair, wishing I could stay but duty called me away.

"Herr..." she mumbled in her sleep, rolling over and snoring.

"Just stay there," I said quietly to myself as I walked away. "Don't go anywhere."
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Moments later, after tucking the blanket around her, I headed up the path. Looking back, the demon clutched my book like it was a stuffed teddy. I considered returning to slide a pillow into her arms instead, but she'd only stir awake. Best to leave her and come back later when I could see what would happen between us next.

Halfway up the path, I looked around to see her sleeping.

Her horns had disappeared, her skin peach and rosy cheeked, and her tail was gone. Only the smallest traces lingered—the glimmer in her lashes, the way her nails looked a shade too sharp, hair white as snow despite her youthful face. Human enough that if a stranger walked by, they'd never guess what she was.

And I was standing closer than ever. A whole damn pavestone nearer than the last time. No gradual buildup, just boom, a full pace closer, and she was human.

In a few weeks, it would be even closer. Before I knew it, close enough to touch, and her demon form would be gone to me forever.

Doesn't matter, I told myself. She'll be long gone by then, anyway.
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The Salty Cock beckoned.

After abandoning the old stew in a ravine—where some animals could feast on the meat and hopefully not shit themselves too close to my house—I enjoyed a brief walk through the town, this time with Violet at my hip.

It caught plenty of eyes. Even a glimpse at the pommel showed it wasn't a journeyman's blade, and a glance at me revealed I wasn't some blue-blooded noble carrying a weapon beyond my skill. I had killed, you could tell just by looking at me.

"Why hello there," a pretty woman said, carrying a heavy looking basket. Perhaps she thought I could lighten her load.

So, here were the women I had been seeking. All I had to do was bring my sword out with me, and it turned me from an average, handsome tourist to Where the bloody hells is that hero of the ages going, and can I ride him there?

Sorry, ladies, my ledger is full.

The cobbles were slick with salty air, glinting in the daylight. A fishmonger hollered his prices by the dock, the scent of cod drifting over and mixing with seawater. Children darted around frustrated adults, playing knights and dragons.

Smoke billowed out of the pub; a meal cooking fit for a king. Unfortunately, Lord Edward needed to keep an empty stomach. I gnawed on a bit of bread I'd bought from a nearby stall, hoping it would be enough to hold me over.

I nodded at the sailors lounging on their ships, wondering if they ever actually sailed anywhere or were just paid by the lord to sit there and smoke, adding to the place's aesthetic. And he wouldn't be wrong. What good was a dock without ships?

Silly musings aside, I headed into the courtyard of the pub, past the families tucking into the most gorgeous meal I had ever seen.

The parents looked half-dead from the week, sleeves rolled to the elbow, but the moment the platters hit the table, they were all grins, forks and knives in hand. Even the grandparents leaned forward, eyes bright and youthfully hungry.

A fiddler in the corner scratched out a lazy tune, trying to rise above the scrape of forks on plates.

My stomach twisted at the sight of the roast beef, beautifully seared on the outside and juicy pink in the middle. Crispy Brussels sprouts, roasted parsnips a little black at the edges. No, that was caramelization! They sparkled as if coated in honey before roasting, which explained why the kids at the table were devouring them. Who ever heard of children liking parsnips?

Gods damn it, this was going to be torture. But the food here was always perfect, every damn day, so there was no other time we could do it. I might have suggested another pub, but I needed him at ease.
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I stepped in, and the warmth of the fire greeted me like a hug from home. The dog looked up; I scratched its ears and then offered Lord Edward a handshake. He sat in his favorite spot by the fire in that woolly wolf's coat of his. I saw him much like the dog, the fire, and the frames on the wall—a fixture you always found there, dependable and part of the atmosphere.

The walls leaned heavy with ship wheels, cracked maps, and portraits of stern men who looked like they'd never once laughed. The fire snapped now and then, filling the pub with the tang of smoke. Every so often, the front door opened, a gust of salt air rushing in before it shut and sealed the warmth again.

"Dear boy, it's good to see you. Got your payment right here; don't you fret about it."

Lord Edward passed over the coin purse. It was damn heavy—heavier than I expected. I was pretty good at judging the weight of coins, and this was more than I was due.

"For the good job you did," he explained. "My man seemed quite shaken up by it, truth be told."

"It had to be done," I replied, hand on my pommel. "What would've happened otherwise would be far worse. We saved many lives that day."

"You, friend. It was all you!"

"And now I'll be lightening this load," I said, heading to the bar just as the old hunched innkeeper brought over the drinks for us.

"Way ahead of you," Lord Edward gloated.

"Fair enough," I said, grinning. "I'll just head to the pisser then."

Following the innkeeper back to the bar, I dug into my bag and handed him a few coins. "Keep them coming, don't slow down," I said.

He nodded, giving a rare grin, no doubt eager for any chance to show Lord Edward up. I had no idea why he disliked Lord Edward when the man funneled him coin, but I'd take full advantage of it.

"And we're not hungry," I said, slipping a little more coin into his hand. "No matter what he says, we won't require food."

My stomach lurched. The innkeeper raised his eyebrows at me. "Sound' like yee do," he said, his accent so thick I could hardly understand him.

"With your cook, it'll be damn torturous. But alas, I already ate."

"Ahh, so ye be wantin' a drop o' the weak stuff, then?"

I smiled and patted his arm. "Just for me. Can't insult Edward with that."

On my way back, the kitchen door swung open, and a waft of gorgeous-smelling food rolled out. I damn near fainted at the scent. I thought I might slip in, bribe the cook for something quick with some excuse, then return to the lord. But he'd already seen me.

"It's quiet in here tonight," I said, grabbing my beer and clinking it with his. "Best drink for the lot of them buggers at home with their wives."

"Their lovely, lovely wives," Lord Edward groaned, staring into his beer and getting lost in it.

Ha! He hadn't even started, and he was already lamenting his misfortunes. This was going to be easy. All I had to do was pull those threads, and anything else I wanted to know would come unraveled.

I sipped my pint in victory. My stomach rumbled, and I coughed to hide it.

Damn you, demon. Why couldn't you be more handy in the kitchen? I looked over at the kitchen door longingly. What wizard lived behind those walls, working his kitchen magic? He had to be an old master. I wouldn't be surprised if he'd retired from the Cooks Guild, coming to live here away from all the noise.

The food here from the other locals was pretty good, but it wasn't that good.
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We were four beers in. I was tipsy, quite tipsy. Lord Edward, on the other hand...

His hair was disheveled, and his five o'clock shadow inched closer to midnight.

"It wasn't always like this, you know," he said, suppressing a belch. "She was beautiful once, before she couldn't be bothered."

His lip curled as he spoke, the memory souring his tongue. He swirled the dregs of his beer as if he could see her face in there somewhere, younger, prettier. He didn't dare meet my eye.

I almost made a jibe about it being the fine cooking at his manor, but held back. No sense risking mention of food and having him order some here.

"Your daughter, though," I said. "She's an inquisitive mind, right?"

Lord Edward peered at me, glazed-eyed, like he was looking just past me, too drunk to focus. "What makes you say that?"

"Nothing," I said. "That's just the sort of thing you say about a young girl, isn't it?"

I was about to call for some more booze when the innkeeper slapped it down on the table, just as he was collecting our empty glasses.

"Cheers!" I said, taking mine and passing Edward's over. Mine was a little clearer, a little more watery. It tasted pretty terrible, all things considered, and I was pissing like a racehorse.

Lord Edward rubbed his stomach. "You don't want something to⁠—"

"Cheers!" I interrupted, grabbing his beer for him and clinking it, downing mine.

Not one to be shown up, Lord Edward quickly grabbed his and joined in the downing. I finished mine and watched him struggle to gulp his down. He was bleary-eyed when he finished; his belch loud enough to rouse the dog for a moment.

"It's...It's good to have someone of my disposition here," he said.

"Likewise..." I said, feeling wrong just to say it. I didn't think of myself as of his disposition at all. Common as muck compared to him. "Though we're sort of connected, aren't we?" I said.

"Oh?"

"The old owner of my cottage. She used to work for you, didn't she?"

"She worked for my grandfather! How old do you think I am, you cheeky git!" He laughed, staring into the distance, lost in memories. Speak them aloud, why don't you! "It was strange, the way he told it," Lord Edward said, then he sighed, looking into his empty drink. "You not got a woman? My daughter is single and of courting age, you know."

I'd rather fuck between the stargazers of her favorite pie, I thought. And with the amount we're drinking, I might just do it.

"Maybe something to discuss later," I said.

"Yes, yes, of course. Later. That's what they all say. Never getting rid of that one, I am."

"Not like your grandfather got rid of Patuna? Had to give her a whole bloody cottage." It was as subtle as a brick, and Lord Edward would respond to nothing less.

"I'd have to give Jennifer a whole farm," he said. Then he snorted and burst into laughter, not sharing the joke that followed in his mind, though I had a feeling what it was.

This was cruel. I was a vessel for his most forbidden thoughts, and by the gods, I wouldn't tell them to a soul; I owed him that much.

"I'm not sure it was for her, though. That's the thing," Lord Edward whispered, cryptic and weak. The words came out distant among the cracking of the wood fire and the smash of a glass at the other end of the pub, which got a "Wahhaay!" from all the punters.

"Hmm? What's that?" I asked casually.

"What?" he replied. "What did you say?"

"Who was it for?" I asked. "The cottage. It wasn't for Patuna?"

"Who told you that?" He scowled at me, eyes unable to focus. "I haven't the foggiest what you're talking about!"

Thud.

He planted his face on the table.

It rattled the mugs, and even the dog looked up in alarm before trotting over to nuzzle his foot under the table. Ale soaked into his coat sleeve, the smell of beer rising as his breath wheezed against the wood. A few punters glanced over, then shrugged. He wasn't the first man to drink himself sideways.

Six beers in half an hour, and on an empty stomach, will do that to a man.

I patted his back. Truth be told, he wasn't a bad guy, as nobles went. I even had the impression he was faithful to his wife he didn't like. And that he wouldn't hang me for what I was about to do.

If he found out, of course.
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"'Course you're coming back with me," Lord Edward said, his arm over my shoulder as I heaved him into his carriage. "Got to catch you sneaking around with my daughter, don't—hiccup—don't I? Then you'll be f-f-f—belch—forced to marry her!"

"Be quiet," I said. "The whole damn town can hear you."

"Right you are, dear boy. Right you are."

Lord Edward's man peered at us dubiously. He'd tried to help, but Edward insisted he was a grown arse man and didn't need anyone assisting him while I assisted him into the back of the carriage.

"I'll make sure he stays upright," I said as the driver handed me a pigskin of water.

"Gerald will protect me," Lord Edward mumbled. "He's got his big sword with him. Slayed countless demons, you know."

"Alright, in with you," I said, tempted to shove him inside. I settled him on one seat in the corner and took the opposite end, where I could have words with the driver by the window. "I'll keep him quiet," I said. "Don't want the missus waking up and hearing all this racket."

"I think I'll be able to take him to his room," the driver retorted. "Seeing as you don't know where it is."

"Got it. I'll head straight to mine then. Got an early start in the morning."

Lord Edward belched. "He's been saving himself for a special woman, that's the word around town. Once Arnie said he couldn't set him up with anyone—and by golly, Arnie knows some lookers—we knew the truth. Especially when he laid eyes on my daughter. No doubt he'll bed her tonight."

"By the gods, Edward," I scowled at him. "Have some class."

He raised his hand in apology. "My bad, fellow. My bad." He snorted to himself, closed his eyes, and immediately began snoring, his head resting in the corner.

The snoring stopped for a moment, and then he let out the thinnest, highest-pitched fart. It was quite ladylike, as farts go. The driver and I stared at each other in disbelief for a moment.

Then he sighed. "'About as tactful as we'll find him tonight."

Maybe this driver's not so bad, I thought. "I never caught your name," I said.

"Fredric," he said.

"Gerald," I replied.

"Obviously I know that," he sneered. "The whole town knows it."

"Right. Well, best be off then, shouldn't we?"

That driver was hard to read, except that he was a dickhead. If asked to rate his services, I would surely give him two stars.

I sighed. No. Five stars, of course. It's his livelihood, and anyone can have a bad day. Not fair to lose their work over it. He was paid to drive, not to befriend.

I shrugged, not knowing where this rating system in my head came from anyway. It sounded hellish, and I was glad nothing like that existed here.

"Off we are!" the driver called, whipping the reins.

The horses clopped steadily over the cobbles, each jolt bouncing us against the cushions, and the ships passed us by, swaying in the breeze. I wondered if I could blag a ride with them to some far-off location for a holiday. I didn't want to rattle around alone in Windystone after the demon was gone.

Now that would be hellish.
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None of the lights were on in the manor, except the one at the front and a couple up top I presumed were some bedrooms or offices. That was good. Perfect for sneaking around.

I wasn't much for stealth, but I'd crept up on the odd demon now and then. Luckily, I remembered where the parlor was, the empty space in the shelves Lord Edward had stared at longingly, and the book meant to fill it.

Why he wouldn't just tell me the whole story, I didn't know. Something about it didn't add up, and some problems were best solved without everyone knowing you were working them out.

It was simple: sneak out of bed, grab the book, read it, and if I was caught, talk my way out of it. As a demon seer, books like that naturally interested me. No reason anyone should think I wanted it for nefarious reasons.

Still, best not to get to that point. I didn't know how deep the rabbit hole went.

"You're not part of some secret underground cult, are you?" I wondered. "I've heard these little towns always have a sect in the basement of the general store. They wear funny masks and have gods-defying orgies, the sort that'd make Goddess Litoria faint."

Edward snorted in his sleep.

"No, thought not. You wouldn't be so miserable if you had Arnie's wife to look forward to every week."

I helped him out of the coach, stepping on the gravel amidst the opulent fountains and the majestic view of the nighttime ocean, moon and stars reflected in them.

The drive curved between hedges trimmed within an inch of their lives. Statues of long-dead knights stared with blank eyes, their helmets pitted by salt air. The gates loomed behind, iron teeth shut tight.

The lighthouse shone bright, far in the distance, and some ship moved gently through the ocean, its journey safe now because of me.

The feeling felt hollow, and I had this strange sense that it was never really about that at all; I just liked killing...

Now there was a thread I wasn't going to pull on. I couldn't imagine anyone I could talk to about that. They wouldn't understand. Nobody would understand except my seer friends and my father. I ought to write him a letter, but I couldn't put that in it, in case it fell into the wrong hands.

Maybe he'd have time to visit me after the demon was gone. I clicked my tongue. No. The wait would be hellish, and there were too many memories with the seers I had no wish to unearth, too many questions he'd ask that I had no wish to answer.

I'd take myself off somewhere. Maybe on the ship. Or maybe I'd go visit the guild and see if Darran knew a beastkin I could have a little tumble with.

Now that would get my mind off her, that's for sure.

"I'll drop you off," Fredric said, pulling me from my beautiful tail-brushing thoughts.

"Like I said, I'll be staying the night," I replied. "Lord Edward and I have plans to go hunting in the morning. The fellow needs a pastime that doesn't put a drink in his hand."

"Right you are," Fredric said, looking relieved. Maybe out of care for his master, or maybe he just couldn't be bothered driving back and forth again.

We entered the opulent manor. Two of the guards were playing cards by a table next to a knight statue of armor, and they quickly rose to attention when they saw us.

"Don't bother," Fredric said. "He's out for the count."

That left me a little aimless. The guards glared at my sword; I tried to rest my hand on it casually, but that was impossible given its grandeur.

They squinted, weighing whether to take it or not. If I were a guard, I'd take it regardless. My lord's safety mattered more than offending some bloke I barely knew.

I unhooked it, handing it over. "Look after her for me, won't you?"

There, now they'd stop being suspicious of me all night. I was going to leave it in my bedroom anyway, so it wasn't like I needed it.

"And show me to the guest room, please. I can't remember where it is."

"Yes, m'lord."

Maybe Fredric was wrong. I wasn't known by the whole town. Or maybe the incompetence of the average guard outweighed the power of gossip. I'd think they'd be the ones to start the rumors.

I glared at the guard for just a moment, trying to deduce if his gormlessness was just a facade. It wouldn't be the worst way to gain trust—to let people talk around you without fear of reprisal.

My stomach rumbled. I couldn't have that ruining my cover if someone was nearby.

"And bring some food up. Simple food. Just some bread and cheese. What you'd eat. Nothing you'd feed the lord, please. There'll be some coin in it for you."

My gut cramped, loud enough to echo through the hall.
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I waited. My stomach growled as I stared at the chandelier above. A damn chandelier in a guestroom. It was probably a nightmare to clean, and I bet the room sat empty most of the time anyway.

The bed was too big for one person, leaving me to sink into it like quicksand. Heavy curtains drooped by the window, stitched with gold thread. A rug sprawled underfoot, its weave looking like it should tell a story but speaking only of the coin spent on it.

It was all such a waste of money.

Think of the books you could buy with the cost of this. The swords. The armor. I guessed those things only mattered to me, so I shouldn't hold others to those standards. What did I know about the responsibilities of a lord? What if the king came to visit and found his company had only two pillows instead of five?

A fist tapped on the door, a little too loud for my liking. I swung my legs over the bed and bounded across to open it.

A cheerful guard stood there with a plate of bread, cheese, and plain-looking chicken—maybe only salted, along with a cup of clear, fresh water.

It was exactly what I wanted, disregarding what I could've had at the pub. I tipped him handsomely, and he nodded, his steps jingling as he walked away.

I wolfed down the food, gnawing on the chicken like an animal, tearing through the bread. The crust was dry and nearly cut my gums, the cheese a weak cheddar, creamy and filling. The water was fresh and cold, straight from the well.

The guard had done me well and earned his coin. He probably didn't imagine he might be the one holding my arms after I was caught snooping through the manor, ready to haul me to the stocks or the gallows.

Best I make sure that doesn't happen.

I dusted off my hands and eased the door open, peering into the dark hall. The pictures in the frames were invisible, save for a touch of moonlight glinting on the gold edges. Better that way—I didn't need those lords of old staring down at me in judgment.

I took a step, and my boots creaked on the floorboards. Grunting, I went back to the bed and pulled my boots off. If I was going to be caught, a lack of shoes would be the least of my problems.

Now ready, the hallway enveloped my senses. The scent of old wood and polish filled the air. My eyes burned from the drink, but I'd trained too long and hard to let a little inebriation dull me. If anything, my senses felt sharper—every sound and smell folding back on itself as it reached me.

The hallway stretched longer than it had any right to, each door identical. A thousand empty guest rooms. I was starting to lose track, feeling a little hypnotized.

Just down here, then double back down the steps, take a sharp right, creep down the hallway.

I paced along the edges of the floorboards, avoiding the dented spots sure to whine from overuse. I skidded down the steps, socks sliding on the overly polished wood, and had to grab the bannister to keep from tumbling to my death—or worse, a sprained ankle, a loud thud, and having to explain what I was doing.

I paused at a window; a blood moon lit the garden outside. Fredric stood by the car, smoking his pipe, looking ponderous. Why was he still awake? The rest of the manor lay quiet, or maybe it only seemed that way, the place so large I couldn't hear where others might still be up and alert.

The back of my heel ached from the slip, but I steadied myself and pressed on. Every corridor stretched too long, every door I passed accusatory in the silence. Ancestor portraits loomed along the walls, their painted eyes catching just enough moonlight to glare at me with suspicion.

I ducked beneath a low beam and passed through an open archway into the parlor. The rune on the wall was like a portal calling to me, telling me this was the place.

The smell of old tobacco and sea-damp parchment hung in the air. A quill rested in an inkpot at a desk beside one of the windows, still wet. My chest tightened. Was someone awake, scribbling letters in the dead of night?

Were they already here? My eyes widened as I scanned the room again, only to lock eyes with a big, cheery woman's face.

"Alright, m'handsome?"

I froze, my heart near leaping out of my chest. Lady Jennifer had been sitting so still, her dress matching the curtain's pattern and texture so closely she'd all but vanished into the background. The swaying fabric by the window had only helped conceal her.

A draft carried the salt of the sea inside, drenching her in moonlight against the darkness of the curtain. Her bosom was like two great, titan-melons, struggling for dominance against a stomach that protruded outward. They all say men love big tits, but they don't talk about the caveats.

"I..." Think quickly!

A book rested on her lap. I read the title upside down: The Demon Contract. She was reading it! How could I get her to put it back?

"You're here for me, aren't you?" Jennifer asked, smiling, her big ruby lips wet with spit.

That's one way to get out of it, I suppose. My stomach lurched. Now I had to figure out a way to get out of that.

She didn't get up. She looked like she needed help to do so, or it would be an ungraceful act, so she kept sitting to maintain her 'sensual aura.'

I could walk away. What was she going to do, chase me? I could call her a liar. She'd been reading that book and hadn't mentioned it at dinner. Maybe I could call her bluff or threaten to expose her.

And then what? Dig myself deeper into a mess I might not even need to be in? My shoulders eased. Time to come clean. There was only one excuse for all this, and it would be perfectly acceptable if I just explained it.

"I'm here on behalf of another," I said. "I need to find out how to free the demon maid bound to my cottage, and for that, I need the book you hold. That's all it is, and I think you'll understand why I tried to do it discreetly."

My shoulders eased. It felt good to say it. I even felt a little freer of the burden.

"Oh." Jennifer frowned, tapping the book as if weighing my answer.

My heart thundered again; the buxom barwife of a daughter held my future in her hands, both physically and symbolically. And even if she'd let go of one, it didn't mean she'd release the other.

Jennifer cocked her head at me. "There was I thinking you were here to save that little boy," she said. "Seems like he's got something demonic going on with him as well."

Oh. I raised my eyebrows. Damn it, this was Slayers Guild territory. Sneaking around, chasing answers, hunting vampires in the dark. They'd have thought of it easily.

"That would have been a better excuse, yes."

"But not an honest one, my handsome. Suppose I'd best reward your honesty, even if you're lying about your feelings for me. I can wait, I can. I can be courted properly, like a lady ought. That's what father would want."

I think you'd be disgusted to hear what your father would want. "Right you are, my lady. Right you are."

She held out the book. I took it.

It felt strangely light in my hands, the leather casing rough against my fingers.

I'd done it. Not exactly as planned, but here it was. All I had to do was read it.

I turned to head back, then stopped, curiosity tugging at me with a question I should have left unsaid.

"Lady Jennifer," I said, not turning to face her, though I felt her gaze on me. So this was what it felt like to be a fair maiden walking through a pub of drunken men, their hungry eyes stripping you bare. "Why are you so interested in this book?" I asked.

"'Cause it happened again, didn't it?" she replied, simple as singsong.

"This book…those runes on the wall. What does your father have to do with all this?"

"Ha!"

I turned to face her, rosy cheeks beaming at knowing something I didn't.

"Good one," she continued. "No, my pa's got nothing to do with anything. The arse should, though, considering what his grandfather did."

"And what was that?"

"I think you'd best ask him that, don't you?" She bit her lip. "Oh, I'd love to make it worth me while to tell you, but an honest maiden I'll be, and wait for you to court me properly."

I grimaced. Looks like there were two heart-to-hearts I'd be having with her father. The first about what he apparently wouldn't do, and the second about what I would absolutely not do, not in a million years.

I took one more step. No. Be a man. Let her down now and do it respectfully.

"Jennifer," I said, gripping the book tight. "I'm a simple man." I slowly turned. "I've no taste for stargaze pie. A simple bit o' crust and cheese will suit me. I'm not fit for a noble lady with exquisite refined tastes. You'll find a husband soon, Lady Jennifer. But I'm afraid it won't be me."

"Oh." She covered her tits up, eyes darting everywhere else round the room. "That's all right. I suppose." Her lower lip trembled, her Pennish accent came stronger. "You fancy tha' maid anyway—makes sense. But when you do find a way to free her, don't you come crawlin' back to me, 'cause I be moved on, d'you hear me!" A pudgy finger accosted me.

I nodded, smiling weakly. "I don't doubt it. You'll make a fine wife someday; you have my word on that."

"I know I will! Better than any you d'serve!" She smiled again, finding that to be enough face saved for us both.

I turned back to leave, the door just ajar and a bloodshot eye staring at me through the gap.

It disappeared; my heart thundered, racing fast.

My ears strained for footsteps, for the pull of blade from scabbard or the bark of a guard calling for backup. Instead came only the slow groan of the old house.

Crash! Crash crash! Crash!

Steel smashed onto the ground. Heirlooms no doubt a thousand years old, dented on the floorboards. Something rolled and hit the wall, maybe a helmet.

"Oh bugger it!" Lord Edward cursed, then slumped down with a heavy thud. "Ow!"

I guessed he'd landed on the hard part of his arse.
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I opened the door, peering at the fallen lord. Fallen in more ways than one.

It was like a sad painting, reminding me of one I'd seen of a sad old jester slumped in a chair, his pointed shoes as wilted as his disposition.

"Need a hand?" I asked. "Want to get some food?"

"Gerald!" He looked up in surprise. "What are you doing here?" He gasped. "You and my daughter. I knew it!" The grin on his face didn't match the words, then his eyes traveled to the book under my arm and glazed over as he read it. "I..."

"I think you and I need to have a little chat," I said. "What say you and I head down to the kitchens and raid the larder?"

Thank the gods I'd had the forethought to ask for some food already. Now I didn't have to eat whatever monstrosity he was having.

I helped him up. "Lead the way, Lord Edward," I said.

"Right. It's that way." He pointed down the hall, and we made our way down the corridor. "Sorry, that way." He turned back. "Where are your shoes?" he asked.

"It's a long story," I explained, glad he was drunk enough that I didn't have to tell it, because he'd started humming some old Pennish song to himself.
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Soon we were in the kitchen, Lord Edward tucking into some monstrosity I dared not peer into, while I chewed on fresh bread spread with butter. A big pot of coffee steamed on the table.

We were alone, the kitchen staff having retired for the night.

The kitchen was cavernous, every bench and rack standing idle with the cooks gone. Copper pans hung in neat rows, catching the firelight in dull reflections. The hearth smouldered, soon to die out completely. A cat darted across the floor and vanished under a stool, as if he didn't want to hear the conversation.

"I think you should start from the top," I said. "Though I am tired, so please be brief."

Liar, a voice in my head said. You want it to take as long as possible. You don't want her to go.

But I was a man of my word, and I would keep it no matter what.

"Sure, of course," Lord Edward said, digging into some meat chunks. "About what?"

I groaned. "This," I said, placing the book down. "What's it got to do with Patuna? What do you know? Hells, what's it got to do with that kid Arnie's looking after?"

Lord Edward nodded, taking a moment to choose his words. "I didn't want it to come to this. You've been such a good friend to me, and a great asset to the town already. I didn't wish to burden you twice over."

"Burden me?" I frowned.

"I already tricked you once. I dared not do it again. Please understand I didn't know you then. I thought you'd be the best to deal with the situation. I think that even more now, I just don't think you deserve it."

His eyes slid from me to the wall, then back, as if he expected me to fill the gaps in his tale without him dirtying his lips to speak it. I swallowed. Drunks were so cryptic. They spoke like you could read their minds, saying half the words only in thought.

"You know about her," I said. "Tell me everything you know. Now please."

He heaved a sigh. The story fell before his eyes as if he'd wished to explain it to me a thousand times. This, I knew, wouldn't be so cryptic.

"It was the only way to save Patuna from this horrid demon that was following her around."

"They knew she was a demon?"

"Yes, my friend. The demon spoke strangely, so my grandfather told me, and Patuna was terrified senseless when she appeared—a white-haired woman nobody could recall hiring. They were both sent promptly to a quiet inn in the hills, after it was found they could not be parted from one another."

The hair on my arms prickled. To hear it confirmed by another only twisted the knot tighter in my gut.

Lord Edward continued: "She couldn't stay more than ten feet away from her, dragged like some invisible rope. So after all that, my old grandfather hired a seer to come down here and find out the truth."

"A seer? What was his name?" I frowned. "I must have heard of him. My father may have known him."

"We don't know. My grandfather bribed the fellow to keep quiet." Lord Edward dug into his bowl of mashed-up pastry, meats, and some foul-smelling vegetable that must have been an aphrodisiac amongst the nobles of these parts. "My grandfather wasn't one for violence, you see, though he was fascinated by demonology. He kept the book the seer had brought down, admiring the cover art so much he hung it on his parlor wall."

I nodded, a little disappointed the lord wasn't part of some deep conspiratorial underground secret society; that would've been good for Edward. I bet Arnie's wife could teach his wife a thing or two.

I shook my head, wondering why I was thinking such ridiculous thoughts at a time like this. Must be the booze. "So what did your grandfather and this seer do?" I asked.

"Well, Patuna was going quite crazy after the maid appeared. Followed her everywhere and all! It seemed that the flit of strangeness I mentioned to you was a prelude to the demon's arrival; she appeared some five days later."

"Much like the boy then." I tapped the table in frustration. "Lord Edward, what did your grandfather do to her?" I repeated, leaning in and hanging on his every word. I'd stopped even breathing.

"They transferred the contract," Lord Edward explained matter-of-factly, chomping through some tough meat. "While the demon was bound to her, and we could not under any circumstances discover her name to sign a new one, we could—under a simple, legally binding contract written by Mr. Filch's father, would you believe—bind all of Patuna's possessions to the home and its new owner when she passed. Of course, you can throw out her couch, her plates, that sort of thing. A plate isn't bound to any laws; it's just an object. Demons, however, work differently, as I'm sure you know. What we didn't expect was that she would disappear with Patuna..."

My jaw clenched, frustrated as I waited for him to continue.

"You must be wondering why I kept all this from you," he said, eyes turning puppydog, bloodshot and tired.

"As well as several other things," I replied. "Why? You said you didn't wish to burden me."

"Because there's no way to reverse this contract! We tried so many times. Even after Patuna's death we tried, but when the demon disappeared and not knowing if she would appear again, that's when I thought, who better to deal with this than a seer? We sent word to your guild, asking if any seers wished to come south. I was going to bring it all up with you, and then the boy happened!"

"What happened to him in that cave?"

"Haven't the foggiest. It's just an ordinary cave. Much like the room Patuna emerged from when she changed. Whatever is happening to bind them to demons, it is happening in the hells, perhaps. Certainly not here."

"Right. But...you're still not explaining where the second burden lies?"

He sipped his coffee, waited, then said, "Because you're the only one who can take care of the boy's demon. This is the kind thing to do. Someone who understands demons, to transfer the contract to their house. But how can I ask this of you when you're already burdened with one already? And what if you wanted to kill her? Your sword has slain a thousand demons, you said it yourself. I thought seers were kinder."

"Maybe back then," I said. "Demons were kinder back then too, I suppose. So. Have you met the boy's demon?"

"Not yet. It took a week for Patuna's to arrive, and seems to be the same case with the boy."

I nodded. My responsibilities as a former seer overrode any emotions I might feel in time. "I must speak with him then. Speak to his demon when she arrives, and see what sort of stock she is, whether she is worthy of staying at my home or being slain by my sword. Gods know how I'd discover that with just a conversation. I'll have to think it over before we meet. The boy is still at Arnie's?"

"As far as I know, I haven't spoken to him in a few days."

We sat in silence for a moment. The fire hissed low in the hearth, a coal collapsing on itself. Outside, an owl screeched once, its cry cutting through the thick stone walls. I felt the weight of the house above us: the lords asleep in their beds, the guards at their posts.

"I'm sorry, dear boy," Lord Edward said. "There is no true way for you to let the demon go from your home."

"You are sure of that?" I asked, raising an eyebrow.

"Not without her name, and if she can't remember it after all this time, then nothing's changed from back then! You, rather, the house is stuck with her. At least you don't have to have her follow you around. That much my grandfather could do."

I nodded, heart racing as I rose, book tucked under my arm. "Lord Edward, please tell me where Mr. Filch lives. I have a legal matter for him to tend to."
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"But what about the boy?" Lord Edward stammered.

I paced quickly to the coach, whistling at Fredric, who was asleep in a chair against the wall. He was probably still on duty. Sorry, pal, duty calls.

"The boy can wait," I said. "Someone else has waited long enough."

I'd never felt more sober in my life as I climbed into the coach.

I shifted to the other side so Edward could step in. Mr. Filch wouldn’t take kindly to being disturbed at this hour, though he’d be friendlier if it were the lord doing the knocking.

"How exciting!" Lord Edward exclaimed. "I've not had a grand adventure like this in quite some time."

"Don't think it counts as an adventure if you're staying inside the boundaries of your town," I replied, staring out the window.

"Oh." He looked downtrodden at that.

"It sure is a quest, though."

"Brilliant!" Lord Edward rubbed his hands together as the coach drove off. "I love a good quest! What's the reward?"

"Eternal loneliness and a sore right hand," I mumbled. I guessed the alcohol was still in my system.

"What's that?"

"Freeing a fair maiden from her shackles," I said. "And rescuing another." I perked up a little, having forgotten about that. But with my luck, the new demon would be evil, or worse, unattractive. "Have you got coin on you to pay Mr. Filch?" I asked.

"Don't you?" He raised his eyebrows at the coin purse attached to my belt.

I smirked. "Go halves on it?"

"Deal!" We shook hands.

Damn it, I did like Lord Edward. I didn't know why I had to keep reminding myself of this fact; maybe because he was a noble and I was predisposed to hating them all.

Maybe I could help him. Convince his wife of the benefits of running for pleasure and healthy eating. Find a suitor for his daughter. Convince him to start a secret underground gangbang club for him and his friends (not including me, no thank you, m'lord). How hard could that be?

It wasn't the jobs I had in mind when I came down here. Maybe I'd put them in the back of the ledger as some side-quests to be completed when I had the time to spare.

I had a book I needed to finish, of course. That'd take up some of my time. And the garden needed tending.

Maybe Lord Edward could find some more goblins to brutally murder.
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I bashed my fist against the door. Mr. Filch's house was a humble abode, complete with gnomes in the front garden and a cat sleeping on the front bench—either one they'd forgotten to let in or a stray they were kind to.

Lord Edward grinned giddily, having the time of his life.

Just then, a flash of guilt sprang through me. Time to be a man, I thought.

"Sorry about getting you pissed, old chap," I said, scowling and repeating 'old chap?' silently to myself. "Guess we both could've been upfront with each other."

"Why would you be sorry for that?" he replied. "I had a grand old time! And you did me the kindness of making sure I got home safe. It's dangerous on the road for men of our disposition, you know."

I cocked my head at him, waiting for him to put it together.

"Ah..." Suddenly, he looked a little more tired. "I see." His jaw tightened for a moment.

I could've gone without admitting I'd only gotten him drunk for information, but at some point he'd wake in the night and realize it, and the resentment that followed would only turn ugly.

Friends made for the worst of enemies.

I walked over to the windows, peering through the curtains and unable to make out anything inside. They must've been asleep. A Master of Estates probably didn't stay up too late very often; not a lot of contracts needed signing in the dark.

"Call it even?" Lord Edward finally said.

Thank the gods for that.

"Great," I said. "Now when I call upon you for another favor, I can owe you one right back." I saw some movement in the shadows. "Someone's coming," I hissed quietly, like I was still sneaking around.

"Who the bloody hells is that?" someone yelled. Floorboards creaked and cried out like they were being crushed. Someone large clambered down the stairs, half-sounding like they were rolling down it. "Doris, get the fire poker!"

"To smack you round the head with? Gladly!" his wife yelled back even louder. "Quit your yelling, won't you? You're waking the kids up!"

The footsteps got closer. Edward and I shared a look of trepidation, and then Mr. Filch—balding with a needle-thin combover, and without his tophat to cover it—thrust the door open. "Who in the bloody hells—" He caught sight of us, and his tone hiked several hundred miles northeast. "Why, good evening, gentlemen. What can I do for you at this time of night?"

"Get your quill and parchment," Lord Edward said, beaming proudly. "We've a job for you."
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It was the strangest party I'd ever been in.

Back in the coach, Mr. Filch would not meet my gaze. It amused me, and I had to resist taking the piss. I couldn't resist that well.

"Something on your mind?" I asked cheekily.

"Now..." Mr. Filch began. "We did give you quite a handsome discount on the property, and⁠—"

I raised my hand. "I'm not bothered," I said. "You did what you had to do, and now I'm doing what I have to do."

"We'll pay you, of course," Lord Edward said.

"I think he'd be doing this for free," I said, grinning at Lord Edward. "And then we can all call it even."

Mr. Filch nodded passionately at that, his jowls shaking. "Be glad to!"

"Glad we can all start off on a fresh slate," I said. "I'd hate to think we were still keeping secrets from one another after all this."

A silence filled the carriage. Outside, cows mooed, long past their bedtime—if cows had one; I never learned that at school. The scent of fresh grass and grim compost filled the air.

"There are no more secrets, right?" I asked.

"Nonono, none at all!" Lord Edward said, then turned to Mr. Filch. "Right?"

"You're the lord! I just write the contracts." Mr. Filch then grumbled, "And spend a nice evening with my wife when I can."

"Alright for some," I said to Lord Edward. He froze for a moment, and then we both snorted with laughter.
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Some time later, my finger drummed nervously on the coach's window ledge. A sickness churned in my stomach, halfway between hunger and the urge to throw up. Why couldn't I transfer my casual, lackadaisical attitude from work and put it here instead?

I envied them then. They had their wives; whether they liked them or not, they knew what they were coming home to each day—nice and dependable. Nice and boring.

The coach crawled to a stop, the horses snorting and letting out a little neigh.

"Wait here a moment, lads," I said. "I'll just go and warn her we've got company."

I stepped out, and the human-formed demon was already there, wearing her maid's dress and not much else—not even her stockings this time. Her bare human feet were cute, toes tapping on the pavestones.

Rushing toward her, I spotted the blanket I'd left. I darted past her to grab it, then wrapped it around her, pulling her close to make up for leaving her, even for a moment. "We've got company," I said.

She nodded. "Visitors? A lady friend to sauté my beef while you watch?"

"No," I said. "And that's not something I'm into." Please don't be like this. Not now.

"Me neither! But if you like it, I shall let her munch my beanburger while you shake your wurst!"

"Gods, just behave for five minutes, okay? Don't mention that stuff."

She leaned in and whispered in my ear, "That stuff, for you and you alone, ja?" Her voice trembled on my breath and traveled down my gut, settling at my core, trying to harden me.

"A Master of Estates is here," I said. "He has something for you to sign, a new contract."

I waved down to the carriage, and Lord Edward and Mr. Filch soon emerged, walking toward us.

"Herr Gerald?" Grace looked confused, frowning at me. "What is...is that Mr. Filch?"

I scowled as she left me to walk to him when he got close.

"Mr. Filch?" she said, pulling the blanket tighter around herself. "How long has it been—one hundred years? You have not aged at all."

Mr. Filch's already red cheeks turned a bright shade of beetroot. "Ah, we've not actually met, my lady. That would have been my father."

"Ah, Mr. Filch Senior." She nodded sagely. "'Tis a pleasure to meet you, good sire." She bowed and tugged at her blanket a little, as if she were spreading a skirt. Thankfully, she remained fully covered. "I'm not a lady, good sire."

"Well, I don't quite know how to address a demon, so you'll forgive me."

"Grace will do," she said, grinning at me. It felt a little wrong, though. I shook it off. Maybe I'd just been calling her 'the demon' for too long and had gotten used to it.

"Let's head inside," I said. "She's waited long enough."
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Coffee steamed in the air. Outside in the back garden, a cat explored, weaving through empty plant pots and bushes full of little red flowers I didn't know the name of, though I'd often watched the bees enjoying them.

I liked the back garden, but we never spent much time there. Surrounded by a circle of bushes, it felt a little closed in. Great for privacy, not so great when she wanted to look at the wider world and imagine herself out there.

The book of demon contracts lay open, Mr. Filch peering through his spectacles at the finer points. There was no author name to speak of, no ancestor to chase up and demand answers from. One day, I'd find out who that seer was that helped Edward's grandfather; I bet he'd know who wrote the damn thing.

His handwriting was curled but clear enough to read as far as the law was concerned. It read well enough, stating that Grace, the Succubus, would henceforth be free to roam and live as she wished, and any former contracts written with former names were to be voided, as they no longer bore relevancy.

Grace rocked back and forth on her chair, giddy as a schoolgirl.

I was nervous but kept my composure, sipping my coffee. I kept my hand on my pommel, as if the nerves inside me were a monster I had to fight.

Lord Edward stood leaning against the wall, sipping his coffee. I wondered if he did it to lend himself some status by towering over us in our seats. It seemed the first time in his life he'd ever held the lowest status in the room—unofficially, of course. But it showed titles weren't everything. Maybe that was good for him to see.

"And sign here," Mr. Filch said, sliding the document over to Grace.

"Heheh, Herr Gerald, can you believe it?"

She was so excited, so happy to finally be free. How could I express how I really felt? It would be truly selfish. I wanted her here with me. Anything like that had to be said after the contract was written, not before.

"You've waited long enough," I said with a smile. It was the mantra I repeated to myself whenever doubt crept in.

"G-r-a-c-e," Grace scratched with the quill, then put it flat down, leaving a little splodge of ink on the corner of the parchment.

Mr. Filch picked it up and put it back in the pot.

"Well, how do you feel?" I asked.

Time seemed to stop, if not for the sailor's clock on the wall still ticking, cutting through the silence.

"Same, same," she said. "I go test it out, ja?"

Before I could respond, she leaped from her seat, blanket flying like a cape as she ran down the hallway. Lord Edward walked over to watch her fly out the door.

"Onf!" Grace cried.

Lord Edward winced. "That looked like it hurt," he said.

A moment later, before I could even rise, Grace entered the room again. "It didn't work!" She huffed, walking over to sit on my lap and hug me. "Could be worse, I suppose?"

She was smiling, the corners of her eyes crinkled with tears, her mouth flickering, but a smile all the same. I knew exactly how she felt. Bittersweet—there was no better word for it.

"Grace..." I began, not knowing what to say. Again, the words felt wrong. "No, that's not it. Is it?"

"Hmm?"

I shook my head, scowling. "Mr. Filch, can you add some words to the end of her name? Will it still be legally binding?"

Mr. Filch looked both upset and uncomfortable at our display of affection, but he shook it off when I addressed him. "Certainly. What words?" he asked.

"Ful," I said. "F-u-l, to make it graceful."

"That should be fine." He dipped his quill and slowly wrote the letters; the scratching made my heart shudder in waves. She grabbed my hand and squeezed it tight under the blanket, hurting the bones of my hand, but I didn't care.

Then she let go, took the quill, and added the letters.

"So that's it then," I said. "Now what? We go try⁠—"

A hum from the contract cut me off, glowing golden-red as it floated into the air. We all gasped, our eyes glassy with wonder, reflecting the light like a ring of candles around the table.

"Gerald..." Graceful said. "It...it..." She was still seated on my lap, holding onto me tightly.

"Go on. Go!" I said, smiling as I lifted her off my lap. "Go feel the grass on your feet."

She was out in a flash, and I quickly followed. She went out the door, turned a corner, then stood at the edge of the boundary, holding the blanket tight around her like a maiden's cloak.

She dipped a toe past it, her nail touching the grass, and then her toe made contact. She froze, then turned to me, a wild smile stretching from ear to ear.

"Go on," I urged, swallowing past a lump in my throat.

She sprinted a short distance at a marathon pace, leaping into the middle of the grass before turning to grin at me. I gave her a thumbs up, and Graceful danced about, giggling as the grass tickled her bare feet.

My eyes welled. I touched my heart and felt it warm at the sight.

"Jahahahahah!" She danced, spinning so fast her tail swept around her. Then she stopped, swaying in dizziness as she looked up to the sky, as if it were a new sky she had never seen before—new stars, a new moon beaming good fortune on her for the rest of her life.

"It's so wonderful! I have never experienced such…delight in my life. Gerald. Gerald. Herr Gerald, won't you join?" She held out a hand, struggling to keep the blanket around her with the other, her cleavage pressing tighter as the blanket slipped and revealed it.

I stood on the patio, as if held back by the very force that had kept her back all these years. My legs had frozen; so many overwhelming emotions flooded me that I didn't know where to start. I just needed to go to her. That was easy, right? Just go to her.

Lord Edward coughed awkwardly, breaking the spell. The two of them were standing at the edge, watching us like we were some dirty play or something.

"Alright, lads," I said, barely audible over my pounding heart. "I appreciate you all coming, and I'd appreciate it even more if you'd leave."

"Right you are!" Mr. Filch said, turning to Lord Edward. "Pint?" he asked.

"Pint," Lord Edward agreed.

Then something occurred to me. "Wait, wait, wait," I interjected. "Why don't you two go and get that boy from Arnie's? Tell him what's going down and that everything's gonna be alright?"

"Ah, yes, suppose we should do that," Lord Edward said, clearly bummed about his plans being upended. "And then we'll go for a pint?" He looked up, hopeful.

"And then we'll go for a pint," Mr. Filch agreed.
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The coach rattled up the lane and out of sight. I remained rooted on the patio while she lingered in the grass, that invisible line between us as strong as iron, impossible to cross.

"Graceful," I said. The name slipped from my lips like birdsong, sweeter than any bard could play. I laughed, happy for her, and stepped closer. Suddenly, I was right in front of her, her wine-flower scent around me, dizzying. "I don't even know what to say." I smiled for her freedom and for the joy of doing something that didn't wound anyone else. Maybe I should do that more often. Maybe that was why I felt tainted, why people called me dark, haunted, why I'd heard it whispered when I left or seen it plain in their eyes when they drew near.

I didn't have to be that anymore. I could be something else. I opened my mouth to speak again.

"Don't," she said, pressing a finger to my lips. "I have some words for you, Herr Gerald. I quit!" She burst into laughter, running across the field and spinning, the blanket slipping to her feet as she hugged herself and gazed out over the wheat fields. "I want to run through them!" she said. "I want to…I want to…" She stopped and ran back to me. "Herr Gerald. I want to go to the pier and see the fishes. You take me, bitte?" Tears ran down her cheeks, glowing bright neon in the night like glowbugs.

Her laughter lingered in the night sky as I stepped closer. She looked wild—bare feet in the grass, tears shining, her tail whipping like a banner of victory. No rules, no rooms, no contracts. The freedom was hers alone, and I had given it back to her.

Her hand found my cheek, trembling not with fear but with a joy so sharp it hurt to witness. I didn't think—I kissed her. Soft at first, with the relief of a man setting down a burden carried too long. My chest lifted, my stomach soared, and every shadow in me shrank against the warmth of her body pressed to mine.

My hand reached her lower back and pulled her close.

"We'll go after," I said when I pulled away, lost in her eyes. "Wait," I said, crouching to take the blanket on the ground, then spread it out to make a picnic.

But only one thing was on the menu today.

I took her hand. "My lady," I said, grinning as I walked her onto the square, then we joined again and kissed under the stars.

"What about..." Graceful whispered, her voice drifting in the air as a bat flew past, carried by its wings.

"Once is okay, I've had worse hangovers," I said, never having actually experienced the draining before, but everyone knew it wasn't so bad the first time. That's how they get you.

Just once, then.

Just once, my hand cupped her breast and my heart raced. My skin warmed from the blood flowing through my veins, setting alight with desire.

Just once, her hand slid beneath my groin, not grabbing, only stroking, the tips of her razor-sharp nails grazing between my thighs without ever harming my cock. She teased my balls until they tightened, nerves pulling taut in response. My breath caught, my chest cinched, and when a gentle wind swept past to tickle my ear, my legs nearly buckled.

There's an impossible hardness I found, a swelling that comes when all they touch is your balls. Maybe it's the pressure, the tug on the sack pulling blood down, or maybe it's just the withholding, the teasing, the anticipation. Or just how damn good it felt to be caressed and massaged.

I leaned over her, grasping her forearms for support despite being so much bigger than her.

"You like?" she whispered. "I read you like a book. I know you. I know you deep."

I nodded, fumbling with the frail knots of her maid dress. One strap slipped, and her breast spilled free in a spectacular reveal. I caught it, pulled the fabric back tight, even as my other hand—clumsy while she worked on me—loosened the other. Both breasts dropped, dark maroon nipples bared for me to see and tend.

But first, I lifted her skirts, stripped them away, and she stood naked before me while I remained clothed. My cock strained against my trousers, my sword at my hip suddenly heavy as a ton of steel.

She removed it. It fell to the ground, depressing the picnic blanket at our feet.

"Your two women," Graceful said. "Which one is your favorite?" She unbuttoned my trousers, pulled open the flap, then tore my tunic free. Her eyes went wide at the sight of my bare chest, just as mine did at hers.

Her fingers ran across my chest, ran through the hair. The tactile tenseness tickled me.

We kissed again, naked bodies pressed together. Her tail swished, the arrow tip batting my calves before settling, and a wave of emotion crashed over us both in that connection.

I ran my thumb along the point of her ear, raising gooseflesh that made me smile. Then I brushed a finger over her horn. It looked like flesh, but it was hard like stone.

I stroked her cheek, and she smiled like no one else could, her whole face lit bright for me, unbroken, grinning as if she were the happiest woman in the world.

"This has been the best week of my life," she said. "Even when you go away, I am happy because I know you come back to me."

I was sure she’d stay with me. Why say something like that, only to leave? I dared not ask. I would, after. Right after. Nothing could spoil this moment now.

"Mine too," I said. "Even though I like to complain."

"You love to complain." She grinned, kissing my cheek, her hand on the back of my neck as she went down, pulling me down with her.

Her legs spread, and a sweet, hairless slit glistened in the moonlight. I lingered half fallen, staring at her open for me. Sweat beaded on her skin, gleaming like ruby under the night sky, and I swore I saw the stars reflected on her flesh. A galaxy of fire.

"I will never forget this," she said, cupping my cheek again and pulling me down for a kiss.

We pressed together, and the tip of my cock slid against her folds, pushing up through to her clit.

"Unfg, ancestors below…are you proud of me now? Look what I have caught, what I have ensnared."

"The first demon to ever defeat me," I whispered.

"Hmm?"

I kissed her again, grasping my cock, taming it. It was so hard it hurt, and only one place could soothe it.

I slid in.

Anticipation can only prepare you for so much. A decade of stories, of weak men clutching blankets, eyes sunken, cheeks hollow, yet wearing smiles carved permanent on their faces. It had to have been good. How could a man put himself through that and go back for more, smiling all the while?

Even knowing all that, I couldn't begin to comprehend how good it felt. Nerves lit in my cock I hadn't known existed, every sense alive. Her pussy gripped me in wet suction, singing through me as if my very nerves could hear her angel's song.

They called her kind the devil, yet this was heaven.

"Sir..." she whispered, wrapping her legs around me and pulling me close, gripping me.

Her claw nails dug into my back, the stinging a faint mockery compared to the soothing, healing feel of her soppy, juicy cunt. "My lord..." she whispered.

The first time I'd ever heard her use titles of the common tongue, and this was when she chose to say it?

"Take me to the pier," she whispered. "Hold my hand for all to see."

I couldn't even speak.

"Would be nice, ja?"

"Yes." My voice sounded small in the void, and the moment I spoke, soft walls swelled and closed around it, echoing in my mind like a spiritual cage.

I thrust once, my cock slicked in sticky wet arousal. Scluck filled the air. Gods forbid the neighbor's cart rolled past now. They'd hear us, even if they couldn't see.

I thrust again, my fist pounding against the blanket, feeling the press of grass beneath it.

"Oh, oh… fuuuuuu- scheiße!" Graceful cried, clutching me tight against her nape as if she couldn't bear for me to see her face. If she was feeding from me, then what in the hells was I doing to her? "Scheiße…ja, ja…mein gott…ach, verdammt…ohhh, bitte!" she wailed, the words tumbling out one after another, raw and helpless.

I thrust deep, my balls soaked in her juices, tightening as they pressed against the mouth of her folds. I was a beast in heat, barely able to hold back. My cock twitched inside her, and she answered by clamping tight, swelling around the base. When I pulled back against that grip, it squeezed me for seed before I'd even released.

Her feet locked around me tighter, and she locked eyes with me, speaking every lost word she couldn't say. Though she tried. "I..."

I nodded, agreeing.

"I…" she tried again, her pussy pulsing around me, milking while I lay buried inside. I couldn't even move. She held me close, wrapped around me, comforting me though I was the one above her.

She may have felt kindly toward me, but her pussy was purely demonic, drawing pleasure from me like penance, as if I deserved it for my sins, and she was forcing it on me.

Gods forgive me, if this was my punishment, then I would sin again.

Graceful's palms slid down my back to cup my buttocks, spreading me wide in her grip. It drove me crazy, too much to bear. My eyes widened, and I seized her forearms, pinning them behind her head.

"Oh lords below..." Graceful crooned, shocked at my sudden act of domination.

I caught both her slender wrists in one hand and pulled a thigh back with the other. The opposite leg followed in solidarity, and I drove down into her, pressing hard against her thigh with my grip.

Schulk. Schulk. Schulk.

"Gah!" My slow, deep movements drove her wild. "Ohhh…Scheiße…jaaa…mein gott…verdammt! So this is what it…"

I was holding on by a thread. Pressure built like sap on a stem, ready to spill. Every inch of me begged to release, but some small protest inside wrung out one more thrust.

And one more, slow and gentle, grinding through her cunt and leaving her begging for more.

And more.

Suddenly she gripped the back of my nape and pulled me in, her lips brushing my ear as time froze.

"Now."

The word rumbled through me in a demonic voice that shook my bones. Her pussy pulsed hard, the base clamping like a ring while the rest rippled inward, stroking me, dragging my seed out whether I willed it or not.

"Fuck!" I roared to the sky. Bats burst from the trees, their wings scattering through the night. I saw them reflected in her eyes, framed by moonlight and the stars that bore witness to our joining.

I throbbed inside her, spilling into her depths as her beautiful face vanished from sight. White light crept in from the corners of my vision until I was blinded by it.

The only thing left was her vice-like ring around my cock, and her claws, gouging deep into my back.
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"Ow," I muttered. A small complaint for such deep wounds.

Her claws slid free of my back, and I rolled over beside my sword, the other lady in my life.

The stars swam in my euphoric vision. My back burned against the blanket, and if I lay there long enough, it would probably stick to the gouges. Now that would hurt.

"How do you feel, Herr Gerald?" Graceful dropped beside me, gazing at me with quiet worship as she trailed a leg over mine. I half expected my seed to spill out and slick my thigh, but it never came.

Oh, that's right. She absorbs it.

"Fine," I whispered, though the word was a pitiful understatement. I didn't have the strength to say more.

"Just fine?"

"I'll pen the missive later."

"Why? Just tell me to my face, ja? I'm not going anywhere."

I smiled at that. She kissed my cheek and stroked it while I stayed flat on my back, staring up at the stars.

"Mm, a little more light in your eyes, I see."

"Surprised you only noticed now," I muttered, each word a great effort. "No poetry while I'm recovering, please."

"Understood." She smiled and rested her head on my shoulder, careful not to skewer me with her horns. Her nails, though, less so. That part was on purpose.

"Hopefully, you haven't left a scar," I said.

"I know I am from Dämmerholl, but there are much nicer ways to say this, ja?"

"I wasn't being poetic!" I snapped, my voice echoing into the sky. I swallowed, unsure where the anger came from. It wasn't the cuts—I wasn't angry about those. It had to be something else.

"I must have drained you rather harshly?" she said, kissing my cheek to soften me. "Strange…I do not feel different at all."

"Well, it was pretty good for me."

"I did not mean like that!" She leaned up to face me, her tits drooping, nipples swaying through the air like dancer's ribbons. "I am changed forever! Not just by this, but by…by…by you! You understand?" She prodded my chest. At least this time, she didn't draw blood.

"I understand. It’s the same for me." I took her hand like a suitor on the dancefloor, my thumb brushing the back. "But you need to trim those."

"I can do this, I think. It's the least I can do for you."

Graceful sank back down, straddling a little further over me. My gaze caught her juicy behind, her tail swishing above, its base jutting just over the curve of her crack.

Then I felt a strange gloop on my leg. Frowning, I pushed her off and saw the white, pearled diamonds of my release streaked across my thigh.

"That shouldn't be there. Right?" I said, frowning.

"Why did my cuntmouth not eat it?" She stared at it in horror. "Herr Gerald, is this not normal?" Her lower lip trembled.

"No one would ever accuse you of being normal," I said. "That's a good thing!"

"But I am broken. How will I feed?"

I sat up, wiped the cum off my thigh with the blanket. "Well," I said, "there's a pretty good cook at the pub."
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A few moments later, we strolled the country road toward town. Carts passed by. I gave a simple hello, while Graceful's greeting was bright and airy, her hand waving so wildly she might have taken flight if she'd used both of them.

Still, something puzzled me. "Are you sure you even need to feed?" I asked. "A hundred years without it—surely that means you don't need to?"

She shrugged, rolling up the sleeves of the shirt she'd borrowed from me, then rolling them back down before settling somewhere in between. It hung too big, cinched at the waist with one of my belts so it looked half like a shirt, half like a dress. Either way, it suited her—though I kept reminding her to keep her tail down, or it would flip the hem and show her arse to everyone.

"To speak truth, I have never fed before, would you believe it? In the hells, we do not need to, not for a very, very long time, until we are mature. And even then, it is more an aboveworlder thing, ja?"

"Maybe you just…got used to being here," I said. "Maybe. I don't know. Let's not look a gift horse in the mouth, at least not tonight."

Graceful stretched as she walked a little ahead, peering over the roadside bushes at a cow that had woken and mooed at her. "Hehe, can we ride it?"

"I don't think so. They're more for eating," I said. "Hopefully they have roast beef at the pub today."

"The pier first, please, Herr Gerald."

"The pier first," I replied, smiling at the thought of it.
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Everything about the walk into town felt different with her by my side. I saw its wonder through her eyes, watching her greet the townsfolk exuberantly who were still out for the night. If I didn't drag her away, we'd never make it to the pub. At one point, she even stopped at a window with the lights on, standing outside and waving in that happy way she did.

Now, she stood at the pier, leaning so far over the ledge she was close to falling, her tail raised high for balance. I held her skirt down to protect her modesty, thinking it would make more sense to cut a hole for her tail, or better yet, just get her clothes of her own.

"Some nice dresses," I said, "they'd look good on you."

All Graceful cared to look at were the fish below, the few she could make out through the murky night water.

"And what's over there?" she asked. "Another town?"

Across the bay, far off, a hundred houses climbed the side of a hill. It looked even more exhausting to scale than this one. The whole town glowed orange, its lights sparkling in the distance.

"Maybe we can go there sometime," I said.

"We can go anywhere we want," she hummed.

That was a point. Why stay here, in the land of her imprisonment?

Ah. This is tricky, I thought.

"And then we always have a home to come back to," she said. "Our home. It is our home, Herr Gerald. Because I was joking earlier. You know this?"

Maybe it wasn't tricky after all. She wasn't human; she might see it differently than I did. "Joking?" I asked.

"About quitting! I am your maid, forever and always."

I swallowed the lump in my throat. I had no idea what to say to that. Damn it, why hadn't I prepared for courtship? I didn't know it would be such a…vocal activity. It never was when I watched the other seers. And now I didn't know…

Graceful's lips crashed into mine, shattering my thoughts. "Why are you always looking so serious?" she teased, stroking my temple and gazing at me like I was as fine a view as the one beyond. "Always trying to find the words. You can just kiss me, ja? Kiss me, hold me, that is all I need from you. You can just fuck me silly!"

A few of the teenagers nearby snorted.

"Let's get you inside the pub," I said, unimaginably happy. "Where it's too loud for anyone to hear you."
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Graceful stopped as we reached the pub, staring at it with awe like she had with everything else. Then she drew a deep breath, the smell of food overpowering the salty sea air, and her eyes went to the families eating at the benches outside.

On one table, a whole joint of roast beef sat on a platter, browned and crusted on the outside, pink and tender within, juices pooling at the bottom like rich wine. Beside it lay golden roast potatoes, each with crispy skins that crackled when forked, soft inside as clouds. Pastry puddings towered high and hollow, crisp around the edges and deep-bellied, filled to drowning with thick gravy.

Carrots glistened with honey and butter, sweet and earthy, while parsnips had been roasted until their tips nearly burned, offering a caramel bite in every mouthful. There were fat sausages tucked against the beef, sizzling where they'd soaked up the drippings.

Graceful's lower lip trembled, shaking. "I-i-i-i—" She could hardly form the words, whatever it was she was going to say.

I had to agree. I'd never seen the pub put out a spread that good, and that was saying something.

"I...I…"

"Go on," I encouraged, patting her back.

"I am a terrible cook!"

I burst into laughter, not expecting that. "Well, everyone is compared to this. Come on, let's get you inside."

I took her hand and tried to walk us into the pub. The door stuck, rattling in its frame. It wasn't that late; they couldn't be locking people out. Folks were still eating!

I gave it a shove. The damn thing was jammed. With a great heave, I finally forced it open and fell into the pub.

"Latch be jammed," the innkeeper called from the bar. "Sorry about that, Gerald! Got a feller comin' to sort 'un out."

"No worries," I said, ordering two beers from him at the counter. Then I saw Arnie and all the rest in the usual spot by the fire.

"Alright there, Gerald!" He heaved himself up, gripping my hand. "And who's this lovely lady, then?"

"This is Graceful," I said. "My⁠—"

"I'm his maidwife!" Graceful interrupted.

"His midwife?" Arnie replied, squinting between the two of us. "You be expecting?"

"No, his maidwife!" Graceful corrected. "Maybe this is not the correct word for it. Hmm." She tapped a finger to her lips.

"No, it's exactly the right word," I said, my cheeks burning at whatever horrid term she might choose instead. I turned to Arnie. "You seen Lord Edward and Mr. Filch?" I glanced at the table. Neither of them were there.

"They're over on the other end of the pub, discussing business and all that. Something to do with poor little Sandy's boy, I reckon."

"They came to see you, then?" I asked, my stomach rumbling fiercely. I'd eaten more than enough today, but stepping into this place made the fullness vanish as if by magic.

"I wish I could've stopped 'em," Arnie said guiltily. "I didn't know, I tells you!"

I swallowed and patted his back. "I'll get the tale from them two," I said. "Best leave you be. No need to ruin your evening by making you retell it."

Graceful nodded along, grinning at our conversation, oblivious to the dour tone it had taken.

Right on cue, the innkeeper set the beers down on the counter. I grabbed one and put it in Graceful's hand, taking the other for myself.

"C'mon, Graceful. Let's go find them."

Walking around to the other end brought us to a quieter corner of the pub. The crowd thinned, voices dropping to a steady hum. A few old men lingered over their pints in silence, while a pair leaned close across a game of cards. The fire here was smaller, its glow giving off a gentler warmth than the sweaty blaze of the main room.

Lo and behold, Lord Edward and Mr. Filch sat whispering together. They looked up once, then again. "Ah, just the fellow we needed," Lord Edward said, his smile broadening. "And the maiden we are most overjoyed to see!"

"I am no maiden," Graceful snorted. "Not after twenty minutes ago, ja?"

"Hush now," I said, sliding her into the inner seat so I could half-trap her there, keeping her from darting about at whim. "I just spoke to Arnie." I paused. "Oh, bugger. I forgot to order food."

"I'll go!" Graceful cried, scrambling over me and leaping to the floor. She vanished around the corner before I could protest, though that was just instinct. I could trust her to order us food. Probably.

"Anyway," I said, shaking my head but unable to stop smiling. "What's all this business Arnie was talking about?"

"That's just what we were discussing," Lord Edward said. "The boy, Sandy's lad—they've taken him out of the county. Gods know where. They wouldn't say, only told Arnie they didn't want us tracking them down and putting more evil on their son. They seem to think the town itself is to blame for his affliction, and if they take him away, the demon won't follow."

"And when it does, that'll be quite a day for them…" I said, sipping my beer. "Fingers crossed they march him right back here."

"Fingers crossed," Lord Edward said. "But alas, now is not the time for sorrow; it's the time for celebration!"

We clinked our beers. "Cheers!" And drank a hearty gulp.

"Funny how it all worked out," Lord Edward said. "You spent how long of your life killing them? A thousand, wasn't it? Now you've adopted one and you're about to take on another!"

A chill of horror gripped my heart at those words. "Yeah…best keep quiet about that," I muttered. "I haven't told her yet."

"Is no need, ja?"

I glanced back toward the counter in horror. She stood there—confused, terrified—and then I saw it: her gaze darting across the floor, the wash of realization as she pieced it together.

When her eyes lifted to me, they were filled with utter disgust.

"Graceful," I began, rising to my feet, my heartbeat thundering in my ears like a war drum.

"Stay back!" she cried, eyes wide, staring at the sword in horror. "She killed a thousand—Violet, you said?" Her lower lip trembled. "A…hunter of my kind! That is why you were so quick to point the blade at me! To you, it was nothing, nothing at all, to make it one more. Nichts! Insignificant!"

She ran to the door. I got up to chase her, no thoughts in my mind but that I had to stop her.

"Scheiße!" she spat, yanking at the door.

"Graceful…" I began. "It wasn't…" I couldn't even say it wasn't like that, because it was. "They weren't good demons," I said, wincing at how it must sound to her. "They were…harmful to humans."

"As would I be!" she cried, yanking the door and making a scene. "You killed a hundred of my kind and kept it from me—bedding me while their blood was still on your sword! Your…your true love, Violet! You should have been honest!"

The chatter in the pub had died down as they watched us. This scene would fuel rumors for a week, but I didn't care. All that mattered was making her understand.

Then she gasped, frozen for a moment in another horrible realization.

"That is why you spoke with such glee of killing the goblins. The darkness—I chose to ignore it all this time. You are…you are the evil!" She spun back to the door. "Verdammt!" Graceful cursed, planting both feet against the wall—though one braced against the door itself—pushing with all her weight as she tried to force it open to no avail. "Barkeep!" she yelled, still clinging horizontally to the wall and door. "Where is the second exit?"

"Out the back," he said, looking more confused than alarmed. "Just that way." He frowned at me. I thought he meant to help, to calm things down, as he pointed toward the door near where Arnie and the rest sat.

In a flash, Graceful dropped from the wall and slipped through the side door. It swung wide, a gust dragging kitchen smoke into the pub. I lunged after her, shoving it open again before it could slam shut.

I found her there, fixated on the kitchen beyond my sight. She stood frozen, wide-eyed, then turned to me.

"Graceful," I began. "It's not what you think."

She didn't answer at first, her brows drawn tight in shock. Her demeanor had shifted entirely.

I took another step forward.

"Gerald…" she said at last, her whole demeanor shifting again, brightening now. "We could save them?"

"What are you talking about?" Confusion rocked my mind.

I walked forward around the corner and into the kitchen.

The air was thick with smoke and steam, the hearth's heat prickling my skin. Kettles hung over open flames, spits of meat turned lazily, and chopping blocks held roots and loaves, ready to be prepared. Cooks shouted over one another, knives clattered, and the smell of grease, onions, and ash clung to every beam.

And in the middle of it all, weaving fussily between the much taller cooks and cooks assistants, was a petite blue-skinned demon in a cook’s uniform—a tall white hat, white apron and a very short white skirt. She had bare feet, as demons seemed to prefer.

She barely came up to the men’s waists, stubby horns jutting from her head, her compact frame brimming with energy as she bustled about, oblivious to our stares.

Now I was sure I bore the same expression as Graceful: pure disbelief.

"Can we help you?" one of the assistants asked.

The blue demon hissed to herself. "Merde, the kitchen is closed to patrons, oui?" She turned to face us and dropped her metal spoon. Clang! It clattered to the floor. "Putain de merde, another demon in Penmor! I can't believe it."

Graceful turned back to me, grinning wildly, everything she'd said before swept aside by the rush of this new development. "It is our purpose, Herr Gerald," she said, clutching my hand. Hers trembled until I steadied it in mine. "We can save them…"

But she might not need it, I thought, not daring to say it lest it make Graceful angry at me again.

The petite blue demon stepped forward, tugging off her oversized chef's hat. Underneath, a braid slipped loose, trailing neatly across her forehead, glittering with stars of sweat.

"You can save me?" The demon cocked her head, clutching the arms of the much taller demon, staring up at her as though at a goddess ready to grant sanctuary. "You can save me from the clutches of this old bastard?"

"He is molesting you?" Graceful asked.

"Oui!" She nodded.

I gasped in horror, the thought of that wrinkled old git grunting over the sweet little demon turning my stomach.

"This terrible Viridian food I am forced to cook is a rape upon my soul, mon dieu!"

Oh.

The blue demon snapped her fingers and, in a blink, perched high on the ceiling, legs swinging idly. None of the cooks or their helpers even glanced her way.

So, she was an imp. That explained it. Thankfully unmolested, as Graceful would put it. Nobody could ever get their hands on an imp. This made them damned hard to kill.

"They do not notice this?" Graceful asked, gesturing toward the cooks who carried on as though nothing had happened.

"They don't notice it," the imp huffed.

I pictured her poofing in and out of places, trying to draw their attention, sticking her tongue out, even mooning them, but to no avail.

Demon law surely is indistinguishable from magic to those who haven't read the contract.

The demon bounced back and forth on her bare feet. What is it with demons and their aversion to shoes? "So. You can save me, oui?" she asked.

"I can't, meine frau," Graceful said. "But he can."

The demon turned to me. With a flash, she disappeared, only to reappear right in front of me, startling me.

"So you are actually bound here by contract, then?" I asked.

She nodded, offering a hand. "My name is Lulette, monsieur. And you?"

"Gerald," I said. "And now it's even more complicated. Let's talk about it, then, as long as you plate us up some food first."

I reached to shake her hand, but she vanished in a blink and reappeared deeper in the kitchen, hands on her hips, scolding an assistant over a smoking pan.

To Be Continued.
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