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 Chapter 1: Curse - Shtulls 
 
      
 
    "So, I accidentally killed them and that's when it all began." 
 
    Chatter... Chitter.... “WHAAA!!!" 
 
    This is me, Shtulls Sendarl, a person formerly recognized as a national hero and the person I'm speaking to now...is a skeleton. 
 
    "Then, after I mooned the queen in the medal ceremony, I lost all my titles, my land and my wife left me. Good thing we never had any children, despite trying." 
 
    "WHAA!” ...Chatter... 
 
    I see, you really get me, don't you Bones! 
 
    "It was because of a curse. One so rare and deemed so unimportant that no one can remove it. So now I'm forced to do whatever I deem to be the worst thing I can think of at certain moments. Basically, whenever I'm tense, nervous, scared or sometimes just for the hell of it." 
 
    "AWAA!" 
 
    "Ah, yeah I do get a warning, a shiver and a cold feeling. Then, bam, something like this happens and I'm suddenly forced to tell my life story to an animated skeleton in the middle of battle." 
 
    Chitter... 
 
    "And you know the sad part? You're the first person I've been able to talk to like this. Is the curse showing me mer—" 
 
    A javelin of light pierced through the skeleton warrior's body, reducing it to ashes. 
 
    "BOOONES!!!" 
 
    I fell to my knees and grabbed his ashes but no matter how hard I squeezed, they slipped away. 
 
    "Are you okay Mister? You seemed to be having a tough time with that skelly." 
 
    A holy knight stood in front of me wearing thick armor. Their helm covered most of their face but I could still see a cheerful grin. 
 
    "I...I..." 
 
    I felt a cold shiver run up my spine and I knew the curse was activating again. 
 
    Wiping the tears from my eyes, I stood proudly. "I wanna see them boobehs!" 
 
    "Wha—" 
 
    "Them armor hogs, that breast plate special, girl. Whip'em out and let's have a gander." 
 
    The holy knight laughed. "I'm a boy, so I'd like to see some too!" 
 
    The chill intensified as I struggled to fight it. No...nonono, NO! 
 
    "Then," I spoke through the tears. "Show me that clapper, bro. Make that codpiece ring!" 
 
    "You're weird," he laughed, "but who cares, yell if you're having trouble again. I gotta catch up with my party." 
 
    With that, he waved and vanished down the tunnel, leaving me to sob by my re-dead friend. 
 
    I'd mostly been living in dungeons because I was terrified of interactions just like that one. Also, all my money was gone, and I'm technically exiled from any major cities. ...And excommunicated by the church. ...And, well, luckily the adventurer's guild doesn't seem to mind it. 
 
    They just think I'm drunk all the time and I would be, but I don't have any money because I can't enter any big cities to sell my loot and I can't go too deep into a dungeon because the church won't heal or resurrect me. And lastly, I can't kill myself, trust me, plenty of people have asked me to, or demanded it rather, but the curse won't allow me to.  
 
    I picked up my sword and buckler and after finishing off a couple more skeletons, headed down to the next level. 
 
    “This is an undead dungeon, usually people avoid them due to the gross out factor but it's a god-send to holy warriors…” Dammit I'm talking to myself now... 
 
    I might not be a holy warrior but with all these clerics and such around, my chances of dying are lower here. 
 
    Just like that holy knight earlier, I usually see two or three of them run by on each floor. I know, it sounds cowardly of me especially because I was a hero. But I never had any super special skills or anything. I just fought hard, and frequently. 
 
    "Yo Mister, we meet again!" 
 
    Oh, it's that holy knight from earlier. Not again! 
 
    "I'm hard, frequently!"  
 
    Killmekillmekillme... 
 
    "HAHA! You're great! I think my party stood me up. You want to do this floor together?" 
 
    "Yeah," I said in a voice so creepy that it gave me chills. "Let's have a party and do it together..." 
 
    Why!? Why am I licking my lips? 
 
    "Alright! High five!" 
 
    I slapped him in the forehead. 
 
    "Good thing you're not an archer. Well, looks like we're both frontline types, huh. Umm, okay! I'll be your backup today, I need to work on my holy arts anyway." 
 
    The chill faded. 
 
    "Oh thank god." 
 
    "Yeah!" 
 
    Right, he's a holy type and...the hell? Why's he changing equipment right now? And, those are definitely the boobs I requested to see earlier. 
 
    "Y-you said you were a man!?" 
 
    "Are you disappointed?" 
 
    The chill came back but it was weak enough that I could fight it this time. 
 
    "Yes, I mean no. Wait... Yes, because now I feel bad for harassing you, and no, because—" 
 
    "I have five brothers, so I'm used to it, but can you turn around for a sec." 
 
    "Sorry," I said, turning my back. "So why did you tell me you were a man?" 
 
    "Common sense, I didn't get your sense of humor yet. But you don't seem that bad." 
 
    The guy, who just hours ago aggressively asked to see her breasts, then her fictitious dong, then slapped her in the forehead isn't bad. And she trusts me enough to change her equipment while alone in a dungeon... 
 
    "How are you even alive?" I asked. 
 
    I wasn't trying to be mean, at this point I was genuinely concerned and somewhat mystified. 
 
    "Hehe, I'm strong you know! There, changed. Phew, that feels better!" 
 
    I turned around to see her wearing a Cleric's robes and wielding a turibulum in one hand and a flanged mace in the other. 
 
    "A spellcasting cleric!?" 
 
    A turibulum was usually used by Clerics to cast rituals and recharge their mana through chanting. The mace was not just for hitting things, but also served as a scepter for casting offensive spells. 
 
    Usually instead of a mace, a Cleric would have a Talisman or a holy book for healing miracles. Just how versatile is this girl? No, rather, how is this possible? She was wearing heavy Holy Armor earlier. 
 
    "I told ya, I'm strong!" She made a grrr noise and flexed. 
 
    I couldn't help but laugh. "Ah, it's been so long since I could laugh..." 
 
    "Meanie!" 
 
    The second floor was filled with, you guessed it, zombies. They're generally a little tougher than skeletons, but they're not that bad. Even solo, I usually get to the fifth floor, before I set up camp in the safe area. 
 
    Safe areas have holy fonts or healing springs, and drinking their waters heals you. Of course, the water loses its effects after you get a certain distance from the spring, so you can't just bottle it and take it with you, well you can, but it's just water. 
 
    The holy fonts also have a repulsing effect on monsters, so the area around them is considered safe. 
 
    Fun fact, it also cures hunger! I can't even remember the last time I ate anymore... I just go up and down the first five floors of this damn dungeon, day and day again. Actually, is it daytime? 
 
    "Mister, are you okay? You seem to be crying..." 
 
    "Nope, it's sweat, my eyes just got hot." 
 
    She laughed again while nonchalantly blasting another zombie to oblivion. 
 
    We made it to the fifth floor in record time. I say we, but why am I even here? She's basically killing the monsters as soon as they appear and I'm just kinda standing there apparently crying periodically. 
 
    "Hey, Mist—" 
 
    "Call me Shtulls." 
 
    "Then," She smiled as she spoke. "Call me Alaindre, or Lain for short." 
 
    "Ah, the safe area, let's take a break." 
 
    I rummaged through my tent. I had an item storage, but since I live here now, I basically just leave my campsite up. I pulled out a couple of pillows to sit on and started a fire. 
 
    In addition to the normal grossness associated with undead dungeon's monsters, there's also a certain dampness, and a smell. I may have gotten used to the smell but the dampness makes me feel slimy. 
 
    I made us a sumptuous banquet of...water from the font. It cures hunger, so... 
 
    Lain put away her equipment and sat with me by the fire. "Was that your tent?" 
 
    "No, I just casually steal things." 
 
    "Stealing Is bad!" She said, pouting. 
 
    "That was a..." The chill... I'm about to be forced to say or do something horrible again... "An absolute truth! I love Stealing! Let me destroy this dude's tent! HAHAR!!" 
 
    "Oh, wait, isn't that your name on it?" She said as I tossed my own tent into the fire. 
 
    "No..." I sniffled. 
 
    She laughed again. "You're so funny!" 
 
    A man destroying his only home is, funny? 
 
    "I have to tell you something." 
 
    She crossed her legs and leaned in, listening seriously. 
 
    I wanted to tell her about my curse, but the curse seemed to be strongest when I tried to talk about it. It fed on my mana and stamina, so as time went on it got weaker but I just drank healing water. 
 
    I need to find a way to tell her that I'm cursed without actually telling her. 
 
    I considered my words carefully and cleared my throat. "Boobies! Yay!" 
 
    We both blinked at each other, and I began to sweat from my eyes again. 
 
    She laughed so hard that she slapped my back, knocking me through the fire and across the room. 
 
    Then she panicked and doused me with healing water. 
 
    We sat back down, and I opted to be mute. If I didn't say anything, and I didn't look at anyone, the curse was easier to control. 
 
    "Hey," She said. "Do you hate me?" 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    "It's just that everyone calls me a kill-stealer. They're mad because they think I'm a showoff." 
 
    I shook my head again. 
 
    "I'm sorry, about today. You're a really funny guy, and I hurt you. Is that why you're so quiet now?" 
 
    Struggling with everything I had, I turned to her slowly and... Thought out my words. 'I know it's hard to be strong but they're just jealous. That strength you have, can save many people!' 
 
    "I know I'm hard, my schlong is strong. You might be jealous, but I'll give it to many people!" 
 
    Her sad expression faded as if it were never there as she cracked up laughing. "Shtulls, let's form a party!" 
 
    'You mean it? It'll be hard working with me.' "You want it hard, huh? Then work it like you mean it." 
 
    "Deal!" She said, grabbing my hand. "We'll be the—" 
 
    "S-Executioners!" 
 
    "Fine! That's a good name!" 
 
    I tossed the rest of my stuff into Item storage and we continued down to the next floor. 
 
    "Shtulls? Are you cryi—" 
 
    "I'm jizzing from my eyes!" 
 
    Dammit! When will this stop? I just want to have a normal conversation with someone. The last time that happened was with Bones. I'll miss that guy, he was such a good listener. Even though he did try to kill me, he still replied in his own way. 
 
    We made it down to level 7, ghoul territory. Ghouls were like zombies, but they could regenerate. They also had a habit of burying themselves to create ambushes so you needed to walk slowly and carefully on this floor. There was also a rumored mini-boss, but few ever lived to tell of it. 
 
    We heard voices up ahead and I instinctually ducked into a side tunnel to avoid them. I'd been avoiding people all this time, so it just happened naturally. 
 
    "What're we doing?" Lain whispered. 
 
    I just pulled her in beside me. I knew better than to try to speak while the curse was still at full power. 
 
    "That holy bitch!" A snide woman said. "I'm glad we ditched her. Fucking kill-stealer, that's why she's so strong, she never let's anyone one else kill the mobs. She must have a huge Spirit Level to get stats like that." 
 
    Hmm, holy, kill-stealer. I looked at Lain who leaned against the wall, staring vacantly. 
 
    She had a point. The one who did the most damage always got the lion share of the monster's spirit. The rest of the party only got the remnants. 
 
    I myself didn't care much. I was way over-leveled for this place, but your spirit level isn't necessarily your strength. Your body has to be strong enough to accept it otherwise you'll tear yourself apart. That's why I trained so hard. I sacrificed my childhood, my early twenties and gave my all, just so that I could... Moon the queen... 
 
    "Oh, don't you worry, honey." A man with a smooth voice spoke. "In just this one day, I've obtained two more Spirit Levels. You're preaching to the converted." 
 
    "Hey!" A gruff man said. "Maybe we should kill her." 
 
    "What!?" The other two said. 
 
    "It wouldn't take much, would it? She trusts us, so we'll just attack her from behind, then her Spirit Levels will be ours!" 
 
    "Indeed," The smooth man replied. "Mmm, just a dagger in her back, you hit her with your axe and poof. No one cares if someone dies in a dungeon." 
 
    "Hahaha! We'll get that bitch!" The snide woman said. "Let's invite her again tomorrow. Then, we'll show her who's the best!" 
 
    I felt Lain's hand trembling on my spauldren, moments before she crumpled it like paper. 
 
    When I turned back to see her. I'd expected anger, but her face was stained in despair. 
 
    "Isn't it better, if I died?" She said, trying to smile. "Then, they could be stronger, right?" 
 
    I ripped off my armor that she'd accidentally destroyed and stood in the path behind them. "You lookin' for the D, cause I got enough for each of ya's." 
 
    Yep, not what I was wanting to say, but good enough. 
 
    "Heh!? Who's this freak behind us?" The snide woman said. 
 
    "Oh my, even if you are older, I think I could use a taste." Said the smooth man. 
 
    "I'll chop it right off!" 
 
    Brandishing my sword and buckler I activated my limit release. It was a forbidden skill, but screw it. The worst that could happen is that I'd die. 
 
    "Bring it big man, I'll make that ass feel like pussy!" 
 
    Though I died inside, I was still able to stand tall. 
 
    Lain tried to pull me back, but I shoved her away. Mental strength, yeah, I got that. That's the one thing this curse has done for me. 
 
    "You just sit there and watch as I fuck each and every one of them!" I said as I cringed inside. 
 
    But, she smiled. Ah, I'm jizzing from the eyes again... 
 
    The gruff man jumped, his axe above his head. 
 
    I activated Counter. A basic skill, for anyone who's studied martial arts. It locks you in place and gives you the rooted status but it negates physical damage and delivers a 150% payback. 
 
    He was knocked out by his own move. 
 
    "By the holy fires I invoke you. Fireball!" 
 
    The curse consumes my mana and prevents me from chanting. So I couldn't counter her spell. But, fireballs are slow, they lack homing and any experienced adventurer would know, you don't waste an AoE on a single target. 
 
    I tossed a rock at it and it detonated. Using that as a diversion I slid under it and between the snide woman's legs. 
 
    "That pussy's mine!" I fought the cringe enough that I was able to knock her out with my buckler.  
 
    "What about me, huh?" The smooth man said, right before I dropped my pants. 
 
    Damn you curse! 
 
    While he was distracted I tossed my buckler as a ploy and leaped to deliver the final blow, but my buckler hit him square in the chin and he too was KOed. 
 
    Lain came out from the tunnel and smiled at me. 
 
    I knew that she wasn't a person that needed defending, but I also knew that she had her own weaknesses. 
 
    Ghouls sprung up around me and before I could react they were all vaporized. 
 
    She wiped her eyes. "I guess I'm jizzing now too." 
 
    In a moment of extreme cringe, the curse moved me. I grabbed her around the small of her back and pulled her close. "Then let's jizz together!" 
 
    I kissed her, and felt my mana drain. What was this? This trait? Is she a succubus? 
 
    I broke off the kiss, but she pulled me back in, her eyes hazy. Ah, that explains it. The reason she's so powerful. She's a demon-kin. But it's impossible, there's no such thing as a holy demon-kin, just what... 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2: An Ally - Shtulls 
 
      
 
    I woke up in the safety area of the tenth floor. I don't know why, but I felt a certain calmness. Some soft, indescribable feeling. I was cold so I went to pull the blanket over me, and instead, I heard a soft moan as I lifted Lain on top of me. 
 
    Oh, I see, without all that armor, she's fairly light. That's why... Fuuu- 
 
    "Lain!?" 
 
    She smacked her mouth and nuzzled her face on my chest. My mana was gone, poof, none. But I still felt incredible. It was like I'd finally slept well, after so long. 
 
    I hadn't really looked at her. Mainly because I knew that if I did, I would've said or done something terrible. But right now, my mind is my own. 
 
    She had short silver-blue hair, her body was as tall as mine and she had the muscles to prove that she'd not neglected her training. Pressed against me were two large globes, the softness of which could only be compared to the finest of puddings... I miss food. 
 
    "Lain!" I shook her and noticed the morning man was standing tall, pressed tight against her. 
 
    "Mm, Shtulls?" She said, rubbing her eyes. "Thank goodness!" She hugged me, draining my mana again. 
 
    I realized then, that she must have carried me here, facing three more floors, alone. 
 
    "Thank you," She said, hugging me tight. "No one's ever stood up for me before." 
 
    Of course not, how would they have the opportunity? You're too damn strong! 
 
    I had a slight chill, and because I wasn't expecting it, it slipped through. "Give me some sugar baby!" I said as I kissed her. 
 
    That one small kiss, cut through my already drained mana and deep into my stamina. I fell back, drained again. 
 
    "I'm sorry Lain, but I think I'm going to pass out..." 
 
    When I woke up again, Lain was across from me, tending a fire. She pulled some ingredients from her item storage along with a small pot. 
 
    "Oh, Shtulls, just rest there, I'll make us something to eat." 
 
    Why is she blushing? 
 
    I know there's something strange about her, but I'm a forgotten hero. If she's strange then I'm incomprehensible. Sure, I miss my mana, but thanks to its depletion, I might be able to speak normally. 
 
    "I'm sorry about that earlier. You look like you're years younger than me. but I—" 
 
    "Don't worry about it. It's not like I think you're ugly. But, don't get the wrong idea, I'm not easy! I'm not..." She composed herself. "Thank you, no matter how hard I try, most people reject me. Most guys can't deal with a woman stronger than they are, and...yeah. I'll leave it at that." 
 
    Maybe now, as drained as I am, I can finally tell someone about my curse! 
 
    "I accidentally killed someone. It wasn't like I slaughtered them in cold blood or anything, I just knocked them off a bridge. And even though I dove off after them, they... They!! Showed me their boobies!" Fuuuuuuck!! 
 
    "Well, you've seen mine now, so," She said, blushing. "Did you like them?" 
 
    Yes, yes! They were like brief glances into heaven. For someone who was as alone as I was, having you care about me was perhaps— 
 
    "I give'em a seven outta ten. What else ya got." 
 
    No! Nonono... 
 
    "I'll..." She said, tucking in her robe. "Maybe I'll show you later." 
 
    My interest in her wasn't purely romantic, it was desperation. Only her, only she had accepted me, curse and all. I just wanted someone, anyone, to stay with me, so I wouldn't have to be alone anymore. But watching her as she cooked, I realized something. 
 
    She glanced at me every now and then, it was like she was waiting. 
 
    I decided to try to speak again. "After that, I was no longer able to see boobies! And so, after I helped to defeat the Demonic Emperor, I mooned the queen. Then, I may have french kissed her holiness." 
 
    "H-her Holiness!? Isn't she 200 hundred years old? I mean, I honor and respect her, but she definitely looks her age." 
 
    I rocked back and forth, remembering the feeling. It was like, passing my tongue through layers of roast beef. 
 
    "I did...and I liked it! Damn them old tittehs were swinging like fruits on the vine. I just picked em up and gave'em a kiss." 
 
    Though the curse is weak, it still manages to define my vocabulary. Also, I'm pretty sure her holiness liked it more than I did since she grabbed my ass. Her clergy on the other hand... 
 
    Lain laughed so hard she fell back, forgetting about the fire or whatever it was she was cooking. Instead her laughter echoed off the walls and as she recovered, she smiled at me. "I like you, everyone is always so serious, so I followed suit. But with you, I don't need to hide anything. Not my power, not my emotions. I feel like I could say or do anything with you and it would be fine. I've always wanted someone like you. With you I think I can do my best without holding back! So you too, do your best to stay alive, kay?" 
 
    I ran over to her and helped her up. The curse stopped, the moment I touched her, of course at that same moment, she began draining my mana again. 
 
    "We’re in this together now. So don't you..." And here we go. "Show them tittieh's to anyone but me! I claim them as my own, though they're a seven, their texture is a nine. I ain't gonna give up on an eight outta ten, bitch! Now, if you show me that sweet vagine, then we got ourselves a deal." 
 
    "So, that's what you want. No one's asked me to see it before." 
 
    Of course they wouldn't, no sane person would ever ask that of a— 
 
    She started to raise her robes and I started to sweat. 
 
    "This is more embarrassing than I thought it would be." She said as she began to pant.  
 
    No! What am I making her do? I'm no virgin, but if she feels like she has to show me, in order for me to accept her, then I don't want that! 
 
    I grabbed her robes, my intention was to hold them, so she wouldn't do something she'd regret but I raised them over her head. 
 
    She wasn't wearing any panties and I saw, everything. 
 
    Even if I were a scholar or a monk, I could easily spend a lifetime trying to describe the beauty I witnessed. How could a woman, so strong and capable have a sex this small and cute. The juxtaposition between her sturdy abs and her strong thighs, was blown away by her tiny, adorable— 
 
    I was slapped across the room. 
 
    My thoughts were scrambled as my body hurdled end to end into the far wall. Though my bones crumbled, I still felt thankful. Even my wife, before she left me, never excited me as much. 
 
    The connection I had with Lain was far different then any I'd had before. I wouldn't call it love, but at least on my part it'd become obsession. With just that brief innocent peek, I was done. Even if it killed me, I wanted nothing more than to feel the heat between her thighs as my son drove it's way deep inside her. 
 
    I coughed up blood as my ribs punctured my lungs. I'd felt this before, but now, I felt something even worse, guilt. I was sure I was going to die, but she bit her finger and forced it into my mouth. 
 
    Time passed and I regained my consciousness, again, again. 
 
    Lain looked down at me. "I did it, now I hope you'll forgive me, but... Let me see that dick! You wanna talk big with a twig like that, shit, I'm so tight I'll snapp that thing in half! Bitches be callin' you half dick from now on, fuck!" 
 
    "Wha-what!?" I said, still drained.  
 
    "You heard me! Imma break that dick, so no one else can use it! Them babies are ours, fuck you if you tyin'ta run away. Fool, I got that shit on lock down. You done fucked up, this bitch ain't leavin till you die!" 
 
    Oh... Why am I so happy? Just from her words, I know my curse infected her, but I'm not alone anymore! 
 
    I nodded and held her hands in mine. "Bitch, I love you, this dick'll make you a slave! Imma wreck your shit someday!" 
 
    She nodded as if saying thank you, but what came out was different. "These loins ain't up for grabs! You better be a black belt in dick-fu if you wanna feel heaven." 
 
    I smiled, and held her close. "Girl, I'm the fuckin' dick master! Ain't no one got a dick like mine, I'll show you one on one what I'm dealin' with." 
 
    Lain laughed for a moment then chanted. "Greater Cleansing: Exorcism!" She leaned back in my arms and smiled up at me. "Phew, that was fun. So this is why you talk the way you do?" 
 
    For the first time in a long time, I felt my mana returning as my curse was sated. 
 
    "You really are something, you know that. ...Hey! I just said exactly what I was trying to say! You cured m—" 
 
    "No," She frowned. "It's not cured. I only had it by proxy, but you have it inside you. Still, the dick-master, huh? Do you command them or something?" 
 
    I felt my skin heat up as I blushed. "Shut-up... You violent, insensitive woman." 
 
    She clasped my hand, interweaving her fingers with mine. "Can I tell you something?" 
 
    "Of course." 
 
    "This is so strange for me. I came here today, thinking I'd be losing another party, but instead I gained an old man." 
 
    And here I thought she'd say something deep. I'm not an old man, I'm 35 dammit! I still have like, 20 years or so... Having depressed myself, I remained silent. 
 
    This whole situation was like a dream for me. It'd been so long since I heard another person's voice, and holding a woman, even if it was platonically, was something I thought I'd never get to do again. 
 
    If the price for this privilege is being called an old man, then woo! Call me geezer! 
 
    ...The curse may have influenced me more than I thought. 
 
    "Hey..." She said, her hand trembling slightly. "I'm weird, aren't I?" 
 
    "Have you forgotten who you're talking to? Be as weird as you want, when my curse comes back, I'm sure I'll be worse." 
 
    "Then, I'll tell you a story before bed." 
 
    "As long as I can feel you pressed against me like this, you can say whatever you want." 
 
    Yeah, that's not creepy at all. 
 
    "Then, this might take a while, but for some reason I want to tell you, no! It's more like...something you should know before we go further." 
 
    Her story was far more sad than I'd expected given that she had such a bright personality.   
 
    Her mother was a succubus, which I'd already guessed but the surprise here was that her father was a legendary holy knight! Was, being the operative word. He was in the previous hero's party and after defeating one of the Demonic Emperor's generals he freed a pit of slaves. 
 
    Turns out Lain's mother was posing as one of the slaves, but she didn't carry out her mission to ambush the hero, instead, she fell in love. That simple feeling was taboo to her kind, more so because she was one of the Demonic Emperor's great generals. 
 
    Lain told this part from her father's perspective. He'd found her, and though he was gentle with everyone, healing and clothing them, he just couldn't stop staring at Lain's mother. 
 
    He'd taken her back to his tent, but instead of bedding her, he cooked her a meal, then slept outside so she could rest. He had the protection of the goddess of love, Andritia, which made him immune to charm and other mind control effects. So he was the first man to see Lain's mother as just a normal woman. 
 
    Having been treated, not as a succubus but as a person, she was confused. She didn't understand what was happening. If charm didn't work then why was this man giving her special treatment? He treated her as if she was as delicate as a porcelain flower, and when they were ambushed and all the soldiers fell. Lain's father stood in front of her. 
 
    "I'm not human, I-I'm—" She said.  
 
    "I know, but you looked so sad that I couldn't help myself. This one's come to finish the job you were supposed to do, huh? Well, that's just fine. I'll protect you, and if I die, then promise me you'll run away and live a life of freedom." 
 
    Lain's father won, and her mother healed him with her blood. The same way Lain healed me. Which, looking back, was strange. She definitely has greater healing spells and we’re right by healing font, maybe she just panicked? 
 
    Disregarding that, the way she changed her voice as she told this story is the most adorable thing I've ever heard in my life. Oops, I was lost in my thoughts, where is she now? 
 
    Ah, Lain's father helped to defeat the previous Demonic Emperor, then, the hero, Oblex, did them a final kindness by claiming they died and giving them a portion of his reward so they could retire and start a new life together. 
 
    Lain smiled at this part, as if she were putting herself in their shoes but soon, her smile would fade. 
 
    They bought a parcel of land, not far from this very dungeon and so began their happy married life. Her father Aundre and her mother, now known as Patricia, became normal villagers. At first they didn't have much, but with Patricia pregnant, Aundre focused all his time on learning to grow crops and raise animals. 
 
    In just six years, they'd had six children and their farm was successful enough to support them. 
 
    Then, when Lain was only five, she remembered waking up in a cold sweat as her youngest brother lay screaming in his crib. 
 
    When she went to get her mom, she found her father laying in a pool of blood with one of his arms missing. 
 
    He'd never told her what happened that night but Lain hasn't seen her mother since. And whenever she asked, her father's face turned sour. So she eventually gave up on finding the truth. 
 
    The next five years passed fast as her days were split between helping her father with farmwork and raising her little brothers. Somehow though, she still managed to find time to play with friends, though usually at the cost of harvesting and tending. 
 
    Still, her father never chastised her. Instead, he worked a bit harder and encouraged her to socialize. 
 
    This Aundre guy seems like a real meat of the earth sort of guy. I've never heard of him, even though I have met Oblex, the sage hero. Oblex hated me from day one. Sorry Oblex, I'm not a mage though I did, did, have some impressive spells. Still, Aundre, what a man I'd have given my left arm to have someone that great in my party. Wait, he can’t be... 
 
    Oops, I tuned her out again... 
 
    Long story short, she had a friend, a boy, who was brave and trustworthy. He'd helped teach her to read and write because his father was a scribe. But for some reason, he'd always wanted to be an adventurer. Perhaps it was just due to his rebellious phase, but him and all their friends wanted to be adventurers. 
 
    As Lain got to this next part, she blushed and looked at me apologetically. 
 
    Lain fell in love with him. His name was Hershal, son of Hermwall and he always tried to live life to the fullest. 
 
    Like me, he'd accepted Lain's overwhelming strength and was impressed. It only took them a few more years until hormones took over and they were officially dating. 
 
    From there, for the most part their relationship was pure. Both of them had lost their mothers and the extent of what they knew about dating was limited to holding hands, but Hershal would often need to rest if they did it for too long. A symptom of Lain's race and a warning of things to come. 
 
    But then, after one of Hershal's grand speeches. It was decided that they would finally enter the dungeon. You had to be 16 to become an adventurer unless you were a noble and you had to be an adventurer to enter the dungeon. 
 
    That meant that, if I compared our timelines, they entered the dungeon at the same time I was vanquishing the last Demonic Emperor. 
 
    They were young and naive, so they rushed when they should have pulled back. As a result they lost three friends to this same dungeon that I've been living in. 
 
    After that, the other two went back to their farms, leaving only Hershal and Lain to continue the dream.    
 
    Aundre, after seeing how sad his daughter became, began to teach them his fighting style and the techniques he’d learned in exchange for them helping him with his farmwork. 
 
    Together they reached the twentieth floor and beat the first actual boss of the undead dungeon. These two teens, just D-rank adventurers, had accomplished what full C-rank parties had tried and failed to do before. 
 
    Also I'm, well, I was an S ranked adventurer before becoming a hero. So I know enough to realize just how big of an accomplishment that was. This town's dungeon might be small, but it's still considered to be one of the most unpleasant dungeons in our kingdom. And in such a small town, C was probably the highest rank they had. 
 
    Well, as dating teens, they'd celebrated as one would expect, by renting a room in the local inn and... 
 
    Lain stopped there for a moment. Her whole body shook as she relived her memories. 
 
    To her, it was the worst night of her life since her mother disappeared. It was the night she'd lost her virginity and the night Hershal died in her arms. 
 
    If her mother was still around, then maybe she could have told Lain how to hold back. If her father knew what they were up to then maybe he could've stopped them. But the deed was done, and Lain was left with the aftermath. 
 
    All of Hershal's mana and stamina, along with his lifeforce, Lain absorbed them all. Losing herself to passion, she'd drained him dry. Then there was only sadness left. The memory of the boy she loved, and the guilt that she'd killed him. 
 
    Though Hershal was dead, no one but Lain knew what really happened. 
 
    She took a couple years off and devoted herself to her family. Her father still trained her, and she always thought that somewhere deep inside he knew what she'd done. But he was still the same doting father he'd always been, and in time she inherited Hershal's dream of seeing this dungeon through to its end. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3: Naked - Shtulls 
 
      
 
    "So," She said. "We can't...do, that." 
 
    "Sure we can." 
 
    "Huh?" 
 
    "My mana is more than enough, or, it would be. Even that strict sage hated me for it. But yeah, as I am now, we can't. I know that must have been painful. Going through love and loss but I've been holding you this whole time, haven't I?" I ran my fingers down her arm and felt her goosebumps as her skin prickled. "Here," I showed her my status. 
 
    ————————— 
 
    Shtulls Sendarl (Cursed) 
 
    Race: ??? 
 
    Job: Hero (Pariah) 
 
    Class: Unique 
 
    Strength: 547 +100 (Training Bonus) 
 
    Defense: 403 +100 (Training Bonus) 
 
    Agility: 475 +100 (Flee Bonus) 
 
    Inteligence: 2,072 -2000 (Curse) 
 
    Mana: 1/8308 (Curse) Current Regen +83/sec 
 
    Charisma: 983 -1,000 (Curse) 
 
      
 
    Skills ——————————————- 
 
    Swordsmanship: S 
 
    Shield Handling: S 
 
    Hand to Hand: S 
 
    Parry: S 
 
    Throwing: B 
 
    Mana Manipulation: S *Weakened by Curse 
 
    Mana Regeneration: S *Syphoned by Curse 
 
    Spellcrafting: S *Negated by Curse 
 
    Duel Casting: S *Negated by Curse 
 
    Triple Cast: A *Negated by Curse 
 
    Quadruple Cast: B *Negated by Curse 
 
    Hextuple Cast: C *Negated by Curse 
 
    Weaving: F 
 
    Sewing: F 
 
    Flee: A 
 
    Hide: A 
 
    Begging: C 
 
    Self Pleasuring: S *Enhanced by Curse 
 
    Charm: S *Negated by Curse 
 
    Leadership: S *Negated by Curse 
 
    Weakness to Magic: S *Curse 
 
    Limit Breaker: S (This skill allows a person to unleash the full potential of their muscles, often leading to self mutilation and death.) 
 
      
 
    Spells——————————————- 
 
    Self Immolation: S (Self damage, AoE, DoT, fire damage.) *Blocked by Curse 
 
    Reflect Spell "Backlash": S (200% value, Limit 2/day) *Blocked by Curse 
 
    Reflect Physical "Counter": S (150% value, Limit 2/day)  
 
    Four Elements Mastery: S *Negated by Curse 
 
    Light and Dark Mastery: S *Negated by Curse 
 
    Neutral (Non-Elemental) Mastery: S 
 
    Unique Spell "Consternation": S *Negated by Curse 
 
    All spells below S-rank have been erased by the Cursed status. 
 
      
 
    Blessings————————————- 
 
    Blessing of the Devine Godess of Light: S *Revoked 
 
    Blessing of the God of Darkness: S *Revoked 
 
    Blessing of Anima, The Theocrast of Neutrality: S (Boosts all equipment created through normal means.) 
 
    Lesser Blessing of Salamanzer, God of fire: D 
 
    Greater Blessings of The Four Godesses of The Elements: S *Revoked 
 
    Blessing of The Crone, Watcher of Death: S *New* 
 
      
 
    "Pfew" She whistled. "Then if we cure your curse, we could..." She stopped, her cheeks turning bright red. "I'm sorry, we barely know each other and I've basically unloaded all my baggage on you. We don't have to date, I just thought that...we get along well and you seem to like me. You know, despite everything..." 
 
    "Like?" I hugged her close. "Need, is a better word. But what about you, I'm an old guy with probably twenty years left before I'm gone. I know your sub-race demands you to take a mate and somehow that makes me feel guilty. Am I taking advantage of you?" 
 
    "What's fifteen years? You know, my mother was a hundred twenty years older than my father and I'm not a little girl." She flexed her muscles and moved my hand down her abs. "Even if I wasn't half succubus, how many guys would want a woman like this?" 
 
    "Fucking, all of them, all the time! Did you eat a spotted shroom or something?" 
 
    She laughed sweetly, then spoke in a sombre tone. "None, I'm not a slut, okay! But, with my labido, I... I've tried to date a few times. I never tried to go all the way, because of what happened, but I wanted to..." Her hand squeezed mine tightly, to the point that my fingers popped. "They called me, grizzly woman. They joked behind my back and after a while, I gave up. I decided to dedicate myself to adventuring but, you saw how that turned out... I'm a freak, a monster... I even felt happy when you said those perverted things to me, but now I know it was all your curse." 
 
    "...The real things I was thinking weren't that different. They were more poetic perhaps, but—" I pulled her into my lap and she eeped. "That's no lie. I don't love you, I don't know you, but I'd like to. Maybe it's just because our situations meshed at the right time, but right now, you are the cutest, most amazing person I've ever known. And, if you'd allow it, I'd like us to be a party. Then later if my curse is lifted...you know, we could be more..." 
 
    She smiled and butted her head back against me. "I think I'd like that." 
 
    I shivered. I'd already seen every inch of her body, I'd heard her stories and I knew who she was. 
 
    I wanted to tell her about my life, how I was an orphan, a divorcee. All the details of everything. But as her eyes closed, her body became limp and I decided it was better to let her sleep. 
 
    Today was probably a long stressful day for her. I pulled a blanket out from my item storage and covered us up. Even if we couldn't have sex yet, that didn't mean I'd let her go. In many ways she was just like me. She was isolated, not because she wanted to be, but because of things outside of her control. 
 
    It took several hours of feeling her in my arms, watching her sleep and fighting urges before I too was able to rest. But the sleep I got was pristine, I was finally able to relax and it was thanks to her. Sweet and innocent, yet dirty and strong. She was far more complicated than she let on, but her emotions reached me and I dreamed of her. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4: Lain's Day - Lain 
 
      
 
    I woke up early today like normal and made breakfast for my family. Bacon, eggs and sausage, a luxury only nobles and farmers could have. Then I woke up my father and brothers. 
 
    I share a room with my youngest two brothers. My other three brothers sleep together and my father has his own room. They all yawned and washed their faces in a cold basin of water before visiting the outhouse. 
 
    Five years ago, the Hero Sendarl had made a request before he undertook his quests to defeat the Demonic Emperor. He'd requested that the order of scribes should establish schools in all villages. It aligned with the kingdom's ideals and so, my two younger brothers got an education the older three never got. But our dad and Hershal taught us, so I don't feel deprived. 
 
    As everyone else ate, I milked the cows, and fed the pigs and chickens. Normally I'd also help with planting and harvesting, but I'd made plans for today to get to the tenth floor of the undead dungeon with my party. 
 
    I'd only joined them a month ago, but I could already tell that things were going south. That was nothing new, this party was just the last in a long line of parties I'd been in. That's why I'm good at filling any role. 
 
    Sorcerer, I know all four elements. Healer, I have all the healing spells up to Greater Heal. Tank, with my full armor, and holy heals, I can tank with the best of them. But for some reason, everyone always rejects me. 
 
    Three of my five last parties have tried to kill me for my gear and the Spirit Levels they would gain. 
 
    Because of that, there was human blood on my hands. More secrets that I could never share more deaths, all because I was me. 
 
    Hershal...I'm so sorry... 
 
    Hershal was the first person I'd killed. He was sweet, proud and giving. He was my first love, but I-I... 
 
    "Big Sis!" 
 
    "Oh Alundre... Sorry Big sis was just thinking 'bout stuff. What's wrong?" 
 
    "Can you teach me that move again, the one where you go blam and spin in the air?" 
 
    "Oh, the 'Sure You Can'?" 
 
    "Yeah!!" 
 
    "Okay, you gather your mana in your right fist and left leg then you... Eh!" 
 
    "Wow!!" He said, copying me as best he could, then falling on his face. 
 
    That move was nonsense, it was something Hershal and I had come up with in our childhood. It looked cool, so I'd done it to impress my brothers a few times. 
 
    "Hey! What are you youngun's doing?" Dad said, a mischievous smile on his face. "Alundre, are you sure you don't want yer old dad to show you a thing or two?" 
 
    "Nah, dad's moves are all pew and pa! But big sis is like shwew and shapow!" 
 
    "Oh... So that means you'll be harvesting the eggs today then! Skuttle on, whelp, I'll teach you dad's old pew moves this afternoon." 
 
    "Aw..." 
 
    "No complainin' This is how we live." 
 
    Alundre left, kicking stones as he went. 
 
    "What about you?" Dad asked with a smile. "Are you plungin' the dungeon today?" 
 
    "Yeah... My party and I decided to get to the tenth floor." 
 
    "Ooh, but haven't you done that already? With Hershal..." 
 
    He watched as my tears fell. 
 
    "I'm sorry baby, I didn't mean to bring up the past. I just meant that you shouldn't let them ride your coattails. Adventurers are one step away from mercenaries or assassins. Most of them are motivated by money or fame. Just, don't let them manipulate you." 
 
    "I-I won't, dad..." 
 
    I knew they were using me, but at the same time I was using them. Even solo, I could get to the tenth floor, but that wasn't why I was partying. Perhaps it was just my mother's genes but I needed to be accepted. I craved someone who could look at me and see me as a person.  
 
    When Hershal...died. I was bedridden. I cried until my tears stopped and my sobs turned to vomiting. But my father never left my side. One armed and relentless, he never blamed me for what happened. 
 
    I...killed Hershal. I killed the person I loved the most. But dad still accepted me. 
 
    I'm sure he had the best intentions but we never had the 'talk' until it was too late. If me or my brothers ever mate with someone, we stand a high chance of killing them. 
 
    And so, I'm relegated to touching myself. But no matter how I try, I rarely finish the act. Hershal always comes back in my mind and my feelings of guilt always surpass my feelings of lust but dammit, it's impossible! 
 
    Not just morally, I live in a house with five brothers and a father. I have no privacy. I often dream of a man, he has no face but I'm sure he's older, more experienced. He has a stubbly beard, he's been with many women and he sees me, through my muscles and my strength. He's forward, and so forceful that it's awkward, blinding. He wants what he wants and that's me. 
 
    Before I left, I decided to take a bath. 
 
    I began to rub myself. I raised my fingers, even through the water my juices stick to them, leaving strands as I pull them apart. I closed my eyes and let my fantasies run wild. 
 
    This man, he's rough, muscular and desperate. He wants me so strongly that he throws away his dignity. He asks me to bare myself and looks at me with lewd eyes. 
 
    He holds me like a lover and is immune to my charms. He feels my muscles and grows hard. I moaned, as my hand worked between my thighs. This was my only release, afterall I couldn't even touch a normal man without draining them.  
 
    My fantasy finished as I almost came in the bath. I felt guilty because I knew my brothers would bathe next but here and now was my only time to do something like this. And my father knew that my brothers were worse. 
 
    If I was a half succubus then that meant that they were half incubus. I loved my brothers, but not like that. I'll be damned if I get pregnant due to polluted bath water! 
 
    But still, for some reason, that mental image won't fade. Not the pregnant by my brother's bath splooge one, the one of that perverted, hardened adventurer. 
 
    Right then and there I promised myself, if I ever met a man like that, then I'd tell him everything. And if he accepted me afterward then I'd dedicate myself to him, I'd do what my mother tried to do. I'd be a good wife and mother. Ahh, but it's just a delusion... 
 
    I'm a freak now... I doubt anyone even sees me as a woman. Between farmwork, dungeon delving and training, I've accumulated more muscle than most men. Even with my charisma boost from being a half-succubus... Who could love a body like this, add to that that I'm not a virgin... 
 
    I shook my head. Bad thoughts be gone!! I need to go, my party is waiting or at least I hope they are. 
 
    For this party, I was their tank. They'd given me a meeting place, level two, outside the stairs. It was a pretty common place to meet but with them, it felt a little strange. Before, we'd always go down together from the entrance. 
 
    I donned my holy armor, a gift from my father and entered the dungeon. 
 
    "And after I killed the Demonic Emperor, we all celebrated." I heard as I crouched behind some rocks. 
 
    "Awaaa!" 
 
    "Yes, then in my drunken state from the celebration, I knocked a witch off the bridge..." 
 
    What, the, hell... There's a guy, talking to a skeleton while he casually parries all it's strikes. Also, why does it seem like the skeleton is responding? I mean, I never really tried to speak to one before but are they intelligent? 
 
    What is he saying!? He mooned the queen and something, about a curse... Yeah, this guy might be nuts but I can't stay here forever, I need to get going. 
 
    I used Holy Javelin, and immediately regretted it when the man fell to his knees. 
 
    "BOOONES!!!" 
 
    Ah, so he was crazy. Well, just smile, make sure he's okay and then, hopefully I won't be too late. 
 
    "Are you okay Mister? You seemed to be having a tough time with that skelly." 
 
    He looked up at me, and I noticed his eyes. A light grey, no, silver. He had dark circles and an expression that gave him depth. This was a man who'd suffered. 
 
    He stood, and he was as tall as me, no taller! His face was gaunt, peppered with stubble and even under his leather armor I could tell he was all muscle. A body, forged for comb— 
 
    "I wanna see them boobehs!" he said, wiping ash on his face. 
 
    Oh, right, seeing him made me forget he was crazy for a minute. Even if he is hot, and even if he's seeing me as a woman... I don't do crazy... 
 
    I told him I was a boy, but he kept on. I-I don't even know what to do right now. This is a first... Oh right, my party! 
 
    I told him I had to go and offered to help him again if he needed it, and he definitely needs help but not the kind I'm offering. 
 
    But wow, he was totally my type and even though he was speaking like that, he didn't give me the creeps. Actually, I think I'm a bit turned on... Oh, right, party. 
 
    Some tiny things got in my way and I destroyed them. The first level has a lot of Skellys, and they respawn fairly quickly, so when I was a kid this was the place to train. 
 
    I walked down the stairs and... No one... Just like I thought... Well, at least they didn't try to ambush me. 
 
    I waited there for what seemed like an eternity, just organizing my thoughts and killing the zombies that spawned around me. 
 
    I guess I'll be starting from scratch again tomorrow. More new faces, new people, that'll hear the rumors and come to hate me just like the rest. 
 
    I don't want that! I'm so tired of starting over. I love my family but sometimes it seems like there's no place for me in this world. If Dad heard my thoughts, how would he react? I'm sure he'd be angry but I think I might be nearing the end of my rope. I don't want to die but if— 
 
    Wait... There's someone behind me. Oh, it's the Mister from before! I don't know why, but I'm kinda happy to see him again. 
 
    I greeted him and he made a few jokes. I get it now, he's not crazy, he's just got a weird sense of humor. I think we can get along. 
 
    I examined his equipment. No magic boosters, no staff, no bow. His armor is old and frayed, but his sword and buckler seem to be well maintained. No doubt about it, he's a damage dealer, and that buckler means he expects to take things head on. 
 
    I should switch to a damage/support role. 
 
    And... Maybe, I'll give him a little treat. He seems to like me, and to be honest, I like the thought of him imagining me later. This'll be great fuel for tonight's bath, hopefully this time I can finish for once. 
 
    I'll just change my equipment, slowly. 
 
    I can feel it, he's looking at me... I began to breathe a little heavier. But this might be a little too— 
 
    Our eyes met while my chest was exposed. Oh my god, this is almost as good as sex. I don't even know him, but the way he stares and what he's saying. 
 
    Not good! I can't go any further, I don't want to kill someone that way. I have to hold back, I can never have a lover again. The memory of his eyes on my body will have to do. 
 
    I asked him to look away as I finished dressing. To my surprise, and a bit to my dismay, he behaved like a gentleman. Despite what he was saying. 
 
    The more we talked, the more he made me laugh. It was amazing, I was having fun! He never complained about kill-stealing and I'd often see him looking back to make sure I was okay. Each time he was smiling. 
 
    Is this what it feels like to be appreciated? I'd almost forgotten how good it was to be in a real party. Thank you Mister! 
 
    Is he crying? No, he's smiling? Sweat from the eyes, huh? This guy cracks me up! 
 
    I want to know more about him, more than the jokes. Who is he? 
 
    Shtulls, his name is Shtulls, like the last Hero. And he really doesn't hate me after I killed everything? 
 
    Things turned serious and he leaned in, his eyes focused, his face stern. "Boobies! Yay!" 
 
    I lost it! I only meant to slap him on the back but I knocked him across the room. My joy died in my chest. I'd just hurt the only person who'd made me happy and right after we had such a good time! Dammit! Why!? Why am I like this? 
 
    Goddess, I know it's strange for someone like me to ask you for favors but please, please let this man forgive me! 
 
    I put out the flames and healed him with font water, then we sat together in silence. I wanted to cry. I'd ruined everything, like I always do... He'll never forgive me, and I...we were...having fun... 
 
    I swallowed hard and asked if he hated me. 
 
    He shook his head, but he was still quiet. 
 
    I told him about how people called me a kill-stealer. Of course that was the nicest thing people said about me. 
 
    He shook his head again, as if he didn't care about that. 
 
    I apologized for hurting him, for everything, and he turned to me slowly, his eyes caring and sincere. 
 
    "I know I'm hard, my schlong is strong. You might be jealous, but I'll give it to many people!" 
 
    A joke! Oh my god, he's making a joke right now, after that! I love this guy! 
 
    I need this man in my life, even if we're only friends. Just being around him makes me feel like no matter what I say or do, he can accept it! 
 
    I buried my self-doubt and asked him to form a party with me, officially. 
 
    Oh, S-Executioners... Well, he doesn't even realize how fitting that name is, but I'll embrace it. In a way, facing that tragedy is better than hiding behind it. 
 
    We shook hands, and he didn't seem to notice any sort of drain. 
 
    He put the rest of his stuff into his storage. 
 
    I still can't believe a guy would burn his own tent just to make me smile. He's definitely crazy, but in a good way. Maybe crazy is what I need. 
 
    I noticed him crying again, but he seemed more grateful than anything. Maybe he's like me. 
 
    I asked him if he was crying but apparently he's just jizzing from his eyes! This guy, my ribs hurt! 
 
    I guess that's his way of saying they're happy tears. I've been smiling so much that my face hurts. Also, he has that perfect V shaped torso and his ass, wow... No, it's not okay for me to feel this way but, I think he'd forgive me. 
 
    The next two hours were a blast! Knowing that he was there to back me up, I went all out. I knew that no matter what, he wouldn't hate me. And whenever our eyes met he smiled, somehow, it felt like he was happy. 
 
    Woo! The ghoul floor, maybe this time I can kill the mini-boss. As long as he stays with m— 
 
    He stopped dead, and pulled me down a tunnel. Is-is, he going to...no. Get your head on straight, girl! Even though he's seen your chest, he didn't even blush. This guy's experienced, he's probably just trying to protect me. 
 
    But from what, he's seen me fight, he knows... As I asked him what was happening, I heard some familiar voices. My party... 
 
    As they plotted to kill me, I leaned on Shtulls. People had tried to kill me before, but this was the first time I got to hear everything. You bastards! What did I ever do to you to deserve this much hate...  
 
    Maybe I'm just a fool. I've killed, so maybe it's fine if I die. If they kill me then at least I could give something back. My dad will be sad, but my brother's will be able to take care of the farmwork. 
 
    I guess this is what I deserve. I vaguely remember saying something, but even now, I don't remember what. 
 
    Shtulls looked down at me, his eyes ablaze. He ripped off his armor and even though I tried to stop him, he faced them head-on. 
 
    A three man party, each specialists, each formidable, and he joked the whole time. 
 
    He bated Barquotos, The Savage Axe by sexually harassing him. Threatening to analy violate the grizzled, two handed axe wielder. 
 
    I peaked my head out. I knew I should be helping but I trusted Shtulls. 
 
    The axe maniac was knocked out with a simple counter. 
 
    My father always said that mercy was something only the strong afford, then, how strong is Shtulls? Isn't he afraid they'll come back for him or his family? Does he even have a family? 
 
    Wait, that's a fireball! He-he, countered it... With a rock!? I never even thought about doing that, he really is crazy! 
 
    But the more he fought, the more it donned on me. He wasn't fighting to survive, he wasn't trying to kill them for spirit levels or equipment. He was doing this for me, no, just because he knew they'd made me sad. 
 
    Shtulls... 
 
    He knocked them all out, and stood strong, his pants around his ankles. But I felt an ambush coming, the ghouls that were sleeping underground here had been awakened by the fighting overhead. 
 
    I acted just quick enough to kill them before they reached him.  
 
    This man, this handsome, funny man risked his life. Not even to save me, but just because some assholes made me cry. I don't care if he is pantless, this is the first time someone has cared this much about me in a long time. 
 
    He frowned as he noticed my tears.  
 
    I wiped my eyes. "I guess I'm jizzing now too." 
 
    Then, he grabbed me softly like a man holds a woman and managed to tell another joke before he kissed me. 
 
    Feeling his skin pressed against mine, and knowing he'd dropped his pants... I lost myself for a while. My head grew hazy and the next thing I knew I'd tossed my robes aside and sat, straddling him, bare flesh to bare flesh. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5: Temptation - Lain 
 
      
 
    I looked at my former party, still knocked out. Quickly, I looked down at Shtulls and checked his pulse, he was still alive. 
 
    Thank goodness! 
 
    I fought the urge to lower myself down on him, because I knew that if I did, he wouldn't wake up again. This is the line I had to walk. Shtulls obviously cares about me, he's definitely interested in me and he sees me as a woman. 
 
    But we can't go any farther. If we do, then I'll kill him. But for whatever reason, touching me seems fine, or rather me touching him, it's just kissing and anything beyond that will... 
 
    To lessen my effects on him, I equipped my gloves from storage. 
 
    I imagined what he'd think, seeing me dressed in only gloves and boots hovering above him. 
 
    Oh god, I need a bath! 
 
    I struggled to pull his pants back up to his waist. 
 
    How the hell does he fit this thing into such tight pants? 
 
    I only have my dad, my brothers and Hershal to compare things to, but... Isn't this thing way too big? I mean, if he wanted to, he could suck it himself. He's human right? Right!? Not like, a centaur using shape shifting? 
 
    As turned on as I was, I was even more perplexed. Does he just shove it down his pant leg or does he wrap it around his waist? Wait, he wears a belt so it definitely goes...somewhere... 
 
    As I was debating things it twitched in my hands and startled me. 
 
    Right, it gets smaller after it's relieved... I'll just have to... 
 
    Using both hands I was able to relieve it, then less than a minute later, I relieved myself for the first time. 
 
    Oh, this is so sexy... No! He's passed out, I'm a rapist... I-I...oops. 
 
    He must have been backed up because he shot all the way back to Mina, The Dread Sorceress and the other two as well... Yeah, this'll just be a secret. 
 
    "Mmm, hmmm?" Seethos, our thief said as he licked his lips. 
 
    Yep, definitely a secret... Sorry Shtulls, I J'ed you off to fit your schlong into your pants and accidentally made you spooge on my former party and I while I masterbated and... Is a guiltgasm a thing? 
 
    But still, I am naked here, alone with the handsome man who kissed me. I'm covered in his seed and ghouls could spring up at any time... One more time, just one more time and I'll skip tonight's bath... Yeah...compromise is important! 
 
    After finishing myself again, I re-equipped my robes and headed on. I could've gone back two floors, but I wanted to reach the tenth floor at least and I knew Shtulls wouldn't mind me carrying him. 
 
    We reached the tenth floor without any problems and the second I saw the safety area I dropped my sleeping bag and laid Shtulls down. 
 
    He can touch me, right? Then I'll just remove these thick robes and put on something a bit thinner. 
 
    I nestled myself in close to him and fell asleep feeling the heat from his body. We don't need a fire, I'll keep you warm, Shtulls. 
 
    Sleeping with someone after so long was strange but I trusted him. And there was nothing he could do to me that I wouldn't enjoy. 
 
    Somehow I felt calm, almost giddy as I rested against him. Then I began to remember things. I know I barely know Shtulls, but he can never be my husband. We can't go any farther than this. 
 
    But as I rested my head on his chest and listened to his heartbeat, I stopped caring. Even if this is as far as we can go, even if we never have children. 
 
    Actually, what if I just spread things open and he, just with his hands... Wait, my dad and my mom had us! It has to be possible right, and I'm half as draining as my mom. So for now, I'll be happy as long as I can feel him next to me. 
 
    I ran my hand along his chiseled jaw and down his chest as I looked up at him. Suddenly the man I'd always fantasized about had a face. 
 
    I slowly placed my hand between my thighs and the fact I was doing this with him beside me made it go faster. 
 
    I almost came when he put his arm around me in his sleep. 
 
    "Mmm, Lain... Are you cooking fish? You look good in that apron..." 
 
    Normally I would be offended, but that means he's dreaming about me, he smells me, and he's thinking about me as a woman, cooking something for him. Even though he saw me killing things left and right. I forced my fingers into his mouth and his tongue licked them gently. 
 
    "L-Lain... You taste so good... I..." He grabbed my hand. "Will you marry me?" 
 
    I stopped, everything stopped. I squeezed my thighs together and suddenly I didn't want to finish what I'd started. I swallowed hard, and I felt my lips begin to quiver as I ugly cried. 
 
    Thank god, he isn't awake to see this! Now that I know how he feels, he needs to know what he's getting into. Before we go any farther, I need to tell him everything. 
 
    I've felt love before, and I know it's not that, not yet, not until we both know what we'll be facing. 
 
    I kissed him, I know it might hurt him, but at the same time, I wanted that much at least. Please Shtulls, forgive me, but I need it, just so I can sleep. So I don't do anything else to you, and so you can wake up again. 
 
    "Lain..." His hand ran through my hair and he pulled my face to his chest. 
 
    This is wrong! I'm...falling— 
 
    I tried to pull away, but he began stroking my hair. My father was like this too, an active sleeper. It was the sign of someone who'd lived through terrible times. They're never able to sleep fully. So they clasp onto things, the things they... I teared up again. 
 
    The things they find most dear to them. 
 
    I barely know him, so why... "Is it okay, Shtulls? I know you're asleep but is it okay to let you pamper me? To trust you?" 
 
    "Mmm, Lain... Those tittehs tho..." 
 
    Even in this situation, he makes me laugh. I checked his pulse again and not only was it strong, his pants told me he still had vitality to spare. 
 
    "Shtulls?" I whispered. "Is it okay if I get a little attached?" 
 
    "Ech!" He snorted. "Hmm, get the rope, I'll make the jello... Do you have the greased iguana?" 
 
    "I'll take that as a yes." 
 
    I threw my leg over his waist and listened to his soft breaths as I fell into a happy slumber. 
 
    The next thing I knew, strong hands raised me up as Shtulls pulled me on top of him as if I were weightless. 
 
    I was having a beautiful dream, Shtulls was holding me and we were... 
 
    "Lain!?" 
 
    He called my name and I rocked my hips, feeling his strong chest beneath me. He shook me, grinding his hard, self, against my loins.  
 
    I opened my eyes and saw him staring back, as if looking into me. 
 
    It wasn't a dream! I'm in his arms, his... Is pressed right where it should be... No! I rubbed my eyes. I should be happy he's okay, he doesn't even know about all the other stuff that happened. 
 
    Am I a molester now? A brief image of me, nude in a cloak flashed through my mind as I flashed unsuspecting villagers. 
 
    I thanked him for standing up for me and... 
 
    He kissed me! 
 
    Even knowing what it would do to him, he still kissed me... Maybe I will wear that cloak/nude combo, but only for him. 
 
    Oh... He fell asleep again. Well, he did dream of me in an apron, so maybe I'll make him some breakfast. I do it everyday for my family, right? This is no different... I want him...I want him so damn bad! I reached over, my mind going hazy for a moment but I stopped myself. 
 
    "One of the dangers," I remember my father telling me after the Hershal incident. "Is that when you're attracted to someone, you might act on instinct. Succubi aren't really demons per se. They're just branded that way because of what they do, to men." I remembered him rubbing my head and drying my tears. "They're closer to angels, if they weren't, then how could me and your mother make all of you. A human and a demon can't make children. When they try, monsters are born. Do you understand, you're not a monster and, if Hershal had been stronger then... Don't blame yourself, honey. I should've realized sooner, but to me, you're still just a little girl." 
 
    But right now, to Shtulls I'm definitely not a little girl. I'm twenty years old, dammit, memory of my dad from five years ago! 
 
    I-I...better make breakfast so I don't have to think about this anymore. 
 
    But... I looked over, at the obvious lump in his pants. I was distracted by fantasies as I stared into the fire. Somehow even in that state I managed to put a pot of water on to boil. 
 
    I imagined what it would be like to take him inside me, to fit that massive thing into me. I wondered if it was possible, how it would feel. I slowly began to reach down, under my sheer robes as he sat up on his elbows. 
 
    I rushed to pull my robe back down and hoped that he didn't notice where my hand had been. "Oh, Shtulls, just rest there, I'll make us something to eat." I said, as I felt my face heated up. 
 
    He blushed, which was strange considering he didn't do that even when he'd seen my chest earlier. He apologized about our age difference. Why!? Considering what I'd done to him in his sleep, I should be the one apologizing. And what difference does age make, if anything, to someone like me, I needed an experienced person. 
 
    I wanted to cheer him up, but what came out were my own fears. I told him I wasn't easy, and talked about men rejecting me. Stupid, stupid, stupid! This isn't how I wanted things to go. I'm so damn insecure... 
 
    He talked about killing someone who showed him their boobs? 
 
    Yay, he's unaffected by my lack of self confidence! So then, maybe if I push a little more, he'll tell me something good. "Well, you've seen mine now, so, did you like them?" 
 
    His eyes lit up and I saw that bulge in his pants twitch.  
 
    He turned away, with a slight blush.  
 
    Seven out of ten he says! Wow, honestly that's not bad. I know it's strange for me to react this way, but I'd graded them a five myself. Having glanced at Scelera’s, one of the sorceresses I'd worked with before. 
 
    It's true Mom left me with mamery to spare, but unlike other girls, mine got smaller as I got older. Probably because I'd developed pecs... But I was still confident in the shape! And... 
 
    What the hell am I thinking!? 
 
    "What else you got?" He says. 
 
    H-he wants to see more... I guess I could show him, after all I've already seen what he has. It's only fair, right? 
 
    I started to raise my robe but I knew that if I did, I'd tackle him. So I lowered it again, my heart beating out of my chest. I offered to show him later after I'd calmed down a little. 
 
    For now, breakfast... Dumteedum.. I'll just cook, but the way he's looking at me, I want to show him. If he asks again, I won't be held responsible for what I do to him... Nope, just focus on cooking, calm down Lain, calm down. You can do this, you can be, normal! 
 
    To break the awkward mood he told a joke about kissing her holiness. A woman who every holy knight looked up to. Of course, with her natural regeneration she'd lived to be in her two-hundreds and these days she looked like a rotten gourd. But he claimed to have kissed her and, yeah, I lost it again. Damn, this guy is great! No one's ever made me laugh this much, my face, god my cheeks ache from smiling so much! 
 
    I fell over, how can he say that with a straight face? I don't even care about cooking anymore, this... Oh! Can someone die of laughter? 
 
    He helped me up, and feeling his touch again, I confessed but I held back. As if to defeat myself I ended it by telling him to stay alive... 
 
    To my surprise, he made a confession of his own. It was hard to tell how much of it was a joke, but I got the message. He claimed my chest, and told me to never show it to anyone else then, he asked to see more. 
 
    I'd only been fantasizing before, but to think that he really did want to see it. My most private place... I gathered my robes as his eyes traced down my body. I felt so vulnerable, so visible, so good! This was a dungeon, anyone could see us; could walk in on what we were doing. 
 
    I felt myself losing control again as I slowly began to raise my robes. Impatient, he snatched them from my hands and bared my body for all to see. 
 
    I knew then that if he didn't get away from me, I'd lose control. So in my frantic mental state, I shoved him. 
 
    As I watched him tumble, his body breaking. I was reminded that it's not just my lust that kills people. 
 
    I heard my fathers words once more. "There's a special act, unique to greater species. The blood pact. It's not to be used lightly, but if you ever think you've hurt someone that you want to save, then use it! But be warned, it ties your minds and souls together forever and... Actually, you have Greater Heal now, don't you? Well then, never mind, just use that instead." 
 
    I've got to use the blood pact! 
 
    My father's voice came back into my mind. "No you don't, just use greater heal!" 
 
    Right, only the blood pact can save him! 
 
    "No! Just use—" 
 
    I bit my finger and forced it into his mouth. Even as banged up as he was, he still managed a smile as if saying it's okay. 
 
    Though he passed out again, I watched as his body straightened itself out. Then I felt something enter my mind. 
 
    I laid his head on my lap and gently stroked his black and white hair. I wonder if it's natural or if he's been through something. 
 
    When he woke up, I learned the truth. 
 
    The things we said to each other shocked and excited me but beneath them, I could feel their true meaning. We felt the same way about each other. At one point, through all the nonsense, did he say he loved me? 
 
    I used greater exorcism, and I was free to speak normally again. But, instead of disappearing, whatever that thing was just slinked back into Shtulls. 
 
    Somehow, we'd gotten turned around during our foolishness and I was sideways in his lap, my hands in his. 
 
    Is this...are we, cuddling? 
 
    He asked if I'd cured his curse, but I knew I hadn't. My heart sank, I was worried that after everything, he really didn't like me, that everything he'd said was a lie because of his curse. 
 
    But I knew it wasn't, we were linked now, for better or worse and I felt safe with him. 
 
    he joked again, and I noticed how big his hands were. I put my fingers between his and enjoyed the feeling of intimacy we had. But I worried that it wouldn't last, now that I knew him, he needed to know me. 
 
    I bared it all. I thought I was prepared for rejection, but the thought of losing Shtulls made me tremble. Today had been perfect, well mostly and I didn't want to let him go. 
 
    I asked if I was weird but he laughed it off. Yeah, I guess he is weirder than me, this dick-master. 
 
    Telling him who and what I was, was the hardest thing I've had to do. But he just held me and listened. Even when I told him about Hershal, he just held me tighter, staring into my eyes, letting me know that he was there. 
 
    When I was finally done, I said what I didn't want to admit. That we couldn't ever have sex. Meaning we couldn't have a family, I couldn't be his bride and he couldn't be my— 
 
    "Sure we can." He said with a shrug. 
 
    "Here," He showed me his stats. 
 
    ...He's the bloody Hero!? What's with his race and— Oh, what's he doing with his fingers on my arm? His touch is so light and ticklish but it feels so good... 
 
    Oh...yeah... No, gotta focus. 
 
    He's right! His mana is almost the same as mine and mana regeneration and mana manipulation... Wait, is his charisma higher than mine!? I don't even have charm! Self pleasuring S, so he can suck his own... Why does that turn me on, do I want to see it? 
 
    I shook out of my confusion as he stopped rubbing me. I whistled and then and there, I knew what I had to do. 
 
    But even then, even though he held me, I still had doubts. I'd been rejected so many times. Because I was too strong, too tall, too muscular, too dangerous... 
 
    And even though I could feel his soul, his being inside me, I wanted him to say it. I wanted to hear how he felt, now, while his curse was still weak and he could speak what he wanted to. 
 
    He assuaged my trust and within the comfort of his arms, I fell asleep, my mind filled with dreams of a good future. One where neither of us would be alone again. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6: Honesty - Shtulls 
 
      
 
    Ow! What the, ooh... 
 
    At some point, I must have fallen back. Lain rested on top of me again which would normally be great but little Shtulls was trapped between heaven and hell. 
 
    She somehow ended up on my stomach, her face resting by my ear as her muscular thighs trapped my, well, me. 
 
    Usually, I didn't need to worry about things like this, so I equipped the cheapest, most protective gear I could find, even if the size was wrong. But at this moment, these pants were killing me! 
 
    Without thinking, I reached down and undid my belt in an effort to stop the pain. The morning man found himself in a very hot, very wet place and I pulled my hand back. 
 
    What kind of lunatic molests someone in their sleep? I'm better than that, plus, It'd kill me, and I didn't want to add my death to the long list of Lain's sorrows. 
 
    Lain began to stir and fearing she'd realize that things were touching things, I played dead. 
 
    She raised up on her elbows and I felt her hot breaths on my face. "Oh god, oh... He's so my type. Wait, is that his..." 
 
    Her hot breaths turned into uneven pants. "No... Maybe just the head... If it's just the head it doesn't count right? I can't, I can't do that, never again...but maybe..." 
 
    Wait, what's she doing to an unconscious man!? 
 
    With her feet, she pushed my legs apart and little Shtulls was pressed between the gap in her thighs and well up between her lower cheeks. 
 
    Her breathing became frantic as she moved her hips. This wasn't sex, but it was no less amazing. 
 
    "Shtulls... Right there! Oh!" 
 
    Wait, am I the one being taken advantage of? No, I need an adult, just kidding! This is perhaps the best moment of my life.  
 
    I fell asleep with the most beautiful, charming woman I've ever met and now, even though I'm supposed to be asleep, she wants me enough to do this. Is this a heartgasm? Nope, it's... 
 
    I listened to her soft panting punctuated by muffled moans as she tried her best not to wake me. 
 
    I clenched my muscles so tightly to suppress my orgasm that I lifted her up. But it was all for naught and as her legs began to shake, I fell back down and in the most intense way, I came. 
 
    Then as my seed spilled down, I felt her begin to shake. Her girly moans turned into guttural grunts as her hips slammed against me. 
 
    Am I...am I the woman here? 
 
    I wanted to kiss her, but I knew I'd pass out if I did, so I kissed her neck and shoulder as she twitched on me, my son still clenched tightly between her legs. 
 
    I thought she'd be shocked but she was gone, a slave to her own pleasure. She didn’t even realize I was awake. 
 
    Before this moment, I never knew that my volcano could erupt twice in just as many minutes. And, and...I have slept with full blooded succubi when I was still a hero. This, whatever it was, it was something else entirely. 
 
    A mostly innocent woman had become a beast for me. To be wanted so completely and overtly was—  
 
    Am I a masochist? No... How can I be when she has such a cute face, and... Is it just because she's acting so one sidedly— 
 
    Oh! Again!? 
 
    There's nothing racial, physical or magical about this. It's pure lust and I don't even care anymore. 
 
    I'm not too proud to admit that in my adventuring days, I was a bit of a monger. 180 year old elf, for 2 gold, sure. 60 year old human for 2 silver, I'm down, at least she won't complain about my size. 15 year old gnome...I killed every man in that establishment and freed her, but her 75 year old grandma, yep, I did that. 
 
    I'm not proud but of all the vices I could have had, women were the least fatal and I've never once touched a woman that didn't appreciate it, even with this curse. 
 
    But none, not a single one of them had ever desired me with so much passion. I didn't know what made things so different with Lain. But it felt like everything was a twenty out of ten if she held my hand then somehow that meant more to me than a week in Kochebain, the capital of debauchery. 
 
    And it wasn't like her body was the most unique, I'd banged many an orc woman. Their muscles were beautiful and second only to their labido. I won't even talk about how I subjugated Ichdor, the legendary village of Mag'dahar's high chieftess. But, yeah, my holy sword has been plunged into many places. 
 
    This isn't something I can compare or quantify. It isn't sex, it's not even mutual. She's using me to please herself and somehow that makes it so much better. 
 
    But, my mind once again became my enemy.  Doesn't that mean that she'd feel this way for anyone, just like any other succubus? 
 
    My logic fought a desperate battle with my emotions as Lain began again. But in my internal debate, my flag refused to rise. 
 
    "Shtulls," She said in a sad voice, "I'm sorry...I'm a monster..." She fell, her body sweaty and soft against me. "You're better off without me." 
 
    "Wait!" as she went to get up, I wrapped my arms and legs around her. "Don't go deciding everything on your ow—" 
 
    "W-w-were you a-awake!?" 
 
    "Uh...yeah, sorry." 
 
    "T-then," She covered her face as she spoke. "I-wha... I-I, I'm so sorry, I'll—" 
 
    "You'll stay with me, and I will stay with you. We, I don't care anymore, I'll say my piece now and when I'm done you can leave." 
 
    Her face was filled with a complicated mixture of emotions as she nodded. 
 
    "Lain, now is the first time I've ever enjoyed being alive." I watched as her pale skin turned a deep shade of crimson and she swallowed. "Against all my better judgement, I want you. All of you, each and every little bit. I want to drown in who you are and live only for your smile." 
 
    "Ah," She laughed as she trembled. "It's the curse again. But this joke isn't funny, Shtulls. This joke hurts." 
 
    I watched as she fell apart. Inside she was mortified, not because of what I'd said but because she was her own judge. And she'd found herself guilty. 
 
    My angel, my savior, that beautiful being could only see her own faults. That realization broke me, more than the curse ever had. Every second I'd spent with her, I'd only asked myself how. 
 
    How could this beautiful woman forgive me, how could someone like her want me, how could she ever come to love me? 
 
    But now, there was a different how. How could she not see how perfect she is? 
 
    The chill from the curse ran up my spine and I could sense something sinister coming. But my resolve wouldn't be defeated, not this time! 
 
    "It's not the curse. Ever since you healed me with your blood, I've been able to feel a bit of what you feel. Doesn't that go both ways?" 
 
    She nodded and I felt her tears, mixing with our sweat on my chest. 
 
    Though we were both hot and sticky, I held her tight. I was never much for cuddling but I loved the way she felt in my arms. Is it strange? I get the feeling that she needs me to protect her even though she's so powerful. It's her mind, her caring nature and her sweet smile that I want to protect. 
 
    Lain looked up at me and sniffled, showing me her beautiful smile. 
 
    Even with this curse, I've never been happier than right now. 
 
    Some unfamiliar footsteps echoed in the tunnel. 
 
    "The safe area should be around here somewhere." 
 
    "You dummy. I told you we should have bought a map!" 
 
    "Shuddup! The great Ferdinandious Sherupeopia De La Estupidipius will never stoop to—" 
 
    "Oh..." 
 
    The two of them stopped just as I managed to throw a blanket over Lain and I. 
 
    They tried their best not to look in our direction as they drank from the font. 
 
    Lain, skillfully tucked Lil'Shtulls back in his home and pulled her sleeping robes back down. She sat up beside me and we leaned against the wall together. 
 
    The two that sat across from us were a little strange. The boy, if he was a boy, was over geared. If I had to guess he was probably some rich kid with wanderlust. And the woman, there was something refined about her posture, but the way she spoke just cried commoner. They were a weird pair. 
 
    "So," Lain started. "It’s rare to see someone this far in, are you guys C rank?" 
 
    "Haha! Bow before my—OW!" 
 
    The refined woman smacked the back of his head. 
 
    "Er..." The boy tilted his head back to stop his tears. "I-I'm Ferdy, just a normal..." He hicc’d 
 
    The woman held the boy to her oversized chest, stroking his hair to calm him as she spoke. "I'm Des, C-Rank, he's Ferdy B-Rank. We're on a dungeon tour, so we're starting off with the smaller ones and working our way up. This is only our second stop, so I hope you'll help us down the line if our paths cross again." 
 
    "Oooh!" Lain's eyes lit up. "Dungeon tour? What's that, can I do it? Is it fun? Is—" 
 
    Des interrupted her by holding up her hand. "It's exactly like it sounds. We travel the country trying to conquer dungeons. But Mast...er, Ferdy, is a bit stubborn. So we've only conquered one so far. But he's a good boy, a good obedient boy, isn't that right Maste...Ferdy?" 
 
    He looked at us in a boob filled stupor. Ah, puberty, that was... Actually that was a terrible time! I was training my martial arts in a temple, completely surrounded by old bald guys. But if I'd had boo— 
 
    Lain squeezed my arm, reminding me that we were linked. 
 
    Ah, but Lain's boobs are the best after all. Soft, springy and shapely, they— 
 
    "What about you, sir?" The woman asked, straightening her glasses. "You haven't said anything so far." 
 
    A chill ran up my spine, and even though I was still in direct contact with Lain, the curse broke through. "Begone, foul titty-monster! Your boobs have no effect on me for I have felt heaven and your earthly charms shall never reach that pinnacle. I rank them a six out of ten, they're definitely magically enhanced." 
 
    The room grew cold as no one said a word. Des's expression turned dark and I could feel her bloodlust burning me alive. 
 
    Ferdy shook out of his stupor. "Des, what's magically enhanced mean?" 
 
    "I-it means they're special!" Lain said, trying to cut through the darkness. "Like she can store mana and..." Lain stopped as Des slumped over, completely defeated. 
 
    Des, Des...wait! Oh shit...I know her! It had to be eight years ago now. There was a girl I used to see lingering by back alleys, selling herself for coppers. 
 
    I wasn't particularly interested in younger girls, but this one moved me. She used to have short black hair, she couldn't see very well and like me, she was an orphan. 
 
    I paid for a day with her, but I didn't sleep with her. Instead, I took her to the baths, bought her a fresh set of clothes and her first pair of glasses. My hope was that she'd make something of herself but the next night, I saw her standing in that alley again. 
 
    This was way back in my adventuring days, so I wasn't hurting for coin. I dropped my party and invited her along with me to hunt monsters and raise her Spirit Level. She didn't care what she was doing as long as she got her coppers each day. But as time went on, she began to know the taste of freedom and victory. 
 
    I was only with her for a few weeks but I do remember that by the end, she was no longer hanging out in that alley. I also remember her saying something about saving gold for... 
 
    I stood erect. "My apologies," I said. "Those tittehs, are my responsibility aren't they?" 
 
    "Sh-Shtulls!?" 
 
    "Yes, Desdemona, it is I the one who fostered your path to boobdom." Why am I making the upturned claw-hand gesture? Am I copying a demonic emperor? 
 
    She jumped up, knocking the kid over as she leaped into my arms. 
 
    "Greater Cleanse: Dispel..." Lain said in a voice so cold it made me shiver. 
 
    Des leaped back, her blouse hanging loosely as her chest vanished. 
 
    Lain made a fist so tight that her fingers popped and suddenly Des's bloodlust earlier seemed cute by comparison. 
 
    "Lain!" I said, but she broke contact with me and my curse took over. "I like them small as well." I said, licking my lips. "Hehe, Des, how naive you are. It's not just size, it's nipple length, color, sensitivity and, seeing them now in their natural state. I change my evaluation, nine out of ten. The way your nipples contrast so well against your light skin as well as the size and how it fits with your proportions. There's also that slight jiggle and the taboo thoughts that whoever you marry will hold the secret of your oversized niples, making them feel special. Yes, quality over quan-titty, that's you." 
 
    She kneeled, bowing her head and removed her glasses to wipe her eyes. "I'm so sorry Master! I lost my way after you left. Please—" 
 
    "Enough!" Lain grabbed my hand and placed it inside her robes. "This man is mine! You, you, hussy!" 
 
    Des raised her head. "Of course, mistress. Anything for the Master's wife." 
 
    "W-wife..." Lain smiled, her tanned skin turning pink. "Well, then, as long as you understan—" 
 
    "B-but I thought I was your master, Des..." The boy chimed in, his eyes wide and watery like a lost pup. 
 
    Thanks to my contact with Lain, I was able to speak normally again. "Des, can be whoever she wants to be, that was my only goal back then. Des, If you ever respected me even one bit, then don't lower your head again unless you really want to. I gave you freedom, why would I ever want to take it away. Besides, it's exactly like Lain said, I'm her's or at least I'd like to be." 
 
    Lain stuck to my side and I ran my hand down her back. This feeling of togetherness, it's something I treasure. To stand united with her makes me feel proud, even if I did just talk about breasts. 
 
    Des sat back and pulled Ferdy into her lap. "You've changed Shtulls, but I won't say it's for the worst. You're still a good man, but I have this little master here to take care of now. Just like you took care of me, so long ago." 
 
    Lain held my hand and rested her head on my shoulder. "Is there anything we can do to help?" 
 
    "No," Des said, straightening her glasses. "Shtulls has already helped me enough to last a lifetime. Even now, he's restored my confidence. Shtulls?" 
 
    "Yeah?" 
 
    "Thank you," She smiled for the first time since I'd met her. "For everything." 
 
    We watched in silence as they vanished into the darkness of the dungeon. 
 
    "Shtulls," Lain said, standing in front of me. She put her calloused hands on my face and turned it so we stared into each other's eyes. "Will you tell me? You know, about you?" 
 
    I opened my mouth but no words came out. Where to begin? 
 
    "I'm sorry I'm not a skelly,” she said with a slight smile, “but you listened to me, so I'd like to listen to you." 
 
    "I can try," I said. "But we'll have to be in contact the whole time and you may have to kiss me a time or two, my mana regen is pretty strong." 
 
    "Oh, I think I can live with that." She said with a cute smile. 
 
    How can someone this strong be this cute, I guess that's what makes her special. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7: Shtulls’ Story - Shtulls 
 
      
 
    I nodded and we sat back down together. To be honest my life was fairly simple, at least to me. 
 
    The first five years of my life was spent being a nuisance to nuns and generally annoying everyone but I was cute so they forgave me. 
 
    When my mana manifested, and my strength stat went through the roof, the nuns knew they'd found a hero candidate. This world was on a cycle, I'll elaborate later but at that time I was still just a snot nosed brat. And I didn't appreciate the nuns enough for what they did for me. 
 
    They knew, more than most, what sort of life a hero candidate received. Wealth, titles, false nobility and gruesome war. They protected me in the only way they knew how. 
 
    There's a bylaw so old it's almost forgotten. It says that a man who's devoted himself to religious practise is outside of the kingdom's influence, so they shaved my head and sent me to be a monk. You might ask, why not a clergyman, there's a number of reasons there that I won't go into but I'll leave it at that Clerics are still considered a combat class. And are as frequent as footmen in wars. 
 
    My next eleven years were spent in a monastery, learning martial arts and how to be humble. 
 
    Monks only ate what they were given and their martial arts weren't for combat but for physical health and well being. Or at least that's how it looked on the outside. Inside, among us young men, there was a vicious rivalry. We were always competing over everything even who was the most humble. Yeah, that happened. 
 
    Everything kept escalating until I accidentally hurt a friend. Though hurt is the wrong word, I crippled him, broke his spine. The monks didn't believe in healing magic and they weren't about to take someone to the church for it. Even though they said they were humble, they still had pride. 
 
    So Barthu was mended by them, but he was never the same and neither was I. The following year, I left. 
 
    I only had the clothes on my back but I couldn't bear to stay any longer. I quickly found out I could make some coin by being an adventurer. At first I did small quests to gather medicinal herbs and such, then after ranking up, I entered my first dungeon. The Draconian Horror, I had no clue each dungeon was different, let alone that the one I entered was A-ranked.  
 
    But I found out quickly that I was no match for anything. Fists can't pierce scales and all lizard-kin as well as reptilian monsters have special brains. They're almost immune to concussions. 
 
    It was at that time that I held my first sword. Monks would call it blasphemy to hold an edged weapon, but that's what was needed. I'd already made my mind up to do whatever it took to survive on my own. 
 
    I sank back into lower ranked quests and camped outside the city to save money. 
 
    In the morning, I'd beg for food. By mid-day I'd enter the dungeon and kill a few lesser drakes on the first floor, then at night. Through asking around I'd found a second source of money, the underground arena and the fighting pits. 
 
    I'd bet every cent I had on myself and sometimes I'd win, sometimes I'd lose. But I was learning, and that was the important part. At that point in my life, strength meant I could live another day, weakness meant I'd sleep injured and starving. 
 
    I spent a year like that, until I met my first master. Adventurer Calthen, A-rank. He was a blade master. He saw me hanging around the boards in my tattered robes and stopped me. 
 
    "Boy, how old are you?" 
 
    "Seventeen...now, if you'll excus—" 
 
    "That sword, is it only a decoration to you?" 
 
    I looked down at my sword, the cheapest I could buy. It'd rusted from the blood and grime from my daily slayings. "This," I shook it in its scabbard. "Is for monsters. But this," I held my fist up. "Is for people." 
 
    He looked into my vacant eyes. "That blade is crying. A sword isn't a tool, it's a partner and your partner is weeping. Sooner or later it will betray you." 
 
    I couldn't help but laugh. "That's fine, if I live then I'll get a new partner, if I die then I won't care will I?" 
 
    I brushed his hand off my shoulder and began to walk to the guild counter. 
 
    "Boy, come with me for a bit. I'll teach you how to make your partner sing." 
 
    I didn't know Calthen but I did know better than to trust a strange man who asks me to go with him. "No thank you, mister, I'm living just fine with how things are." 
 
    "It doesn't look that way to me, if your partner breaks then come find me. I'm Calthen and for the next few months I'll be staying at the Goodenough Inn." 
 
    Yep, figured. "Mister, I might be poor but I'm not offering any services." 
 
    "It's not for you, it's for the one you've abused and the ones you'll carry in the future. I listen to the sounds of steel and when they weep, I intervene. Your sword loves you even though you ignore it. It's willing to die in your place. Please come to me before that happens." 
 
    Whatever whackadoo. "Right, well, thank you for your concern." 
 
    It wasn't but a few days later that my sword snapped, deep inside a lesser drake's skull. Any earlier and I would be dead, any later and I might have taken on a new fight. Calthen was right, but my partner died in my place instead of betraying me. 
 
    I visited the Goodenough Inn and half a day later Calthen returned. 
 
    I held my half empty scabbard up to him, and he nodded. What he taught me was less about combat and more about maintenance. From him, I learned to tell a good sword from a bad one not by price or features but by feel and reliability. 
 
    A Blademaster isn't just a dude who cuts things, it's a job earned by truly understanding each and every facet of your blade. Maintenance, sharpening and oiling; the goal of a Blademaster was to make their blade sing. And by the end of my training, I was able to hear it. A refined blade, no matter the size, would make a certain sound when swung. 
 
    That was when I understood just how dumb I was before. The sharper your blade, the better you could kill. Logic. 
 
    From then on, I treated all my equipment with care. And looked forward to Calthen's return, but that never happened. A few months passed and rather than the man himself, I got his sidearm, the same shortsword I now keep locked away in my item storage. Calthen was dead. 
 
    The blade of the disciple. There's no magical properties to it, it's unenchanted and common, but it's sharpness, balance and beauty is unmatched. It's less a weapon and more a reminder of a Blademaster's goal. 
 
    “Even now, some eighteen years later, I've never once touched that blade unless it was to maintain it.” 
 
    "Can I see it?" Lain said, still nestled in my arms. 
 
    "Only for you, I've never shown it to anyone else." 
 
    I took it from my item storage. To any normal person, it was just a short sword. 
 
    Lain held it with respect. She slowly drew it from its sheath as her eyes grew big. "It's beautiful, of all the blades I've ever seen, this one seems different. How do I describe it... It's like an older woman, in a long beautiful gown. Her hair is up and you can tell she doesn't need to brag. She comes from simple roots but she's become someone that even the rich girls look up to. She's perfect, yet approachable. That's her, that's this sword." 
 
    I gently took it back and put it into my storage. "That was his final message to me. This sword, it's the same make as the sword I had when we first met. He was showing me what my partner could have been." 
 
    "No," Lain said. "I think he was just giving you something to remind you of your first meeting." 
 
    I smiled, and kissed her as a chill threatened me. It was a brief peck, but to me it had meaning. 
 
    "That might be so.” I said, drying my eyes. “Thank you, I'll continue if you still want to hear more." 
 
    Lain smiled up at me. "I could listen to your voice all day. And besides, you're talking about my favorite subject." 
 
    I held her so tightly that I was worried I would hurt her, but as she softly closed her eyes, I knew that she was comfortable. 
 
    I continued. 
 
    After the Blademaster, I had many other masters. Most were just glorified trainers but as long as I was improving myself, I didn't care. And improve; I did. I was still a lot better at fighting people than I was at fighting monsters but now that I was able to improve my equipment, I could turn a 2 silver dagger into a 4 gold masterpiece. 
 
    But I didn't sell my wares, I used them. And so, at the tender age of 19, I cleared the A-ranked dungeon as a C-ranked adventurer.  
 
    "Oh, that's kinda like me!" Lain said, looking cuter than I remember her. 
 
    "Yeah, kind of like that. But I was older and—" 
 
    "Hey! Don't sell yourself short. This dungeon is what, D? And all I did was clear the twentieth floor, I never got any further. You cleared, cleared! An A ranked dungeon. Props... What sort of party did you use to—" 
 
    "Party? There was none. It was just me, an arsenal of weapons and a long careful climb. If I could avoid things, I did. If I could get an ambush, I ambushed. I set traps, I camped at choke points, I treated that dungeon with respect. I didn't even think about clearing it. I just wanted the final drop, the holy draconic blade of divinity. I knew that in my hands, that beautiful blade would finally sing the song it wanted to." 
 
    "So," She said. "Did you get it?" 
 
    "Nope, I got the core itself." 
 
    A dungeon core is worth more than anything else. If you hire an alchemist, you can break it down into several potions and increase your mana and strength to godlike proportions or, you can sell it and live without ever working again. Of course the properties and quality of cores vary by dungeon. 
 
    "The core!!" Lain said, raising up. 
 
    I pulled her back against me so I could continue speaking normally. "Yep, but I put it back. I didn't want the core, I wanted the Draconic Blade. Yeah yeah, I was young dumb and full of—" 
 
    "Come again, you...put it back!? How is that possible?" 
 
    "Oh, you just bury it, it's basically a seed but instead of water you feed it mana. They speak to you, you know. They'll offer you things that are worth as much or more than they are. That's why most dungeons still stand to this day." 
 
    Lain's face squenched up as she tried to process everything. I kissed her forehead, rather than her lips. Then filed her reactions under confused Lain in my head for later. No matter what she does or how she reacts, she's still the most fascinating person I've ever met. 
 
    "Ehmm!" A tiny vein popped out on her forehead. "So when we conquered the twentieth floor here, we should have kept going so we could take the core?" 
 
    "Nope, after you beat the last boss there's usually a staircase or a portal that leads you to the final room. Oh, also, I don't want to beat this dungeon. So many people rely on it for commerce, trades, sales, tourism, if this place gets destroyed then your town might be doomed." 
 
    Lain closed her eyes and rubbed her temples until I rubbed them for her. 
 
    "Ouuugh...Yeah.....Ooooh!" She melted in my arms.  
 
    "Are you an old man?" I teased. 
 
    "Heh!?" Her eyes snapped open. "Noo! I'm—" 
 
    "I'm just kidding. No matter what I do, I seem to discover a new side to you. I'm sorry." 
 
    "Sorry? For what, please, touch me, however you want and as much as you want. I-I, well, you were awake earlier so, you know." 
 
    "Yeah," I said as I relived pleasant memories. "But a human male only lives to around sixty. So we only have about twent—" 
 
    "But are you human?" 
 
    "Er...Probably. I never knew my parents, and I have no clues to follow about who they were. Even the former hero—" 
 
    "I've never met a human with silver eyes. Shtulls, you might be a demi. But human, nope, even if we never find out what you are, I can definitely say you're not human. You holding me like this is proof of that." 
 
    I closed my eyes. She might be right but honestly I have no clue what I am. My parents just left me on the church's doorstep. No clues, no notes, no warnings. If the Nuns had found me even an hour later then I might've been dead from the cold. 
 
    I don't know who or what my parents were but they probably didn't love me. 
 
    "Don't get me wrong, Lain, I've investigated it. I poured enough gold into it that I could have bought a few towns. Long story short; my high strength and defense suggests that I might be an orc, but with my skintone and my attunement for spells that was tossed aside." I sighed, completely content to hold Lain. "My mana and my mana manipulation abilities just scream Elf, but my ears are round. And even if an elf and an orc mated, then why do I have charm? That's a racial spell unique to your kind. Also, elves, orcs and succubi all have pointed ears but I don't." 
 
    Lain looked up at me and my anger vanished as if it was never there. She ran her soft yet calloused hand down my jaw. "What about an angel?" 
 
    "Lain," I grabbed her hand and traced her rough skin with my thumb. "Did you see holy anywhere in my status? Even if we counted fallen angels, did you see unholy? There's no such thing as a neutral angel. And even if there was, I don't have wings or a halo. Odds are, I'm just an extreme example of a mutt. Both my mother and father must have been a massive mix of things." 
 
    "But..." She stared up at me, looking into my eyes as if searching my soul. "I've never seen eyes like yours." 
 
    I have but I wouldn't tell her. I wouldn't tell anyone. This world is fucked, just like Oblex the sage always said. This was an entertainment world, a place once barren until the gods intervened. The first heroes and demons formed the basis of what our world became. 
 
    At this point I'm just quoting Oblex. But as much as I hate that guy and he hates me, he made a lot of sense sometimes. 
 
    Long story short, this place was once a big chunk of dirt. Then the 'gods' began to summon heroes and demons from other worlds for their amusement. But somehow, even despite the god's coaching they'd managed to cooperate leading to gradually greater societes and demi children. 
 
    Then, as Oblex puts it, our world was split through god's intervention. Humans and demis, and demons and monsters. Whenever I'd be forced to visit him, he'd always be deep in some dusty tome, cursing about some new discovery that pissed him off. 
 
    The rest of us common-folk, we're basically descendants of people from other worlds. God knows, the otherworlders still make up about a third of our population. 
 
    You'll just be walking down the road then *Pop* some new asshole just poofs into existence. They all think they're going to be some sort of god walking, but then they find out that pretty much everyone here has power. 
 
    Then they're all like, oh well, I'll just make a water pump and... Nope, all that stuff already exists. Trust me, I used to hang out in the taverns. I heard enough otherworlder rambling to last a lifetime. 
 
    And the gods won't allow the creation of technology that they see as unfitting for this world. 
 
    "Shtulls?" Lain said, looking up at me. "You went quiet, are you okay?" 
 
    "Yeah, sorry. You know, let's get dressed and see how far we can get. I've talked enough for now." 
 
    I rinsed off as Lain roasted some jerky. 
 
    "Eew, Shtulls!" She said, laughing. 
 
    "W-what!? What'd I do?" 
 
    "Are you really rinsing your crotch in the holy font? People drink from that, you know." 
 
    "It's self purifying and it's not like anyone's going to drink from it right now." 
 
    "Fine, fine. But you could at least use a basin like me. That way you're not polluting." 
 
    I watched her clean herself and my pants became painful again. 
 
    We dressed, packed and as we were leaving we heard footsteps. 
 
    I held her hand; at least when I'm in contact with her I'll only say stupid things, I won't do them. 
 
    As we headed down, we heard voices echoing off the walls. 
 
    "Hey, Weamo, does this font taste weird to you?" 
 
    "Yeah, like almonds and fish... Hmm, not bad." 
 
    I dry-heaved and we quickened our pace. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8: Wrong - Shtulls 
 
      
 
    The next five floors were a breeze, they were just leveled up versions of things from the first five floors. I guess there really isn't that much variety here. That, or the dungeon core is just not that creative. 
 
    Still, even though I didn't do much, it was fun. But I could tell Lain was starting to have a little trouble. Some of the giant skeletons took two shots from her to go down. This is probably why they stopped on the twentieth floor earlier. 
 
    After resting on the fifteenth floor, Lain hesitated. "The last two floors before the boss are filled with Pinkies and Screamers." 
 
    She's talking about wraiths and banshees. I love how she nicknames everything. But she had a point, both of them were ethereal, meaning that someone without mana or an enchanted blade couldn't hurt them. 
 
    "Okay, then I'll be in your care. Let me take on the next three floors and you save your mana for the last two." 
 
    "Are you sure?" 
 
    "...Ouch." 
 
    "What happened? Are you okay?" 
 
    "No, my pride... I think it's been stabbed." 
 
    She laughed and accidentally shoved me down the stairs. I would've been angry but seeing her panic and resting on her thighs as she healed me more than made up for it. 
 
    I think I'm starting to make myself sick. All I ever seem to do is fawn over her and think about her. It's like whatever she does or says is somehow amazing. I can't let this continue, I'm not some love drunk teenager. But...wait a second. It's the blood-pact isn't it! 
 
    Then, I looked up at her, not that I could see her face through her breasts but I could tell she was smiling happily as she mended me. 
 
    I get it, as long as she feels this way, I'll feel this way. It's a cycle that feeds itself. 
 
    This is dangerous in it's own way. 
 
    The next three floors weren't that bad. Death knights, lesser wendigos and a few undead shamans. 
 
    All of them are easily defeated for someone who's used to fighting people. Their moves are always slow and predictable compared to even a normal person. Of course getting hit by them is a lot worse. Curses, the fatal kind, poison and petrification were common, even if they only scratched you but we made it through just fine. 
 
    Then came the hard part. Even though I know how strong she is, for the first time I was afraid for her. Banshees could inflict a number of terrible statuses and their screeches were unblockable. Wraiths were close-ranged but if they grabbed you, they'd drain your life force; they were also quick. Without the physical limitations of a body, they had none of the weaknesses of other undead. 
 
    We really should've brought a mage. 
 
    Lain hummed happily as we went, which I'd normally love but right now, it almost caused me to panic. 
 
    "Are you taking this seriously? This is danger—" 
 
    "Holy Aura!" A light so powerful it was blinding gushed from her as the deathwails of dying banshees echoed down the tunnel." 
 
    "Ah! Okay then." 
 
    Right, I guess she isn't just a single target sort of girl. 
 
    She took my hand and using my mana regen as a battery, we just casually strolled to the boss-room. 
 
    She looked down at her Tribulim. "Well, I guess I don't need this anymore." 
 
    "So,” I said, enjoying the feeling of her hand in mine. “What's this boss like?" 
 
    "Hmm, a big stinky Chimera? It was hard to tell because it was mostly bones." 
 
    Ah, we've reached the 'undead other stuff' category. Why, why not a vampire or a lich? This dungeon might have been unoriginal earlier but there's plenty of varieties of actual undead without borrowing things from other dungeons and just making them undead. Though, chimeras were undead originally. 
 
    When we reach the core, I'm going to have a serious talk with it. 
 
    "Are you ready?" Lain asked as she walked up to the door. 
 
    "Sure, why not. Even a living chimera isn't that bad, so we should be done with this quickly." 
 
    "Huh!?" Lain said, shoving the doors. "It's locked." 
 
    "That means someone's fighting it. It's probably Des and the boy. We'll just have to wait for our turn." 
 
    I sat down and Lain sat by me. "Do you think they'll be okay?" 
 
    "Well," I said, thinking. "I trained Des myself, so I know she's capable. She can detect traps, she's skilled with daggers and she can perform mid-grade wind magic with self enhancements. If she's become well known enough to be hired as a dungeon guide then, yeah. She could probably do this dungeon solo. The only problem I see is the boy." 
 
    "Really? His armor looked pretty strong; he also had a nice sword and a set of wands. I'd say he looked well prepared." 
 
    "Yeah, but he was definitely an idiot. Des seemed to care about him though. I guess she's bringing things full circle by teaching others how to delve like I taught her. Somehow that makes me feel a little proud." 
 
    I heard a sigh and looked over at Lain. Her cheeks were puffed up and she had a little frown. And I'll be saving this memory under ‘Lain pouting’ for later. 
 
    "What's wrong?" 
 
    "Nothing..." She said as she leaned on me. "It's just, did you like her? You know, way back when. I'm not admitting that I’m into other women but she was pretty." 
 
    "Are you saying you want a threesome?" 
 
    "W-what!? Is this the curse talking?" 
 
    "...Nope, I think the curse has given up on trying to freak you out by now. Probably because it knows about the blood-pact." 
 
    "Oh...so you knew." 
 
    "Was it a secret? You don't just go shoving your bloody finger into someone's mouth for no reason do you? You shared yourself with me, and bound us together. It's...thank you." 
 
    "So...a threesome? I might be open to that someday but I can't, you know... I guess I could watch, but... No! What are you making me imagine? You're being mean again!" 
 
    With emotions that strong and pure, even without the blood-pact I could tell she was angry and turned on. Then angry that she was turned on and, somehow it was my fault. 
 
    "What about you?" She said, still blushing. "Do you want to see me with another man?" 
 
    And now I know what she felt. "Then can you do it with another man?" 
 
    The look on her face made me die inside. I just said something I shouldn't have. Me, all me, no curse needed. I can fuck things up all on my own. 
 
    "I'm not...I'm not that sort of woman. Even if I wanted to, even without my limitations, I wouldn't do perverted things with someone I didn't want to be with." 
 
    All the cheer had left her voice. 
 
    Such a silly comment on my part had led us down a dark path. I leaned against the wall and pulled her close. Even if she was mad, she didn't reject my touch. 
 
    "Listen," I said, as I kissed the top of her head. "It was a bad joke on my part. Even when Des was selling herself, I never saw her that way. When I looked at her, I saw a kid, just like how I was at her age and just like Calthen helped me, I wanted to help her. That was it." 
 
    Lain nodded but I could still feel how tense she was so I continued. "I don't want to sleep with other women, I've done that enough in my life. Sex can be an emotionless thing, no better then masturbation. That's not what I want and that's not why I'm with you. And honestly, if you ever wanted to sleep with another man, I'd be done. It would break me in a way this curse never has." 
 
    "Then..." Lain said in a trembling voice. "What does that mean for us?" 
 
    "I guess it means that there is an 'us' now and it's the most important thing to me." 
 
    "I'm not forcing you? I knew I didn't need to do the blood pact back then. I knew...but I did it anyway. Don't you hate me for it?" 
 
    "Not at all, it was the only way we could understand each other through my curse. I'm sure you picked up on that and made the decision with that in mind." 
 
    "Nope..." 
 
    "N-Nope!?" I won't lie, this is a bit disturbing. "Then you panicked?" 
 
    "No..." 
 
    "Then—" 
 
    "Shtulls, I've always had a man in my mind. He was a fantasy that I made, but after what happened with Hershal, he became my only lover. He seemed so real, I'd think of him as I drifted off at night and when I bathed, he'd comfort me." She paused for a moment and took a deep breath. "The moment I met you, was the moment he gained a face and it was yours. I did the blood-pact because I wanted you. I did something that can never be taken back without even knowing if you had a wife or a family. You should be mad, you should hate me!" 
 
    "As much as you deserve it, I don't hate you. I couldn't, even if I wanted to." I felt her relax as if a weight had been lifted. "But I do have questions." 
 
    "I'll answer honestly, I owe you that much." 
 
    "Did you show me your breasts on purpose, that second time we met?" 
 
    She jerked a bit. "Y-yeah..." 
 
    "And when I fought those adventurers, I remember my pants being down. But when I woke up, they were up again." 
 
    She seemed to shrink in my arms. "I, uh, pulled them up after I... But you kissed me! So we'll split the blame there." 
 
    I sighed, "I think I get it now, I kissed you, I defended you. Things were never one-sided between us were they. You were the one taking all the risk in that pact. I could have been a scumbag cheater but I kissed you, I cuddled you and I defended you. You made the leap for us and I'm grateful." 
 
    "Then, you don't have a wife or kids?" 
 
    "I did have a wife. She was a working gal when I met her but she was full of life. Her occupation never took its toll on her and after I bought her freedom, we were wed. Of course right after that was when I started the hero trials and left to go to war. I basically abandoned her then disgraced myself. It's no wonder she left me." 
 
    "That bitch!" 
 
    I coughed. "Excuse me!?" 
 
    "When you're with someone, you should support them. And it's not like you were on a pleasure trip, you were fighting full-blooded demons. So what, you mooned the queen and made out with her holiness. It's not like you enjoyed it... You didn't enjoy it, did you?" 
 
    "Oh god no, but her holiness might have." 
 
    Lain's laughter was as beautiful as a bard's song.  
 
    "Then, fuck her! She didn't hold up her end of the bargain, so you shouldn't feel bad about losing her. But...was she pretty?" 
 
    Uh oh, I can feel her starting to self-destruct again. She should have more confidence in herself. 
 
    "Lain, do you remember that short-sword I showed you earlier?" 
 
    "What about..." She stopped as I nibbled her ear. 
 
    "You're like that sword but you've forged yourself. Your mind is sharp even though you've been drowned in despair and your body is the perfect blend of beauty and function. Each and every muscle was made by working and fighting hard." I held up her hand and traced her calluses. "To me, you are the most beautiful being I've ever seen. I won't use the L word, but seeing you, holding you, hearing you and knowing you are the privileges you've given me. Gifts far better than anyone could ever ask for. So don't compare yourself to anyone else, because it's unfair to them." 
 
    "Ooew..." Lain made a strange noise and sunk down like some small large eyed forest creature. "Bu, tha...awww..." 
 
    I think I broke Lain... I'd be worried but this feeling of pure happiness she's radiating tells me she'll be okay. 
 
    I pulled a blanket out of item storage and wrapped her up, cradling her as she began to jizz from her eyes. 
 
    We spent our time like that, me feeling a bit uncomfortable as she kept staring at me with her large, wet eyes like she was a child seeing magic for the first time. 
 
    "K-kiss?" 
 
    What's this? Is she reduced to one word sentences now? Lain, I'd pass out... 
 
    She shuffled a bit under the blankets and pulled out a mid grade mana potion. Then tucked her arm back in and puckered her lips. 
 
    I...I think I might die... too much...cuteness! Brain...not think right. 
 
    I opened the mana potion and kissed her for as long as I could. It wasn't like the times before. There wasn't anything sexual about it. How do I describe it? It was soft, feeling her full lips pressed to mine, parting them slowly and tasting her. It was sweet, knowing how we felt about each other, it was the culmination of our time spent together. And it made my emotions go wild. 
 
    I've never felt like this before. This Lain creature, I must protect it! It will live together with me in this blanket. To keep it happy and healthy I'll feed it smooches, and... 
 
    "Oh, the door's open." 
 
    Regrettably I had to let the Lain creature return to its previous form then we took a few moments together, just kind of breathing heavily and looking at each other. Is this some new sort of ritual? 
 
    I took a deep breath to compose myself. We're still in a dungeon and we're about to fight a boss. If I'm stupefied then I’ll make bad decisions but right now, I needed to protect us. I was the damn Hero once, I won't let being love drunk cloud my judgement! 
 
    With that mental decision, I made up my mind and turned to Lain... Is she changing!? Right now, right here? And slowly, while making eye contact... 
 
    As my pants grew painful again, my brain lost all the blood it needed to function. All my internalized strategies just flew away, replaced by questions, like. Why is she putting on her grieves last? And, what happened to her panties? Come to think of it, was she wearing panties before, only that first time I saw her change, but after that... 
 
    I knew she was doing it on purpose, but rather then just bothering me, it was torture. 
 
    Luckily it stopped after she was fully clad in her holy armor.  
 
    "Why the change?" I asked. 
 
    "Oh, this guy is tricky. There's no way to avoid getting hit at least once." 
 
    "Really, then watch me!" 
 
    "Not for you, for me. M-my agility is bad. I know you like my muscles but they have a cost." 
 
    Like has no part of it. Love, honor, worship, those are better words. "Well, maybe it would be better if I tanked it. Though I was called  the glass cannon hero, my evasion is second to none even without magic reinforcement. I've spent the last 25 years fighting non-stop, a little chimera won't stop me here." 
 
    "Undead chimera, almost all of its attacks are cones or area effects. Dodging doesn't matter." 
 
    "Bet me, I'll—" 
 
    "Sh-tulls..." 
 
    We both froze as what looked like a burned zombie ambled towards us, dragging a body behind it. 
 
    But in its eyes, I saw humanity. 
 
    Lain readied a holy javelin but I stopped her. 
 
    "Des...is that you?" 
 
    "Shul...Stu..." She couldn't speak well because all her flesh was singed and necrotic. Her once beautiful hair was all but gone and the lump she drug behind her...wasn't even in human form anymore. 
 
    To say I was angry was an understatement but what I was angry at was the true question. 
 
    I taught Des that any time you enter a dungeon, even if it's just the same lower levels you've traveled a hundred times before, that you should always be careful. A new pitfall here, an unexpected ambush there. Dungeons were an ever-evolving thing. And now, all I could do was stare at her. 
 
    If we entered, then the doors would slam shut behind us. The fact that they even opened means that Des had died, even if only for a second, her heart stopped. And that rich kid, he was a gelatinous lump now, his fine armor fused to his flesh. 
 
    It was a sobering reminder that Lain and I had been taking things too lightly. Just because we were strong doesn't mean that we wouldn't end up like them. 
 
    "Lain, can you heal her from here?" 
 
    "I-I don't kno—" 
 
    "Focus!" I took her hand to boost her mana regen. "You can create a spell if you have a clear vision of it. Think of your holy javelin and try to imagine it's effects, then, think about boosting speed, vitality and healing." 
 
    "Shtulls...I've never done this before, if I mess up I could—" 
 
    "What, kill her? She's dead if you do nothing just like she'd be dead if you fail. Des knew the risks and she came anyway. She won't blame you for failing, instead, she'd be grateful that you tried." 
 
    "But I don't have Spell Creation! I-I..." She dropped her sword and slapped herself. "I'll try!" 
 
    Her hand gripped mine tightly as she manifested a holy javelin. She closed her eyes and it's color shifted from a light blue to a calm gold. It's jagged tip vanished and it gradually became a sphere. Without even a moment's hesitation she tossed it and winced as it hit Des in the chest. 
 
    Her spell wasn't perfect. It was maybe a fifty-fifty blend, but the healing was higher than the damage and it was just enough to give Des the strength to leap but as she did, the boy's arm came off. 
 
    I caught and held Des as her skin flaked off and her eyes became vacant. 
 
    "NO!!" Lain yelled, as she invoked greater healing, over and over again until she began to draw my mana as well. 
 
    Des gasped and I covered her in the same blanket Lain and I had used earlier. 
 
    I squeezed Lain's hand as she fell to her knees. She held the boy's hand that Des refused to let go of and sobbed. 
 
    "Des'll pull through as long as we get her to a holy font. She may never fight again, but you did well; you saved her." 
 
    "B-but the boy...He's—" 
 
    "He's a man now, his family will remember him with honor. He might have died, but he didn't fail. He proved his worth, by fighting until the end. That's how adventurers think, we honor our dead, no matter who they were." 
 
    "Mhm," Lain said, picking Des up like she was a princess. "Hand?" 
 
    "Of course." I said as I held Lain's hand. 
 
    I took Des's legs as Lain supported her shoulders and we carried her together, back through the wraiths, banshees and others. We sat her down and covered her in holy water, forcing her to drink her fill. 
 
    Lain spent all our mana on greater heals and as the hours grew late, we slept again. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9: Thoughts - Des 
 
      
 
    I can't believe I met him again. Meeting him the first time was strange enough. I was a whore, no mincing words, no aspirations. My parents died trying to provide us with food, then my brother died of illness. 
 
    I did what I could to live, but my vision was bad and I had no skills. I only had my body but I was smart enough not to sign any contracts and become a slave to a brothel. I guess that's what gave me the strength to keep going. The thought that I could quit at any time. 
 
    Men used me, one after the other. Some were gentle, some were violent but all were the same. It didn't matter to me as long as I got paid. Day in day out, man after man, the same thing happened well into my seventeenth year. 
 
    "Hey, little miss?" 
 
    Oh, another client. I smiled and tried to focus. My chest isn't large so I raised my dress but he pulled it back down. 
 
    "I'm not here for that. I'm Shtulls, what's your name?" 
 
    Not here for that... Then get lost, I need to make money! I started to tell him off but he interrupted me. 
 
    "How much for a night?" 
 
    "Oh, five coppers." 
 
    "Then here's ten, I'll have you follow me for the next day or so. Now, let's get you cleaned up." 
 
    Having clients pay for me to bathe was nothing new. I tried to keep myself clean but I lived by the sea and ocean water doesn't leave the best smell, so I'd bathe with well water before anyone else got up. 
 
    After that, I was expecting he'd take me back to his inn but he took me to a place with a strange old man who put something over my face and made me look at shapes. I was scared at first, but the other people there were normal. Families and their children laughed together while waiting. It wasn't what I was expecting. 
 
    "It's nothing that bad," the old man said. "Come back in a few hours and they should be ready." 
 
    "Er, Shtulls was it?" 
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    "Kink and additional players cost extra..." 
 
    He laughed. "It's nothing like that, just wait. You'll like it." 
 
    "Er...I've heard that before..." 
 
    "Tell you what, here's five silvers to hold. That should cover whatever you're imagining, right?" 
 
    "F-Five!! I'm all yours, just don't make it hurt too much..." 
 
    I traced my thumb around the coins, I could tell by their color that they were probably silver but I confirmed by touch. He then took me to a place and had me pick out clothes. I couldn't see well, so I went by feel. I picked the softest fabrics and even though I offered to model them, he refused. 
 
    "As long as you like them, that's what matters. Besides, those look easy to move in so they'll work." 
 
    Ah, right, easy to move in... I get it...well it's been fun. If only all my clients could be like this guy. 
 
    We went back to the old man's place and I waited for the inevitable. 
 
    "Here," the old man said, putting something on my face. "How's that, better?" 
 
    He gestured to the chart, and I named it all off. It was amazing, at that moment my whole world changed. I could see each stone in the road, each person, and myself reflected in windows. 
 
    Who's this smiling girl and what business does she have being so happy? 
 
    The man, Shtulls, took me out to eat and finally brought me back to his Inn. It wasn't a great place like I thought it should've been given the amount of coin he'd been tossing around. Instead it was cheap but the bed was comfortable. I lay back and began to undress as he left the room. 
 
    "Sleep well, I'll be across the hall if you need me." 
 
    "Huh?” I asked. “Huh!!?" 
 
    He closed the door with a smile. 
 
    What sort of play is this!? Is another guy going to come in later and poof Shtulls is hiding in the closet? Is he just waiting until I sleep, then pow! He'll take me then?" 
 
    I spent a very unrestful night watching the door. 
 
    The following morning, Shtulls took me out for breakfast then said goodbye. 
 
    To someone like me, you can beat me, you can use me but never, never show me kindness. I spent the next half of that day crying in the alley until my tears dried up. 
 
    Why did he do this to me? To show me what it was like to be normal, then to leave just like that. He's horrible, cruel... But I want to see him again... I never even said thank you. 
 
    As my stomach began to growl, I knew it was time to make money. I still had what he'd given me, but somehow I didn't want to lose the coins he'd touched. I knew I'd have to use them but for now, I wanted to hold onto that feeling a little longer. 
 
    So I did the only thing I knew how to do and maybe it was my new clothes, or maybe it was because I could now see everyone that looked at me, but I had no takers that day. So I stood there with my legs aching and my stomach grumbling. I stayed at my post, like I always had. 
 
    "Hey, little lady, how old are you?" 
 
    "Seventeen." 
 
    "Tsch! Too old..." 
 
    "Wait Mister, I was lying. I'm eleven..." 
 
    "Ohh," he panted. "How much?" 
 
    "Fi—" 
 
    "Hello again, Little Miss." 
 
    Shtulls! 
 
    "Hey you ass, I have first di—" The fat noble turned around and for the first time I saw Shtulls as he really was. 
 
    Seeing his face then, his eyes gleaming and his teeth bared in a terrifying grimace, I knew fear. I'd felt it before but now I sensed it. It was as if death was a certainty. Like falling off a cliff and looking down. But that feeling was short lived. As the fat man ran off, Shtulls’s face relaxed and he smiled at me. 
 
    I was still breathing hard. To me it felt like I'd barely avoided dying. But in those seconds, I felt safe. Like even if I did die that somehow this man would reach his hand through the veil and pull me back. 
 
    "How much for two weeks?" He said, holding out his hand. "Of course, I'll provide all your meals and a place to stay. But, you'll have to work, I won't go easy on you." 
 
    I swallowed and stared at his waist. 
 
    "Oh, um, yeah, not what I meant." He said, backing away. "I meant, I'd like to teach you how to be an adventurer. I felt myself in you, and wait, that sounds wrong... I mean, whatever, I have the coin, so come with me." 
 
    Seeing this man, who'd just been the embodiment of death, blushing and stuttering made me laugh. "Sure, Mister Shtulls, you can do whatever you want with me!" 
 
    "You sure about that? I'll tire you out, you might not walk right for a while, er... God dammit, I'm not screwing you, I'm training you and not sexually. Damn, you're too adorable, it's clouding my judgement. Just come along and let's go get something to eat." 
 
    Adorable? Me?? 
 
    As we walked through the large crowds, I began to lose sight of him, but he reached back and took my hand, guiding me to a place that I'd always wanted to visit but never had the money. 
 
    The smell of grilled meat was overwhelming as we took a seat outside. He ordered a feast and drank an ale as we waited. 
 
    "Oy, Shtulls!" A crazy haired guy called out while fighting his way through the crowd. "We can count on ya again tomorrow, right?" 
 
    "Nope, I'll be busy for the next two weeks." 
 
    "The hell man, ain't you going to the capital after that? Are you leaving us high and dry?" 
 
    "Yep..." 
 
    The wild haired man turned his attention to me. "Oh, oh! I see how it is, you're leaving us for some JB piece of ass! You know what, fuck you man, fuck you! This is some bull—" 
 
    "Two weeks ago," Shtulls interrupted. "You asked me for five coppers when we got back, didn't you?" 
 
    "Er, what, you tryin' ta collect now? Man—" 
 
    Shtulls raised my glasses and I heard a thwack as the table shook. 
 
    He lowered my glasses again and the wild haired man was holding his forehead. 
 
    "Whatever man...I, we don't need you! We'll make it big, just you wait!" 
 
    As the man started to walk away I raised my glasses and focused on him. It wasn't just his voice or way of speaking that was familiar, I rocked back in my chair. He wasn't a nice man. He didn’t kill me but... I rubbed my sides. That man knew where to strike, so the bruises stayed hidden. 
 
    Looking at Shtulls then, this was the second time I'd seen him make that face. He was strange, like some bizarre demon wearing human skin but even though his bloodlust seeped out enough to quiet the room, I never felt his malice. 
 
    "S-skewers, uh, your skewers Mr. Sir, uh..." Our waitress seemed to be at a loss until Shtulls face melted into a beautiful smile that even caused my heart to jump. 
 
    "Why thank you, miss." He flipped a gold coin in the air. "Heads or tails?" 
 
    "Er, oh... Um...Tails!" 
 
    He raised his hand, the coin showing heads. "Correct! Have a tip, someone with your beauty and demeanor deserves nothing less." He held out his hand and she took it, practically forgetting about the coin. 
 
    "Will I see you again?" She said, as Shtulls put the coin in her hand. 
 
    "Of course, how could I ever neglect such a beautiful person." 
 
    The waitress blushed and on her way back to the kitchen she accidentally hit a few tables. 
 
    I stared at Shtulls, suddenly scared for a different reason. 
 
    "Charm," he said, leaning over. "It's a skill, it's racial, but there are many others, all far more useful. I'd like to teach them to you, or at least as many as I can in our time together. I can't tell you how you should live your life, all I can do is show you another way. But when we part, that's it, I'll be going somewhere dangerous, and I'll probably either die or worse. So, live, however you can and for as long as you can. But don't entrust yourself to others, that's just asking to die." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "I was like you, didn't I say that already? Well, not like you, I mean, I didn't sell ass on the street. I kicked it, in the arena. But in a lot of ways it's similar, you live by your body alone, never knowing if you'll see tomorrow. The way I'll show you is...not that different, sorry. But you will have more control over your destiny than before even if you do go back to selling yourself. That much at least, I promise." 
 
    His words were clumsy and befuddled. It was like he didn't know how to talk to someone if he wasn't being cold or sexual. But I did understand his overall message, he wanted to make my life better...somehow. 
 
    Okay then, he'd already paid me and I trusted him. So I'll bite. 
 
    That night I slept in a warm bed with my stomach full, feeling safer than I'd felt since my father was still alive. 
 
    But that all ended the next day when Shtulls gave me a set of daggers and told me his plan. 
 
    The following week was hell. I struggled more than I'd ever struggled before. He'd wake me up at 5am then we'd jog to the dungeon, then I'd almost die three to five times while trying to fight slimes and goblins. 
 
    Rather than help me, Shtulls would cackle like a hyena as I struggled. But with each kill, I began to feel stronger. 
 
    "Desdemona, show me your status." 
 
    I showed him and he whistled. "Looking good, girl! Keep it up and you might unlock something. Let me see your daggers...tch, tch..." He wagged his finger. "We're taking tomorrow off, so I can show you how to maintain your weapons." 
 
    It's true that the last week had been hell, but it was also rewarding. I'd never worked as hard in my life but I'd also never gained anything other than coin. But, after I became a registered adventurer, even the smallest quest paid two coppers. So even though things started slow, I was now able to earn eight coppers a day just by delving into the dungeon and collecting drops. 
 
    But I knew that wasn't enough for Shtulls, he was an S ranked Adventurer, a real pro. 
 
    The next day came, but no one woke me. Instead, I slept until the sun crept in between the gap in my curtains. My heart sank as I realized this must be my last day here. I felt alone again for the first time in a while and it suddenly terrified me. 
 
    I didn't see Shtulls like other men, I didn't want his coin, I didn't want his loins. I didn't want my thoughts to rhyme, I'm not a bard. What I did want was the assurance he brought with him. And honestly, he was like a second father to me. A man who would protect me without asking anything for it other than for me to be happy. Losing him would be like losing my father all over again. 
 
    I pulled my blanket up to my chest and wept. Kindness is the worst poison afterall. 
 
    "Hey! Aren't you awake yet?" 
 
    "...Shtulls??" 
 
    "Who else would it be? Get dressed, we'll have lunch, then I'll buy you a whetstone, a file and a few good oils. Today's the day I teach you to respect your partners." 
 
    He took me out to the same barbeque place we'd been eating at since that second night. These days he got a good discount, along with some freebies. We both had black hair, so they automatically assumed I was his daughter. I went to correct them a time or two, but I couldn't just say things like 'oh, no, I'm a hooker he bought for a few weeks.' It's not like I had too much pride, but that I didn't feel like that anymore. 
 
    That wasn't our relationship. He was my Master, my trainer, my coach. Even my dad was a student once, to a greater man. Even before he passed, he still only had kind things to say about his master. And now, isn't our relationship just like that? 
 
    "Shtulls, can I call you Master?" 
 
    He looked at me with an awkward smile. "Yes, I'm your Master and even when I'm gone and I hope you'll teach someone else one day. Just like my Master did for me." 
 
    So that's our relationship! "Master!" 
 
    "Yes, my cute apprentice!" 
 
    It is! We're master and student! Why didn't I notice it sooner?    
 
    Knowing my role made all the difference as suddenly, I understood everything. Dad was a huge fan of telling us stories, even though Mom hated it. Dad was originally supposed to be a martial artist but after he met my mom, well, they decided that being a carpenter and a shipwright would lead to a steadier income. 
 
    They were wrong, but that's life. I can't change the past but I can embrace the future. And through finally having a master, I can understand my father a little more. 
 
    Shtulls showed me how to maintain my daggers, the angle to grind them, when to use oil or alcohol and the sound they should make when swung. 
 
    Somehow, in that simple tedium, I found happiness. Then the following week, I dug deep. I took more risks, I struck harder, moved faster and trusted that my master would help me. By the end, I'd manifested wind enhancement magic. It wasn't rare, but along with the other skills I'd gained, I was now able to get to the tenth level of the Sea Serpent's Lair, without any aid. 
 
    Meaning that in a single run I could clear two to five silvers a day!   
 
    I'll never forget that feeling of freedom. It was a victory, hard earned and well fought. And I only had him to thank. 
 
    The following day, his last day before he went to war, he let me sleep in until eight before he woke me. He had me wear my casual clothes, the ones he bought me the first day we met and we walked down the stairs together. 
 
    The receptionist met us. 
 
    "Mr. Sendarl, I've cleared it with my father. We'd be honored to accept your pupil here for another month." 
 
    He nodded, and before I could protest, he took my hand and dragged me out to the street. "Des, what do you want to do today? We'll eat breakfast, but after that, I'll leave it to you. I was never able to say goodbye to my master. So I don't really know how this's supposed to go. Do you have any questions, comments? Or should we just spend the day together?" 
 
    I gripped his hand tightly, knowing that it might be the last time. My tears fell, but he dragged me along. We ate at our normal spot, then we had crepes, pancakes, and fried chicken. 
 
    I laughed for the first time in years as Master doubled over, defeated. Not by some demon, not by a dungeon boss, but by fried chicken. 
 
    If I sold this secret to the demonic empire then I could live out the rest of my life in peace, just kidding. 
 
    Thoughts of Master facing off against the four great generals played out in my head. He'd arrive, his armor torn, stained with black blood and then the general would emerge, their voice booming. They'd say 'Hey man, you hungry? How ‘bout some chicken?" 
 
    Shtulls would take a knee, clasping his chest. "Oogh! Chicken, my one weakness!" 
 
    "What are you smiling about?" Shtulls asked mid-burp. "I'm dyin' here." 
 
    I laughed out loud and he laughed with me, even though he didn't know why. 
 
    He just reacted to me, and seeing this beautiful man-beast’s response, I might have gotten some funny ideas in my head. 
 
    Next, we visited the baths, like we'd done every day. Despite his appearance, Master was a man obsessed with cleanliness. 
 
    When I asked why, his eyes glazed over. "The nuns, they...they..." 
 
    I stopped right there. His eyes were like mine, he'd seen things he didn't want to remember. but still, they definitely weren't the same things. I think his were just from getting in the bath at the wrong time. 
 
    Well, today, it's my turn. I'll let my master spoil me. But...haven't I been doing that this whole time? 
 
    I felt his large warm hand on head. "Hey now, I might be leaving, but that frown of yours looks serious. I'm not an optimist, but if I live, then I won't be gone forever. What's important isn't me, it's what you learned. But, I'll tell you now, if my ghost see's you in that alley again, I'll torment you for the rest of your life! So do your best, and become the person you really want to be. That's all I want for my time and my coin. Your smile is all I need." 
 
    "I wouldn't mind that..." I mumbled. "Your ghost, staying with me... Please don't go..." 
 
    "Hmm?" He asked, glancing up from a buxom woman's breasts. "What was that?" 
 
    "Nothing!" Screw you, you pervert! I'll become so great that even my breasts will get bigger! Just wait, you fool of a Master, I'll show you my resolve! 
 
    We reached the baths, and he went his way, but I didn't go mine. I pulled a silver coin from my storage to buy him some wine while he sat in the tub. 
 
    "Of course, young miss, but did you want us to deliver it or did you want to go yourself?" 
 
    "Wha?" 
 
    The woman winked at me. Apparently I'd grossly overpaid and she misunderstood. Shaking, I took the tray, with a decanter and two small glasses into the tub. Master sat alone, his head tilted back and his eyes closed. 
 
    I looked through the opaque water and at first I thought a large fish had latched onto his waist, but after wiping my glasses I knew otherwise. I sat the tray in the tub and shoved it towards him before I ran. 
 
    I changed sides and entered the woman's bath like normal. But even the warm water didn't calm me down. No wonder he didn't bed me, that thing would've killed me! 
 
    "Ooh, wine! Des, was that from you?" He called out over the partition.  
 
    "Y-yeah, but I didn't see anything!" 
 
    "Huh?" 
 
    "N-nothing!" 
 
    "Kay... Thanks then." 
 
    I shivered, the type and amount of training I'd need to fit that. I looked down at my sex. In here, let alone ever being a wife, could I even call myself a woman? I give up, I don't want that sort of pain. Instead, I should just be happy! Master's showed me what I can do. Seeing him, like that, that was my fault. 
 
    The rest of the day was almost lazy. He had me practise my magic and critiqued my techniques. Then, we sharpened and cleaned my daggers. 
 
    But that night, I felt a cold chill. It was that feeling you get when you know that someone you love will be going on without you. I panicked knowing that I'd be alone again, I didn't want that! Master, please take me with you!! Don't leave me, please!! Please don't leave me alone! I don't care if I die, just take me with you... Let me die by your side... 
 
    I ran, frantic into the hallway as my life played out in my mind. I'd lost too much, I'd been through too much. Losing Master, would kill me inside. I paced for a while until the receptionist came up the stairs, yawning. 
 
    "Oh, dear, are you locked out?" 
 
    I sniffled, unable to form words, I just pointed to Shtull's door. She smiled, and rubbed my head as she unlocked it. Without saying anything else, she descended the stairs and I entered Shtulls’ room. 
 
    I wasn't sure what to do from there, so I watched him sleep as my tears fell. I wanted to burn this memory into my mind in case he died. I knew that was what he expected. He was going away, expecting to die. But if that's the case, then why didn't he touch me? 
 
    I raised his blanket and came face to face with my nemesis. Shtulls was a huge man, not just in character or form, but, in other places. Even if I took off my glasses, that thing was still a monster I couldn't bring myself to slay. 
 
    So I tucked my ovaries away and climbed in with him. Not for sex, but because at that moment, I wanted nothing more than to feel his arms around me. I wanted him to wipe my tears and promise that everything would be okay. 
 
    As I slowly lay down beside him and pulled the blankets back over us, I put my arm around him and thanked god that he was a heavy sleeper. 
 
    "Mmm, Helena...?" He murmured as he held me tight. 
 
    I'd seen his left hand, and the gold ring around his finger, but until now I hadn't accepted it. 
 
    "Y-yes dear, it's me." Why did I say that!? 
 
    He pulled me close, one arm around my waist and the other across my chest.  
 
    He leaned in, his soft breaths in my ear as he spoke in whispers. "I love you, please wait for me." 
 
    I cried so hard that I gagged. I don't know who Helena is, but her vag has to be like a damn cavern to accept this... This, beautiful man... I give up, I can't do what she's done, I can't keep his heart. At best, I'll always be his pupil, maybe even his mistress, but who keeps a mistress they can't bed? 
 
    No, I'm an idiot. Master has never once tried to take advantage of me, instead, I was the one who peaked at him in the bath. I was, am, the one who crawled into his bed while he slept. Maybe, I'm wrong. I know he loves me in his own way, but still, I've tried to force it down another path. 
 
    As I felt his strong arms around me, I leaned back into his bare chest. I'm so sorry, I'm just a messed up little girl to you, aren't I? Do you even think about me? Or was this time we spent together just some sort of weird charity? 
 
    No, I'm the damaged one. You're pure, all you wanted to do was to help me. But fuck you! How did you think I'd feel after you treated me like this? 
 
    Are you an idiot or a sadist? If you're a sadist, then I guess you got what you wanted, you broke me... I can't live without you anymore. but if you're an idiot— 
 
    "Des..." He murmured in his sleep. "Become strong, and tell me about your life. Don't die, like the rest... I... Don't want...that... I love..." 
 
    My whole body froze, as I began to fantasize about a life with Shtulls. If I work slowly, I'm sure that after a while I can force a fist up th— 
 
    "Barbecue..." He finished, while slurping his drool. 
 
    I fought the urge to laugh as I rolled over to face him. A sadist, a fool, Master was just, Master. He was a sweet man that looked at me, not with lust or pity but with expectations that I wasn't yet aware of. 
 
    He surely loved me but not as a woman, I know he knows my gender by the way he treats the men who approach me, but his anger isn't there to defend my chastity, it's because I'm his cute disciple... 
 
    What are these tears? Are they happy or sad? I don't even know anymore. Shtulls is an oddity, he's not like others. To me, a young woman, he's a godlike entity, something that defies logic. But to the men that approached us while we were together he must be the devil. 
 
    I nestled close to him, accepting my guilt in exchange for feeling his skin against mine. Helena, I've never met you but you have my respect. Taking him, loving him and somehow captivating his dreams, I don't care if I'm a mistress someday. I'll bet on Shtulls, those demons don't even know what's coming for them. 
 
    I left all of an hour later to have a breakdown in my room. Feeling him hold me and savoring his warmth, hurt me more than the last five years ever had. To know that someone loves you but not in the way you wanted was a new pain. One that melded with my dread for tomorrow when I knew that he'd leave. 
 
    Also, screw you Helena, why aren't you here with him? Because you weren't here, he...he...met me, and broke my heart, while showing me a better way. 
 
    Also, Helena, are you human? No, maybe she's a dragon-kin, they're an oversized species, no, maybe an ogre? But, if Helena was either of those, she'd never let him travel alone. Hmm, orc, nope, same situation. 
 
    No...then, human!? But wait, doesn't that really mean she's a bitch? Like, a terrible person who gives no shits about Shtulls? No, no, to take, er, him and still want more, she must be a special person. I mean, I know maybe one woman, but she's in her late sixties... Sure he wouldn't have... 
 
    I saw my master off by waking up on my own before he did. I presented my daggers for his inspection and he smiled. 
 
    "Your blades are crying, but in joy. They love you and they'll never betray you as long as you treat them well." He took my hands in his and committed the largest taboo a man could when with a woman like me, he wept. "Des, you're my one and only pupil, so when I die, it falls to you to carry on my legacy. In that way, I'm like your father and inside you, you carry our grandchild. Nurture it, and someday you'll feel just like I do. So if you're ever hurt, seek me out. If I still live, I'll never turn my back on you because we're a family now." 
 
    I sobbed just like the little girl he saw me as and he held me, running his large hand down my head and his finger through my hair. Master loves me, of that I have no doubt, but he doesn’t see me. 
 
    As he left on that carriage, I saw him cry as well. I ran after him until I tripped, I didn't have the strength to go where he went, but I wanted to. 
 
    As I stood, I realized, Master left me with a task. I'll become good enough that he can't ignore me anymore! 
 
    In the next five years, I dedicated myself wholeheartedly to conquering this dungeon. The C ranked Sea dungeon. At first, my fellow adventurers laughed at me, a slender girl who they only knew from late night trists. Then as time went on, I earned their respect and developed my own aesthetic. 
 
    I took lessons on better allocution and manners as I bought every newspaper that came out. 
 
    Sendarl! The Hero defeats his first general at the tender age of thirty! 
 
    Five years!? He's only five years older than me? No wait, Do I even know my age anymore? 
 
    I decided to meet with a magic enhancement specialist. 
 
    "We can implant mana storage devices, but, well. It's invasive and we'd have to touch, er, you in places—" 
 
    "My tits, right, I don't care, you won't be the first to touch them. But my heart is pure," I copied Shtulls’ expression of death and the doctor began to shiver. "So if you try to fuck me, I'll kill you. No bells or whistles, you'll die alone in an alley, hearing the sound of my laughter. I can and will do that if you wrong me, so don't. Your tiny dick won't even phase me, so whatever power fantasy you have about me, just include giggling then a gruesome death. Kay, thanks! Love ya!" 
 
    The price of my treatment was only two gold. Less than the cost of the daggers Shtulls bought me. But my doctors were closeted masochists and I had to step on things and yeah... I got a discount but it was for the greater good! 
 
    Shtulls, Master, I can do things with my toes now! 
 
    I tried my best to justify my desires. These breasts, they're lies. But they're also enhancements! With these I've gone from rank C to B. Now I can even make it Solo to the twentieth floor! Shtulls? Shtulls?? 
 
    Weakly news: The hero, Sendarl has killed the final general and left a heartfelt message for his wife! 
 
    Helena!! 
 
    I began to research her. I knew that Shtulls never once thought of me as a woman, but I needed him in a way that was beyond how a pupil sees her master. 
 
    I cleared ten more floors in the dungeon and somehow became a local celebrity but my shits had left without me, so I was unable to give any. Instead, I traveled to Shtull's hometown and began stalking his wife. 
 
    Helena was large breasted, red haired and so attractive that just by seeing her, you'd forget any malice you had. She was perfect, and apparently had a massive vagina, let's not forget that. Yep, a massive sucking maw of darkness right between her graceful legs. How else could this delicate human-looking bitch ever tame a beautiful, graceful, generous, strong, massive donged, angel like my master? 
 
    I staked out a place across from her house, which was a four story masterpiece of architecture by the way! Six months passed and I finally gave in, forking out my hard earned coin for an official rental. 
 
    Then as much as I didn't want to, I began dungeon diving again. But this coastal city only had a C ranked dungeon. The infamous, C-ranked Sand Dungeon Charybdis. It was different from most other dungeons as it was trap focused. 
 
    But Master's trained me well, so reaching the twentieth floor was a weekly occurrence for me. And because this city was so prosperous, I was able to gain a lot of fame. 
 
    In general, that was fine, but that wasn't why I was here. 
 
    The papers now read things like: Rookie dominates C ranked dungeon!   
 
    That headline along with my earlier fame meant that I was suddenly getting all kinds of job offers from rich-folk. Bodyguard work mostly and the odd marriage proposal here and there. 
 
    I was happy in a way, that meant I didn't have to keep doing dungeons anymore. I could probably work comfortably in some noble's homestead and not have to wonder about tomorrow. 
 
    A few more months passed, and I began to take on a few assassination contracts here and there. 
 
    I still watched Shtulls’ place when I had the time, but I was losing focus. All Helena did was normal things, every two days she'd go get food, try on a few dresses and spend Shtulls’ money. 
 
    This routine of her's continued until one day I saw a man outside her door. My heart was racing, is it Master!? No, can't be, he's still at war. If he wasn't, then the paper would have said he'd won or died... 
 
    Then who the hell is this guy? He's wearing a cloak which makes him shifty by default. It's no use trying to rape her, man, that hole's gotta be fist sized. I mean you could probably put a baguette in and never touch the walls. 
 
    Wait, he might be trying to kidnap her... That'd be great! Or not, then they could use her against Master... 
 
    I'll just watch and see how this all plays out. 
 
    To my surprise, the man just walked right up and knocked on the door. 
 
    And Helena answered!? Don't you have any sense of danger? I find it hard to believe that Master would... They're kissing... 
 
    My heart was beating out of my chest. I thought something like this would make me happy, but all I felt was anger. 
 
    She already has Shtulls, but she's throwing it all away by kissing some rando in her doorway. She lives in this beautiful house, she eats at the finest restaurants and buys whatever she wants with coin that she never earned. 
 
    Coin that came from a man, risking his life for his kingdom and his people and she's... 
 
    I gripped my daggers until my knuckles turned white. I wanted to kill her, she needed to die. That man too, he knows who she is or he wouldn't have hidden his face with that cloak. 
 
    But I can't, because it would make Shtulls sad. The news of her death might even reach him and he could lose the will to fight. 
 
    Then, it's settled. Tonight, she and I will finally have a chat. 
 
    I waited until the man left with an unsatisfied look on his face and used my wind enhancement to leap to the fourth story balcony. From its looks on the inside, this place must have originally been an apartment complex like the one I'm staying in. That's good, it means the layout is similar. 
 
    I worked my dagger under the window seal and quietly broke the lock. Using my wind magic I felt the surroundings scanning for movement and there, I found her, two rooms down. 
 
    She was sitting in a goudy chair sipping wine and looking at a painting across the room. 
 
    "Helena." 
 
    She didn't jump, she didn't even blink. She just kept looking at that painting as she spoke."Oh, is that you, my cute little stalker?" 
 
    I could feel a cold sweat forming on my back. "How did you—" 
 
    "Well, you're not exactly subtle. Were you one of my husband's whores as well? Do I owe you for the damages?" 
 
    I looked at the painting she was so fixated on. It was large, beautifully done and showed Shtulls and Helena together, smiling happily in a flower garden. 
 
    As I stammered for a response, she brought out another glass and offered it to me. "Take a seat and have a drink, it seems like you need it more than me." 
 
    I did as I was told and only managed to eek out a single word. "Others?" 
 
    "Mm, yeah, I can tell you and I probably have a similar story to tell. It's the look in your eyes, like a dead fish. You're a person who's seen humanity for what it really is, but he's different isn't he?" 
 
    "That man, earlier—" 
 
    "He's a detection type, in other words a detective. Yeah, we fucked, but I didn't feel a thing. I'm going to leave him, you know, Shtulls. I was never cut out for this sort of life." 
 
    "You can't!" The hell am I saying? "If you—" 
 
    "Not now! When he gets back, I don't hate him, I'm just not the woman he thinks I am. No, I love that man and that's why I'll leave." 
 
    My dagger shook in my hand. "I was right about you! You know, some part of me wanted to believe in you. To believe that Master would get his happy ever after, but you really are just a wide vag'd bitch!" 
 
    She erupted in laughter. "That's right, that's me! But I was wrong about you, huh. The two of you never... Not even a little. Ah, that's just great. I cheated on him because I thought he cheated on me, and now this... I really am terrible." 
 
    After that I told her everything, including that he didn't even see me as a woman. 
 
    She fell silent, then, that’s all there was, silence. 
 
    "Please use the front door to leave. I don't want to replace any more windows." 
 
    I didn't break it you bitch, I just broke the lock. 
 
    After that strange encounter it was another few months before her stomach began to swell. Then a few days after that, I found her dying in the red water of her bath. I saved her, for Master's sake but she wasn't the same anymore. 
 
    I couldn't take it, even looking at her made me sick, so I took on a contract as a dungeon guide and left. Seeing a woman who had everything I ever wanted, trying again and again to throw it all away... That might've been me, if Shtulls never found me. 
 
    The job I took was way, way out in the boonies. I was told my client was a lord, but what I found was a young boy. Ferdinand Grass. His father had died some time ago due to illness and his mother spoiled him. So he had an unearned sense of self worth. But he was cute, and despite what he said, he was always kind to everyone. 
 
    Conquering Dungeons was like a right of passage in his family. His father, his uncles, every male had to conquer at least one dungeon before they were recognized as a man. 
 
    I showed them my articles in the papers and they hired me. 
 
    I did my best to train him but nothing ever took. He did have a good aptitude with magic and could freely use three different elements all the way up to mid-tier. But for some reason, he wanted to be a swordsman, like the heroes he read about. 
 
    Time went on, and I finally saw the headline I'd been waiting for, probably a few months delayed considering where I was.  
 
    The War Is Over!! The Hero Sendarl Has Vanquished The Demonic Emperor! 
 
    Shtulls will be coming home! ...To her, pregnant with another man's child out of revenge for something he never did. 
 
    "HAHAHA!! There you are! Let's go…” Ferdy said in a cheerful voice before he looked at me. “Are you crying? Does your stomach hurt?" 
 
    I hugged Ferdy and showed a very not-Masterly weakness. For the rest of the day, Ferdy tried his best to cheer me up. Be it showing me bugs he found or trying to feed me sweets. 
 
    He really was a sweet child but I can't let him stay like this. Soon, we'll be delving into the hellish world of dungeons. His father had taken a full party with him, but Ferdy only had me. 
 
    It wasn't that their family was poor, but because their location was bad and they lacked of any unique goods or tourist spots; their fortunes were declining. They didn't even have a dungeon due to their familie's ‘ascension into manhood' custom. 
 
    Ferdy is still a long way away from being a man. Thank god we still have some time before his twelfth birthday. 
 
    I spent the next few months training him day in, day out, from sunrise to sunset but he needed more time! There's no way he's going to be ready by his birthday! 
 
    Still, seeing his face light up when he performed a perfect strike, filled me with a strange feeling. It was something deeper than pride, more substantial. I was teaching him what my Master had taught me, and what his Master taught him. It was like he was my child as much as he was my student. 
 
    I really was just a dumb little girl before. I'd mistaken my feeling of admiration for love and Master's teachings for affection. But that's not how it is. I guess I don't really know what love is but somehow, it feels like this is something different. 
 
    This boy, Ferdy, I just want to see him get stronger. I want to feel his joy with him when he triumphs, knowing that it was my teachings that lead him to victory.  
 
    I wanted to protect that innocent smile of his and devote myself to being his guide. This boy was an idiot to be sure, but he always tried his hardest. 
 
    Was I an idiot too? Did Master feel this protective of me back then? 
 
    "...What's wrong?" Ferdy said, after training. "Does your tummy hurt again? Wait there, I caught a beetle with—" 
 
    "No, Ferdy, I'm just proud. You'll be a great delver some day!" 
 
    "Mhmm..." He blushed, stammering with his words. "O-of c-course!! I'm the Great Ferdinandious Sherupeopia De La Estupidipius, HAHA! Gaze upon me and tremble!" 
 
    How should I tell him that his made up name for himself basically means, stupid? I ruffled his fine blonde hair as he giggled. I don't want him to get hurt, this child is my pupil. I'll show my appreciation by making him stronger! 
 
    By passing the techniques Master taught me, Ferdy will become a warrior that we both made. This bond, this Master-Student relationship is... Who knew it was so heavy. Whether he lives or dies, it's all on me now. 
 
    I hugged him and his face turned bright red. "I just want to put you in a frilly dress and—" 
 
    "Hmm!?" Ferdy's Mother immediately appeared as if she was some sort of summoned being. "I have one right here! Oh, Ms. Trainer, I knew you were a woman of culture!" 
 
    "Bwaugh!" Ferdy pulled his face from my chest. "M-m-mom!? Nooo! I'm a man! A..." 
 
    The scene I saw was both horrific and shocking. The Misses' arms moved with so much speed and precision that I was certain I was seeing some hidden dungeon boss that could grow limbs. And when she was done, we were both powerless before the being in front of us. 
 
    "Ahh, Mom..." Ferdy said, his face bright red. "I'm a maaan! Geez..." 
 
    He wore a frilly white dress and had a cute red bow in his hair. With large tears forming in his eyes he ran to me, leaping into my arms. "I'm a man, right? You see me as a man...right, Master!" 
 
    I hugged him so tightly that he tapped out. 
 
    So this is what it feels like to care for someone more than yourself. It's not bad, I see now why his Mom's the way she is. Cuteness heals all wounds. 
 
    After that a few days passed and as I was sharpening and oiling my daggers I felt a presence in the doorway. 
 
    "Who's there?" 
 
    "U-umm, Master?" 
 
    "Oh, Ferdy, what's wrong? Come sit in my lap and tell me about it." 
 
    "No, it's not... I brought you the paper. There's..." He hesitated there with a worried expression. "After last time, I don't want Mas—" 
 
    "It's okay, Ferdy. Last time was just, well, don't worry about it. I'll be okay." 
 
    Even if he's supposed to be a man soon, I can't see Ferdy as anything but a kid. He doesn't need to know what made me sad, he wouldn't understand it anyway. 
 
    Despite his protests, he trotted over and plopped down in my lap, smiling happily as I stroked his hair like a pet. 
 
    I read the Headline. ‘The Hero Has Delayed His Return!’ 
 
    I scanned the page, and there was a crude drawing of Shtulls with a demon-kin child on his shoulders. Reading more, I discovered why he stayed. 
 
    The article said he was there for 'better relations between races' but I knew what it really was. He'd talked about it before. The fact that no matter who won between humans and demons the result was always the same. Slavers, thieves and mercs would swarm the defeated territories, killing, stealing and enslaving the survivors. 
 
    This picture along with this article is him saying: I'm still here, come if you dare! 
 
    "Euoow..." 
 
    "Master?" Ferdy said, looking up at me. "I'm sorry." 
 
    "It's not you... Ferdy, sometimes a person cries for other reasons. Now, let's go practise your wind step!" 
 
    His mouth hung open. "B-but, today's our day off." He ran into the hallway and returned with a corn cake. "I-I made this, a-and I guess you can eat it. I-It's not like I made it for you, I was just practicing and... Why are you laughing at me!?" 
 
    Despite what I said, we spent the rest of the day eating and laughing together and I told him about a man I once knew. The man who saved me. Of course I never told him all the details. I knew that if I did I'd lose something. 
 
    Maybe not his respect, but a master should never be weak in front of their pupils. I'm sure Shtulls had a story like mine, his eyes, though the first eyes I'd ever seen clearly, were so pure and beautiful. I saw them again, each time I looked at the daggers he gave me. They were equal parts a mirror and a blade. In that way Master was the most terrifying person I'd ever known. 
 
    But Ferdy, his eyes were like the bluest skies. Looking into them only made me happy. It reminded me of when I was still a girl, before my family died. Like the times washing our clothes in the river and drying them on a sunny day. 
 
    This child, I won't let him feel any pain! 
 
    I took his hand and... HE'S DEAD...FERDY'S HAND IT'S; WHERE'S HIS BODY!? FERDY!!! 
 
    His EYES filling with tears as his body dissolved. "Master!!" He screamed, smiling softly as he shoved me away from the blast. In the end, he really was a man. 
 
    I covered him but it was too late, all I could do was cry as my skin boiled and my mind broke. 
 
    This is a dungeon, here, I'm no more than a piece of meat. What I love, how I feel; none of that matters. 
 
    We made it through the last dungeon but Ferdy passed out in the boss room, and no matter what I said, he wouldn't accept victory. So we came here and... 
 
    "AUOOOOOOW! It hurts Master, It hurts...kill me... Please...make it sshtop..." 
 
    Ferdy...you're already... You don't have legs anymore... 
 
    "MASTER!!! I-I..." 
 
    I vaguely remember heading towards the door. Ferdy...don't be shy, speak to me. We lived, didn't we! I know it's hard to fail, but we can always try again... 
 
    Oh, Shtulls! "Sh...tulls!" Huh? My mouth must be dry. Ferdy, just hold onto me, we'll get there! We can escape together! Then we'll beat this place and you can be recognized as a man! 
 
    Ferdy!? 
 
    Something hit me, and I felt my strength return, if only for a second. I leaped, Ferdy's hand holding me tightly. I didn't feel any weight, so he must have leapt with me, just like how we trained. 
 
    That's right, that's... What is she holding? What's that black hand? Ferdy? Ferdy!? 
 
    I closed my eyes as warm arms raised me. 
 
    The pain I felt numbed everything. I'd felt this before, as I lay broken and bleeding in a cheap room on a dirty bed. This was the point when I separated from my body. When I went to a place where the pain couldn't reach me anymore. This was how I survived. 
 
    Everything blurred and I was caught between memories, fantasies and reality. One moment I was just a girl sitting happily in her father's lap, the next a fat man was offering me a coin. Then, like a beacon, I saw my Master's face as it cut through all three states. There was a woman there with him, she was plain yet strong. She spoke to me in soft words. Her touch was light and caring. 
 
    I closed my eyes, as I emptied my lunch. 
 
    "No pupil of mine will die in front of me! Des, stay with me!" 
 
    The world began to spin and I blacked out. 
 
    "Master..." The world kept spinning. "Ferdy! Where are you?" 
 
    Ferdy appeared in front of me, with a sad smile. "I guess I never became a man..." 
 
    I hugged him close as I sobbed. "No," I dried my tears. Master told me about this. When an adventurer dies in a dungeon, sometimes their soul stays to help others. "Ferdy, you were so brave! But don't linger here, you should rest now." 
 
    "Tell my mother, how I died...and don't blame yourself. Master, you were always good to me. Thank you!" 
 
    He hugged me and vanished, as if he were never there. Leaving me in my destroyed body. 
 
    But what is this gentle breeze? Is someone clapping? 
 
    I opened my eyes, but my vision was blurry. I guess my glasses were destroyed. What is this? 
 
    "You woke up! Hands-free applause, baby!" He said as something waved in my face, slapping against his Thighs. 
 
    Wait, Master? What's he doing?   
 
    "L...anal!! Just Lain me give ya meat inject—" 
 
    "Oh god, Shtulls!" The woman said, running to his side.  
 
    Ah, I see now, she's an angel.  
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10: Regrets - Shtulls 
 
      
 
    As Lain took my hand, Des's eyes rolled back into her head. 
 
    Lain only parted from me for a moment to wash herself. We'd been in this dungeon together for about four days now. Last night was particularly hard. Des had lost her charge, and no matter what we did, it was touch and go. 
 
    Des was damaged in a way that magic couldn't cure. From today on, she'd be scarred, and even if her hair grew back, there's no way she'd ever live a normal life. 
 
    I'd seen this before, dozens of times, and it was always the hardest when it happened to women. But Des was my pupil, how she looked never mattered to me. I knew that she'd live strong, just like she always had. 
 
    I was dirty, Lain's fault again. Sleeping around her is dangerous in more ways than one but I'm a gentleman so I let her use the basin first. 
 
    Des has been chanting 'Ferdy' every time her eyes creep open and it kills me inside. That boy is gone, turned to sludge by the dungeon boss. That's the life of an adventurer. Everyone dies, but adventurers die first. A Dungeon is no place for children or fools. 
 
    I don't know how old the boy was, but with that flashy armor of his, he might have bypassed the adventurer's guild entirely and used a noble's writ to enter. 
 
    "Will she be okay?" Lain said, still holding my hand. "She's an important person to you, isn't she?" 
 
    "She's my only human pupil. I won't lie, I've taken in others after her, but she was my first." 
 
    "Pupil, right!!?" Lain said, with her cheeks puffed up. 
 
    "Yes, even though she's a beauty now; I can only see her as a starved young girl. But she did her best, you know. When I was on the frontlines, I still remember reading about her. The greatest rookie! The solo dungeon delver! I barely had time to show her anything but before I even realized it, she became someone great." 
 
    "Wait! She was the woman who delved Charybdis solo!?" Lain's face was frozen in shock.  
 
    "I don't know, but probably. Daggers, a sword and chantless wind magic, that's Des in a nutshell." 
 
    "Then," Lain began, gripping my hand tightly as she spoke. "How did she end up like this?" 
 
    "Probably because of that young man she was with. Parties are strange, you can make it far and deep while keeping your spellcasters in the back but the moment a bossfight starts, those tiny AOEs that you dodged earlier become massive. Des probably had no problems solo but fighting while protecting someone, I never taught her that. How she ended up, how scarred and battered she is, that’s my fault..." 
 
    Lain wrapped her strong arms around me and kissed the back of my neck causing me to shiver.  
 
    The curse was still in effect but with Lain it only caused me to be honest. "Don't ever leave me, if you do, then I'll die." 
 
    "I feel the same, Shtulls. I love you..." 
 
    If I say something embarrassing, she always matches me. There's no such thing as a lie between us, the blood-pact would expose everything even if we didn't want it to. So, right now as she held me, the two of us pantless, I felt her sincerity. Lain, by some miracle, believed 100% in what she was saying. 
 
    She, some fifteen years younger than me, with a body looking as if it was tailor made for me and a mind so pure, sweet and smart, loved me. And I loved her, I craved her, Lain! 
 
    I wanted to shout her name at the top of my lungs to sing her praises to anyone who'd listen. I— 
 
    "Hwe—agh!" Des began to gag on her own vomit as her body started to convulse. 
 
    "Shit! I'll get her on her side, bring more holy water!" 
 
    I folded my belt and forced it into Des's mouth to keep her from biting her tongue off as Lain doused her. 
 
    There's no doubting it now, she's poisoned, maybe even hexed. If I had Analyze I could tell for certain, but for now getting her to a church needs to be our top priority. 
 
    I sat by Des, doing my best to clean her as Lain went through all her cleansing spells. 
 
    After a while Des's seizure stopped and it was time to go. 
 
    We made it out of the dungeon quickly, but not safely. It was common courtesy to clear enemies as you went, otherwise you’d be leading them with you to the entrances or exits of every floor. It was basically like creating ambush points for other delvers. But I wasn’t worried, with Lain’s kill-speed there were only a few stragglers left and we’d only passed a couple other adventurers who seemed capable enough. 
 
    Then, I saw a sight I hadn’t seen for who knows how long, the sunrise. 
 
    I took a moment to appreciate it because I didn’t know when I’d be seeing it next. 
 
    “It’s nice isn't it? For some reason, it seems so vivid now, like a painting.” Lain said as she cast another healing spell on Des. 
 
    “It is,” I said with a slight smile. But as soon as the early morning air touched Des’s singed skin she began to shiver. “Let’s go, we’ll have plenty of sunrises to see together from now on.” 
 
    Lain made a cute noise again and looked away when I tried to see what sort of face she was making. 
 
    The walk to the church was a quick one. It was right by the gates as you entered town but this is where I had to stop. I was excommunicated, so Lain put on her gloves and took Des from my arms. 
 
    I’m fairly sure that drain only works of members of the opposite sex or those you’re attracted to but I admire how careful she is. 
 
    I tried my best to isolate myself while Lain was gone. I never knew what I’d do if I interacted with anyone. I felt helpless, and terrified. The amount of stress I was under right now made me feel like I was drowning. 
 
    I sat by a nearby tree, facing the wooden barricade that surrounded the town and tried my best to blend in. Seeing Des again after so long should’ve been a happy occurrence but it ended like this. My heart goes out to her as she now knows the lesson I could never teach her. Life is loss and the harder you live, the more you’ll see your friends die. 
 
    That’s why, even before this curse, I always kept everyone at arm’s length. Ever since I hurt my friend in the monastery, I realized how fragile life is. At first I thought that I was being a fool for thinking that way. But during my time making money in the pit, I learned how cheap life is. I never killed anyone there, but there were plenty of others that did and I’m sure they slept like babies with their stomachs full afterwards. 
 
    From there it was a long time before I began to care about people again. I have Helena to thank for that. I was obsessed with coin and fully content to live my life with whores and monster-blood on my blade rather than human blood on my fists. 
 
    I’d passed her many times in the redlight district. She looked like a delicate human woman and I’d learned that with my size, they were a no go. Dragonewt-demis, Orcs and Onionna’s were my go to. With the occasional elder-elf, old gnome or succubi when I found them but humans, no. Not unless they were the madams. Actually, I usually bought some time with the madams first so they could recommend the right girls for me. 
 
    Looking back on it, I was a revolting person long before I got cursed. But at the same time, I knew that tomorrow was never a guarantee for me. I mentally apologized to Lain as I remembered my former wife but these are the demons I have to work through, so I can be hers. 
 
    Helena was regal yet intimidating. Though she was a whore in a window, her gaze demanded respect. Each and every gesture she had was so refined and intentional that even a subtle bow from her made you feel special. I definitely wouldn’t call it love at first sight, but it was...respect? 
 
    After bedding the Madam, I asked about Helena and she laughed so hard she choked. Apparently Helena would have no problems with my situation. 
 
    Our first time was strange. To see a woman, so small and frail-looking sitting atop me with such a satisfied grin. It blew my mind in all the right ways. From there on I’d visit her nightly, spending roughly a forth of my weekly earnings. We’d talk about everything, even while in the act. She became my confidant, something like the mother I never had and the lover I always wanted. 
 
    This continued for a few months, until the Madam stopped me. “Why don’t you just buy her?” 
 
    “I… Wouldn’t that be like—” 
 
    “Look,” She said, pulling out a large ledger. “Helena’s a beautiful woman, but this is how much she brought in before you.” 
 
    “Gah! That’s less than I make in a day.” 
 
    “And here’s how much she’s made off just you. You see, don’t get me wrong, honey, I love your coin but when you leave, she’ll have a few more years here at best before she gets retired. From there, it’s not like she has the skills to do anything else. So close your mouth, find your balls and show her the good life.” 
 
    “I...see. But, I don’t love her. She’s someone special to me, but the way things are going, I’ll be leaving her behind in a few years. There’s a duty that I’ve been avoiding but it’s only a matter of time until—” 
 
    “Then, instead of selling her to you, just buy her freedom and teach her how to live.” 
 
    “Me, teach her? That’s not our relationship.” I mulled it over for a while and tossed caution to the wind. Even if I didn’t love her, she’d live a better life with my coin and her freedom. 
 
    I bought her freedom that night, and we were married a few months later. By marrying her, I could share my status with her and take her to a new city, one where no one knew who she was before. She was the first woman I’d opted to share my life with and we were happy for a while. But there was always this wall between us so I had to admit I was a little happy that we weren’t able to have children. 
 
    I knew that my race was different. Helena was a mutt as well, but not the same sort of mutt as me. Given her hair color, her gracefulness and the tattoo-like markings above her nethers, she was likely demonkin, dragonewt and maybe human. 
 
    So, when she left me, it was no surprise to me even though it did hurt. By divorcing me she could keep her status with the kingdom and claim a portion of my estate sales. I wasn’t even angry that she did it by letter and refused to meet with me directly. 
 
    Instead, is it strange that I felt relieved? Like a feeling that she’d be okay and I was free again. 
 
    But I wasn’t free, I was cursed. Still, when I think back to what my kind did to the demons after we won. Maybe it was karma. For each Demon village I saved, the rest were enslaved, their citizens taken and sold like products. I killed my own kind, labeling them slavers and thieves, but there was no stopping them all. I was, and am, a fool. 
 
    I guess it all played perfectly with the King’s politics and with my curse in effect, he was probably able to toss me under the wagon and… 
 
    I wonder how those demon-kin villages are doing today? Are the kids still safe and studying? Are the men still working the fields or are they all dead now. 
 
    “Begone, vagrant!” A man with a commanding voice said as he poked at me with the blunt end of his halberd. 
 
    Ah, it’s a guard. That makes sense, my clothes must be a mess, and I’ve tried to beg here before though the curse thwarted my efforts. 
 
    “Hey! Respond, or I’ll toss you in a cell.” 
 
    I felt a chill and my mana dipped down to zero. “Toss me!? I’ll toss you, you ever had a man lick your asshole? Drop the soap,” I said in a deep voice. “I’ll fuck you until you love me!” 
 
    “Heugh!” He gagged as he stepped away. “Foul miscreant—” He flipped his halberd around. “Surely no one will miss a man like you.” 
 
    “Wait!!” Lain said, stepping between us. 
 
    The guard looked her over, lingering on her face, then her bust. He licked his lips. “Who are you, and what’s your relationship with this scum?” 
 
    “I’m Alaindre Althuetz, daughter of Aundre and this man is my, my…” She blushed then puffed out her chest. “My betrothed!” 
 
    The guard’s eyes went wide. “Aundre!? He’s an honorable man and…Lain? You’re the girl that used to bring us milk and vegetables from your farm. Your brother often comes to train with us, you know. He’s a good lad. But—” He looked her over, her muscles stood out even under her cleric's robes. He then looked at me. “This man’s not fit to breed with sheep. Then again, perhaps you can keep him in order. I’ll let him go under your care, but if I see him alone, I’ll toss him out.” 
 
    With that, the guard nodded to Lain, scowled at me and left. 
 
    Despite everything, that guard might not be a bad guy. 
 
    “I’m sorry Shtulls, I hurried.” She said as she held out her hand and helped me up. “Still, it took a lot of negotiating but I traded my tribulim, most of my money and all the magic cores I’d been saving. Luckily that was enough for them to take her in. But dad’ll kill me when he finds out I’m broke again.” 
 
    “No he won’t,” I said with a grin as I reached into my item storage and pulled out a handful of lesser magic cores that I’d gained from doing the first five floors every day. “I’ve got plenty of these, we just need to go to the adventurer’s guild to turn them in.” 
 
    “Then,” she said, taking my hand and hugging herself close to me. “Let’s turn them in and have a date! Don’t worry about your curse, I’m not letting you go. This hand is mine now, hero, mwahaha!” 
 
    “Just the hand?” I said as I looked into her light blue eyes. 
 
    “Well, while we’re in public but later I’ll take everything you can give me.” 
 
    “Such a pervy woman, I love it.” 
 
    We got close enough to each other that I could feel her breath. I’d never wanted to kiss anyone more than right now. And maybe it was because we couldn’t kiss that the temptation was made stronger. I settled for a kiss on her cheek which quickly became a kiss to her neck then— 
 
    “Shtulls, people are looking.” 
 
    “Then let’s give them a show.” 
 
    I felt her shiver in my arms and even I knew this was dangerous. With a sigh of regret I broke things off and we made it to the adventurer’s guild as people stared at us. Some with soft smiles and others with burning jealousy. I didn’t care, and I’m sure Lain didn’t either. To me, everyone else looked like weeds in a garden, faceless silhouettes of gray people. Only Lain had color. 
 
    We tossed open the swinging double doors and walked in. 
 
    “Woah woah! What’am I seein’ here? Drunko and Metalatits, arm in arm like lovers!?” It was the barkeep/headmaster of this branch of the guild. “I guess two wrongs do make a right! Get the fuck up here and tell me about it! I’ll get ya both an ale, so don’t skimp on the details!” 
 
    I wasn’t sure if I should be offended. To call Lain Metalatits was a bit like spitting in my face but the man’s friendly smile seemed to say it was all in fun. I didn’t hate this guy, it was mostly thanks to his attitude that the rest ignored my strangeness. 
 
    Of course as we approached the bar, I felt that old familiar chill and my mouth opened. “Metalatits!? How dare you, sir!” I pulled off my leather armor and flexed. “I’ll have you know these are all natural. Though I can see why you might be confused. Go on, give’em a squeeze, eh? Eh, eh eh!” I said flexing my pecs. 
 
    “Pffft!” Lain cracked up beside me as I continued to flex my pecs and alternate my eyebrows with them. 
 
    “Ha! I’m not losing boyo, lookie here!” He stripped off his shirt and somehow we ended up having a flexing competition as Lain lost it. She knew what I was actually feeling. This was my hell, me, the former hero, half naked and exchanging sweaty glances with a muscly old man while going Huh? Huh? 
 
    “Eugh! Oh!” He said, going through his poses. 
 
    “Mmm, ahhh!” I said going through mine. 
 
    You know, normally I’d want to die right now, but Lain’s not laughing anymore. She’s looking at me, red-faced and panting. 
 
    I dropped my pants and flexed my glutes with my hand on my waist as I looked at Lain, who swallowed and covered her mouth. 
 
    “Oh!” The guildmaster stripped off his pants and matched my pose. “Looky here, boyo, this is a man! Hooh!” 
 
    I turned around and he stopped as lil’ Shtulls freed itself from my undies. “Boyo...I ain’t flexing, that. It’s your win for now!” 
 
    He held out his hand and I shook it. It was firm, as if he were trying to crush me but I returned it. “HA!” I nodded as Lain put her hand on my shoulder. “Well fought!” 
 
    He laughed from his stomach and put his clothes back on as he poured a few heady brews. “Put your pants on, I don’t need your ass-sweat staining my stools!” 
 
    Lain and I drank deep. I normally avoided alcohol, always had, especially after what happened the night I got cursed. But right now, it was impossible to refuse. Plus Lain downed her glass in a single gulp and no man worth his weight lets a woman drink alone. 
 
    “So,” he said. “Tell me about it. I was worried about the two of ya’s. But ya found each other, Uncle is pleased!” 
 
    You’re not my uncle! 
 
    Lain chuckled and threw her arm around me. “This man is mine! We’ll have nine kids and a huge farm! I-I…” Her head dipped.  
 
    Is she drunk? On one pint? 
 
    “So, boyo, didja come with the usual? Or are ya just here to visit your uncle and show off yer lady?” 
 
    “Both,” I said with a broad grin. 
 
    “Oh, as expected!” The guildmaster brought out a barrel and I filled it with magic cores. “Thank ya again, hero. Ya know,” He said looking at Lain who was happily snoring as she leaned on my shoulder. “I knew who you were and about what happened to ya. I tried to talk to ya before but ye always left in a hurry. My boy, he gets to go to school thanks to you. My wife’n I are thankful. He’ll have a chance we never did. He won’t have to risk life and limb to turn a coin, he can be whoever he wants. So, if there’s anything I can do, just ask for—” 
 
    “Eep!” “Oh, yeah…” “Not my ass!” 
 
     “Eh?” The guildmaster said, looking over my shoulder. “What’s wrong with you lot?” 
 
    “N-n-nothing!” A familiar snide voice said. “J-just...will I be pregnant now?” 
 
    “You!?” A brutish man said. “What about...nevermind!” 
 
    “Hey,” The smooth man said, sitting beside me. “You’re so cruel, you just came and went as you pleased. Did I feel good at least?” 
 
    The guildmaster blinked hard, then backed away slowly until he vanished into the kitchen. 
 
    I reached over the bar and refilled my mug. “I have no clue what you guys are talking about. I only knocked you—” 
 
    “Noo!” The woman interrupted. “I-I don’t want to know!” 
 
     What the hell is up with these guys? 
 
    Lain raised her head groggily and looked at them, before she burst out in laughter and fell back asleep. 
 
    Kay…? Mental check time. I knocked them out, then, I was, and I kissed, then… No! She wouldn’t… 
 
    “Ehehe,” Lain laughed, sleep talking. “Shtulls there’s so much! It’s like a fountain!” 
 
    She did! 
 
    “B-buy, uh, I’ll buy you all a drink. Sorry for uh, wait, no fuck you! You were plotting to kill Lain! No matter what I did to you, you deserved it! Live by the sword—” 
 
    “But your sword is so big…” The smooth man said beside me. 
 
    “Look,” the big man said. “That girl you seem so attached to has a reputation, and it ain’t a good one. Setting aside that she’s a kill-stealer, more than half the parties she’s been in have died but somehow she always survives. How is that I wonder, then there’s her gear. Top of the line, there’s no wa—” 
 
    I understood what he was thinking but Lain wasn’t that sort of person. “Look here, shaved ape. This girl is soft, sweet and more giving than anyone I ever met before. If she’s killed, then it was because she was forced into a corner. Her gear came from her father, her friends and a fine young man who died for her. It’s not stolen. Did any of you ever even try to get to know her before you decided to kill her? To rob her brothers of their sister, her father of his only daughter?” 
 
    “Eooh!” The large man sat down and held his face. “I’m not a bad guy! We wanted to like her, we really did. But she didn’t need us, so we thought that it was strange. Then, we heard all the rumors.” 
 
    I flicked a coin into the guildmaster’s jar and poured the large man a drink as he wept. “Look, I’ll share what I know. She’d never say a word, but you seem like a stupidly honest person, so I’ll tell you what I can.” 
 
    I shared what I could of Lain’s story, leaving out the bits about her subrace and her mother. I then talked about my own theories along with what I’d gathered. Then several mugs and a few more listeners in, “And I hope they’ll accept me…” I finished, doing my best impression of Lain. 
 
    They were all in tears. The snide woman was draped on my back as the big man blubbered like a lost child. 
 
    “I never knew… Little Lain, I’m so sorry.” The smooth man said, grabbing my thigh for the seventeenth time. But this time it was for stability, so I didn’t shoo it away. 
 
    “Poor Metalatits…” The guildmaster said, pouring us each another round and holding his hand out to me. 
 
    “Mmm,” Lain said, looking at me with blurred eyes. “Kiss?” 
 
    “Kiss her!” A chant rose from our onlookers. 
 
    “Kiss her Boyo!” 
 
    “Oh…” The snide woman said from my back, her voice cracking. “To think we almost...to her…” 
 
    I kissed her, but she didn’t drain me that much. It was then that I realized something. I pulled up my status, and the smooth man jerked away from me, wide-eyed. 
 
    Oops, Probably shouldn’t have done that. But now’s the only time I can confirm my theory. 
 
    Yep, I’m draining the sorceress on my back to feed Lain. 
 
    “SH-Sh…Shtulls!! Mother-lovin’ Sen—” 
 
    I closed my status and held my hand over the smooth man’s mouth. “Shhh, even if you said it, no one would believe you.” 
 
    He nodded and pulled away, smelling his hand. “Heroic, splooge… I feel the power!” 
 
    And...that’s my cue to leave. “Lain?” 
 
    “Shtulls… Kiss?” 
 
    “Not now, maybe la—” 
 
    “Mm?” she looked up at me with puffed up cheeks and a little frown. “Meanie!” 
 
    “AW!” An almost unanimous sigh of disappointment erupted around me. Just how many adventurers are watching us now? Don’t they have other things to do? 
 
    Fine, before I sit the sorceress down, I’ll take full advantage of this opportunity. 
 
    I kissed Lain again, this time, I went all out and played with her tongue as she played with mine. I broke it off, embarrassed yet fulfilled as the woman on my back coughed. 
 
    “Hug?” Lain said in her babying tone, wanting to be spoiled. 
 
    I sat the woman on my back down, and took Lain in my arms as aws erupted around us. Who knew adventurers had such a soft side. 
 
    Well, it’s likely more of a drunk side. Either way— 
 
    “Carry…” Lain clung to my neck and I raised her in my arms. Her hips and thighs were just masses of muscle but her delicate calves and small feet swung up as she smiled up at me as if I were the sun on a rainy day. She hid her face in my chest and nuzzled me with a small laugh, activating my Lain protection mode. This Lain creature must never know hardship or pain! Even if I die, I will forever protect her! 
 
    “He’s blushing! Drunko is blushing!” 
 
    “Wait, was Drunko always this manly? Let’s make a path!” 
 
    “Hey, Boyo!” The guildmaster said, rushing from behind his bar. “Don’t forget your coin, here!” 
 
    I opened my item storage and he forced a bag, a little larger than it needed to be into it. 
 
    “U-uncle—” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Boyo I’m just paying you for the entertainment you provided my patrons. Also, you got a family now, don’t ya? Come back and visit us every now and then. What’dya say? Do ya’ll want to see Drunko again?” 
 
    “Yeah!” “Woo, Metalitits!” 
 
    “Hear that Boyo,” He whispered. “Even if ya are cursed, don’t be a stranger. An’ take care of that beauty in your arms, she’s a special lady.” 
 
    Walking out and into the dusky streets, my world was rose colored. I found an Inn and rented a room. There was no way we could continue with Lain in this state. So I undressed her and crawled into bed beside her. Given the things she’d done to me, I was sure she wouldn’t mind and obviously I wasn’t going to go farther than a bit of light cuddling. 
 
    But she was relentless in her cuteness. I spoiled her well into the night, stroking her hair, caressing her skin and massaging her back. Then at last she fell asleep in my arms, her ample bottom pressing flush against my waist. 
 
    The morning man rose and found its home in the comfortable gap between her thighs. But I was tired, drunk and emotionally overloaded. I was well aware of the danger I was in, but I trusted her. Lain wasn’t a killer. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11: Date - Shtulls 
 
      
 
    I awoke that morning with the soft sweet sounds of Lains muffled moans as she bucked back against me, rubbing the full length of my sex against her soft wet lips. 
 
    I had to remind myself again that this wasn’t sex but as I bit the back of her neck and nibbled her ears, it was no less erotic. I reached over, taking her soft breast in my hand, I pinched her nipple between my fingers and she exploded as I stained her thighs with my seed. 
 
    Then we stayed like that for a while basking in the afterglow. Do I really deserve this much happiness? 
 
    I took a rag from my item storage and wiped her sweat. “Goodmorning, Metalitits, how’d you sleep?” 
 
    “Mmm, pretty good, but something kept poking me.” She said with a smile. “We need to cure that damn curse! I want you inside me… Oh! Look who’s ready for round two.” 
 
    “Wait, Lain, this is the perfect time to train your restraint.” 
 
    She’d shown a good aptitude for mana manipulation when she changed her holy javelin to heal Des. I didn’t know exactly how it worked for a succubus, but I was sure that mana circulation was a part of it. So let’s practise that. 
 
    I moved my hips slowly as she held my hand in hers over her chest. I whispered in her ears as she relaxed against me. “Do you feel my mana entering you?” 
 
    “Mm, yeah, it feels so good!” 
 
    “Then,” I held her tightly. “Give me yours, pour it into me, as you take me into you.” 
 
    “B-but—” 
 
    “No buts just try. I’ll tell you if you’re going to hurt me.” 
 
     “No,” She said as she stopped moving her hips. “Dad told me that mana circulation is dangerous. He said, that I shouldn’t—” 
 
    “Lain,” I said into her ear after running my tongue around it. “I think our mana is perfectly compatible. Doesn’t my mana taste good?” 
 
    “It’s the… Uh! The best!” 
 
    “Then trust me, I’ve done this before.” It’s the norm when you bed a succubus. Yeah, I’ll never say that bit out loud. 
 
    She sighed, pushing back into me and I tasted her mana for the first time. I’d talked like a virgin, about compatibility but Lain’s mana wasn’t normal. Usually mana can be likened to air or smoke, it flows evenly and softly but Lain’s mana was like water. It flooded me, and if I were any other man, I would’ve lost my mind, drunk on it’s beauty. 
 
    I processed it gradually as she arched her back, and let little Shtulls press against her opening. 
 
    Mere seconds past like hours, as I fought against the urge to thrust forward. Ultimately I had to pull away, without mana manipulation, I couldn’t process her mana fast enough to offset her drain, but just having it inside me, somehow made me happy. Even if it wasn’t completely compatible... 
 
    We finished another round of near-sex and washed up. 
 
    Lain sat on the bed nude, pressing her fingertips together. 
 
    I drank in that beautiful sight and traced each and every line of her body into my memory while she wasn’t looking. She had a farmer’s tan, so her face, arms and lower legs were all a dark tan while everything she kept hidden was whiter than the softest cream. Just as I’d felt so many times, her legs were thick with muscle and her waist was narrow. She had abs you could wash clothes on and her breasts were shapely swollen and perky. Her arms were strong, but not large enough to deny her feminine traits. 
 
    She was a work of art, a being so beautiful they could be an artist’s death-piece. I swallowed, feeling myself pressing hard against my pants. And then I saw her eyes, beautiful and piercing, their light blue tint stared at me like a wolf looking at a rabbit. It reminded me that despite her child-like face, she was a woman, and not an innocent one. She knew full-well what she wanted and it was her who held back the most. 
 
    Her eyes traced me hungrily as she settled first on my waist then on my face. She gulped audibly then looked away. 
 
    “...bath…” 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    “N-nothing, you're better than a bath anyway.” 
 
    “Huh?” I teased. “What was that?” 
 
    “I...you’re…” 
 
    Helena never understood me, she wasn’t a fighter so there was no way she could ever stand beside me, but if I’d had Lain when I was at war then… 
 
    I sat beside Lain and raised her onto my lap, being careful to avoid the danger zone. She gasped as I sat her down and put my arms around her waist. 
 
    “When you do something like that I feel like a girl.” 
 
    “You are a girl, my girl.” 
 
    “B-but I’m not feminine, isn’t my body gross?” 
 
    “We’ve had this talk before, and isn’t the answer to how I feel pressed against your stomach. There’s no part of you that isn’t beautiful. But,” I said, far less certain. “What about me? I know you said I’m like the man you, uh, bathe to. But, you could find a younger guy. A succubus, even a full blooded one can learn to hold back and—” 
 
    “I don’t want to hold back! Shtulls,” She said, taking my hand. “I know it seems like I’m all lust, but what you’ve given me, it’s more than that. I know you’ve been around the block a few times, has a succubus ever said they love you before?” 
 
    You mean breaking the only taboo of their race for a dude with coin? “No, succubi only ever love the one they…” Oh my god… The blood pact! “Lain! Oh Lain... I love you so damn much! I’m sorry.” 
 
    She leaned back into me. “So you finally get it… Then,” Her voice shrank into that cute creature she became. “You’ll take responsibility, right?” 
 
    I held her tight enough to crush a normal woman as my tears flowed. “Lain!” 
 
    She pressed back with a happy smile. “Shtulls!” 
 
    “Guests!” 
 
    We both froze as Little Shtulls twitched and Lain looked at me funny. 
 
    “Check out was at Eleven, if you stay any longer we’ll charge for an extra day.” 
 
    “B-be right out!” Lain replied, looking back at me. 
 
    “...Right, well you have five minutes so, hurry up.” 
 
    “Shtulls?” Lain said with an innocent look. “Do you think we can finish in five minutes?” 
 
    “For you, babe, thirty seconds is all I need.” 
 
    She laughed, and we somehow made it to the lobby in time. 
 
    “...Shtulls…” Lain said, pressing herself back against me. “I thought you were kidding…” 
 
    “Sh-shut-up! I...I—” 
 
    “It was cute!” 
 
    Cute!? It… God dammit! “Just you wait, when we can do the real thing. it—” 
 
    “It’ll be even quicker?” Lain said with a sadistic smile. 
 
    ...She’s right though. “But, it’ll be more frequent, harder, deeper and—” 
 
    “Next!” The receptionist called out. 
 
    “It’s fine,” Lain said, hugging me. “I thought it was hot! Besides, if you were inside me, I’d never let you out.” 
 
    “Never? Like, even if we had to go somewhere?” 
 
    “Nope, I’d tie you up and carry you like a baby. You could drink my milk and—” 
 
    “Next!” 
 
    “Oh, you two... It must be so nice to find your other half.” The receptionist sighed. “But try to be more quiet next time. We had complaints.” 
 
    “Wait, from who?” I asked. 
 
    “From me, fuck off, normies.” 
 
    Normies? Us? 
 
    “Ehehe…” Lain laughed. “What do we owe?” 
 
    “Three silver, plus a normie tax of one additional silver.” 
 
    “Wait a sec.” Lain said with a sinister gleam in her eye. She shoved me forward and ran back to sit on a stool. 
 
    Nooo! What the fu— 
 
    “Hey pretty lady, I love them thick girls, you got a minute? Cause that’s all I need to show you heaven. Some guys want the cream, but I want the cottage cheese. Trust me I’ll lick it all up, every last drop. Those tits might be a C but dat ass is an S, S, Sexy. Is it exit only? If not, I’ll put things into-side of you. Mmm, you like ladies? I’ll tuck it so you can fuck it! You can lick me wherever—” 
 
    Lain recovered from her laughing fit and took my hand again, leaving me to cringe alone. 
 
    “Uh...um… Riiight… So you like big girls do you?” 
 
    Lain let go of me again. Lain!!!? 
 
    “Course I do, girl you got that apple bottom and I’d love to make sauce!” 
 
    Lain grabbed my hand again as the receptionist giggled, wiping her eyes. “I know you don’t mean it, but my boyfriend left me and I was feeling down. So, you made me feel a little better. But you’re still not getting a discount.” 
 
    Lain kissed me, deeply and helped me over to the stool she was at before. 
 
    The receptionist brought me a glass of water and after I’d recovered we paid and left. Even though she said she wouldn't, the receptionist did give us the discount in the end but she also charged us a copper for their ‘mountain spring water of refreshment.’ 
 
    We spent the next few hours wandering around town hand in hand, eating at food stalls. 
 
    Even though I had charm before, I never liked using it, at least not for dating purposes. The thought of doing something like that made me sick. There was also the fact that generally speaking I was considered handsome. Was… But I never really wanted a commitment. I got coin from dungeons and when I was lonely, well coins can be used for all sorts of things. 
 
    I kept things simple until they weren’t anymore. So technically, today is maybe only my third date, not counting my time with Helena. 
 
    I looked over at Lain who smiled brightly back at me, her cheeks stuffed like a squirrel and her face covered in grease as she ate. 
 
    I had to look away and close my eyes for a second before they jizzed again. If I still had my blanket I’d wrap her up again and spend hours just holding her and feeding her things. 
 
    “You wagh sum?” She said, shoving a skewer at my face. 
 
    “No, your cuteness has already filled me up.” 
 
    She squeezed my hand and laughed until she choked. 
 
    I offered her some grilled corn and she smirked as she spoke in a low voice. “No, your corniness has already filled me up!” 
 
    Then as the noon bells rang we left the town and walked down an old dirt road. 
 
    Lain was walking slowly and I could tell something was strange. 
 
    “To be honest Shtulls, I’m a little nervous.” 
 
    “Of what?” 
 
    “Other than… Well, this’ll only be the second time I’m taking a man to meet my family.” 
 
    “Oh, that, that’s…” 
 
    I stopped dead crashing hard after my earlier emotional high. Shit! Shit shit shit! 
 
    Her father was the most powerful Paladin the kingdom had ever known. Aundre The Golden Shield! Hell, if Oblex wasn’t there then Aundre probably would’ve been chosen as the hero. Even now, his statue still stands in the hall of remembrance, forever honoring his bave death. That, we know didn’t happen, but still! I am screwed! 
 
    And he’s probably only fifteen years older than me at most. 
 
    “T-this is bad, like really bad isn’t it?” I said, wiping my brow which was pouring so much sweat that I could barely see. 
 
    “Yeah, maybe… But, I really like you and I’m sure he’ll approve of you after he gets to know you.” 
 
    “Lain, I’m freaking cursed! If you let go of my hand, my god… I can see the headlines now. ‘Former hero/current pervert, Sendarl, killed by, thought to be dead, Aundre The Golden Shield!’” 
 
    Lain laughed nervously. “Oh, he won’t kill you...probably.” 
 
    “P-probably!?” 
 
    “Well, maybe don’t tell him your name until after we explain about the curse.” 
 
    “Laaain? Is there something you're not telling me?” 
 
    She swallowed so hard that I actually heard it. “Well,” she said again. “He might have read the papers and did a little bit of old guy rambling. And he might have told me never to marry a man like that… I mean, you mooned the queen and all. There was even an illustration in the comics section where she’s trying...to pin…the...medal...pfft!” Lain burst out laughing. “Like, you could cut it out and play at home.” 
 
    The rest of the walk was spent with me sighing and Lain laughing until we reached their farm. To my surprise it was actually huge. There were four large fields of different crops and that oh too familiar smell of manure wafting by. I could also hear cattle and dogs in the distance. It had a nice feel to it, maybe I should’ve bought a farm rather than becoming the hero. But if I had then...would I still have met Lain? 
 
    “So, you tend this place, just you and your family?” 
 
    “Yep, easy peasy.” 
 
    Easy peasy? Can I kiss her one last time before I die? That adorableness just demands action! 
 
    I hugged her from behind and kissed the back of her neck as she began to giggle uncontrollably.  
 
    Ooh! A tickle spot! Don’t mind if I do. 
 
    “Sh-Shtulls! Stop! AHAHAHA! S-stop! I’m going to pee!” 
 
    “I’ll save you Big Sis! Let go of her!!” 
 
    A small boy with a squishy face and big serious eyes came running from the nearby field. He tried to hop the fence twice then gave up and crawled under it. 
 
    Before I knew it, he stood in front of me, taking a stance as if he had to poop. From the bright, almost white blue hair and the farmer’s tan, I could tell immediately he was one of Lains brothers. 
 
    “Un...uhn, unhand….” 
 
    He panted there for a second and I pulled some water out of my storage and gave it to him. He took a few sips, thanked me, then resumed his pooping pose. 
 
    “Your brother, I presume?” 
 
    “Yep, he’s Alundre, the cutest brother in the world.” 
 
    “So says the cutest woman in the world.” 
 
    “Still trying to feed me corn, huh.” She said as she slipped beside me, taking my hand. 
 
    “So what’s he doing? Does he need to go to the bathroom?” 
 
    “I don’t know, maybe he’s… Oh no… Lun—” 
 
    “Sure you can!!” The boy yelled passionately as he just kind of spun around in the air and fell on his face. 
 
    He looked up at us and sniffled, his eyes watering. 
 
    Is he, is he going to cry? Oh, he held it in… I guess even little kids can be manly sometimes. 
 
    He held his arms up and Lain scooped him up with her free arm. “This is…” She hesitated. “Shtulls, he’s Big Sis’s good friend that she met in the dungeon.” 
 
    “Woah! You went to the dungeon, Mister?” 
 
    “Yep, I’ve been in there a few times, you could say.” 
 
    “Wow, Dad told me Dungeons were tough. Are you a fighter, a mage?” 
 
    Hero, before that my class alternated between brawler and Blademaster. Then after Oblex’s teaching, sage cropped up a time or two. Classes aren’t set in stone, they’re just based on the style you use. For now, let’s go with Blademaster since I lost all my mana and being a brawler sounds like I fight people. 
 
    “I’m a Blademaster!” 
 
    He made a little squeak noise and patted Lain’s shoulder as he pointed at me, his eyes sparkling. 
 
    Is this whole family adorable? At this point I’m starting to believe Aundre might just be a giant chipmunk under his heavy helm. 
 
    From this point until we reached Lain’s house it was hard to look her way because each time I did, Alundre’s face would light up and he’d start to panic again. 
 
    Maybe I should’ve gone with Fighter instead but Blademaster was currently the most accurate one based on my abilities. 
 
    Come to think of it, if I were a kid and someone spewed out that they were a Blademaster, I’d probably act the same. 
 
    “Oh, Sis…” A man, with a narrow waist and broad shoulders said as he doused himself with a bucket of water. 
 
    He threw his head back and slicked his hair down, as his white shirt became… The hell is this guy making me think!? 
 
    “Shtulls, Arundre, Arundre, Shtulls. I’m going to fix a snack for Lund, so you two play nice while I’m gone.” 
 
    “Sure, sis…” 
 
    “W-wait…what about—” 
 
    Before I could finish Lain kissed me and patted my chest. “That should be enough to last you for a few minutes, right?” 
 
    I had no response, instead I savored the feeling and somehow felt like everything would be fine. 
 
    “Sis!? The…” Her brother fell silent as Lain vanished into her house. 
 
    He tossed his head back again and ran his fingers through his hair and down his neck. His once cold gaze turned to a scowl as he stared into my eyes, as if searching my soul. 
 
    Okay, Lain might not have charm, but this guy, this...handsome, nope! 
 
    I backed away slowly until I hit the wall. I’m not falling for this crap! 
 
    He slammed his hand into the wall by my head and leaned in close. I could feel my heartbeat and...not happening! 
 
    “What are you to her?” 
 
    “We have yet to really define it, but it’s probably somewhere between boyfriend and fiance.” 
 
    He grabbed my jerkin and pulled me towards him, his fist shaking as he looked at me with his cold hard eyes. 
 
    “Really…?” He said as he flung me back into the wall. Somehow I think this guy does all of his talking by walls. “Ridiculous, some shabyman like you with my angel of a sister…” 
 
    He pulled out a small knife and forced it into my hand as he ripped open his shirt revealing his smooth white, nope. I hate this guy in a way I’ve never hated anyone before. It seems like everyone in this family drags you into their own pace. 
 
    “Then stab me! Kill me, and—” 
 
    “Sister Kick!”  
 
    He was sent flying as Lain drop kicked him. 
 
    He rolled around in the mud then raised his hand towards the sun. “OH! Antonia! Comfort me, Antonia!” 
 
    “An-Antonia?” I asked, handing Lain the knife.  
 
    She sighed. “One of our cows…” 
 
    “Oh, Antonia, let me gaze into your big brown eyes.” 
 
    “Lain, he’s saying he wants to see the cow’s big brown eye.” 
 
    “Shut-up and get in here, I made snacks. He’ll be okay, probably.” 
 
    I sat by Alundre and we both happily ate buttered bread with honey while Lain began preparing ingredients for dinner. 
 
    Lain in an apron! I’ll be saving that for later. 
 
    Alundre finally calmed down enough to flood me with questions. I took a grindstone, some oil and a well used cloth from my storage and began to teach him about honing and maintaining a blade. I also took out a minor drop dagger from the undead dungeon and supervised him while he practiced with it. 
 
    Normally, letting a kid this young handle something like this might be dangerous but the dagger was old, blunt and useless. It was likely from an adventurer some twenty years ago. But that didn’t matter, I was only showing him the ropes. 
 
    “Can I keep it?” 
 
    “Only if your father agrees, it’s basically a practice piece anyway. But treat it with care, never point it at anyone and always show it respect. If you don’t, even a blunt blade can bite an uncaring master.” 
 
    I noticed Lain glance back at me with a grin. I wonder if this is what my days will be like if I can beat this curse. Lain preparing dinner while I take care of our son. 
 
    “Mister Shtulls, are you sad?” 
 
    “No, my eyes are, er… Nope, these are manly tears! Sometimes my manliness leaks out from my eyes because it’s so manly.” 
 
    “Oh… But Sis always says big boys don’t cry!” 
 
    “She’s right! But men do, when doing manly things for, uh, manly reasons…” 
 
    Lain kissed me again. I’ll never tell her that, that wasn’t the curse speaking. I’m just not great with kids. I’m not bad either. Before I returned to the kingdom, I went from orphanage to orphanage in the demon realm to show my presence and protect them from slavers. 
 
    People always say that war is brutal, but it’s the aftermath that’s the worst. Oblex says that it’s a chess game that resets whenever there are enough players. You know, Oblex is a sad dude. I never really realized it before but yeah, that guy’s probably the saddest guy I know, including me. 
 
    “Am I doing it right?” Alundre said, interrupting my depressing thoughts. 
 
    “Hmm, nope, not even a little bit, but, I’ll show you a trick. Bring me some firewood.” 
 
    Alundre was undeterred as he hopped down from the chair and tottered off into the other room. 
 
    I crept up on my prey. The cookius Lainius, in her natural habitat. I slowly and gently put my arms around her then attacked her weak spot. 
 
    “Jeez!” She laughed. “Shtulls...not now.” 
 
    Seeing her like this, getting to know how she lives, teaching her brother and sitting in her kitchen. I get this strange warm feeling in my stomach. 
 
    I’ve never wanted a family before, but now, it’s suddenly become my main objective. 
 
    She stopped what she was doing and turned around to face me. “Thank you, for teaching Alundre something useful. Of my five brothers, he was too young to understand what happened to me before, so he still wants to meet people and be an adventurer. But even if he doesn’t become one, a sharp blade is always a useful thing. Even Dad Isn't that good with maintenance. I mean, he was better at it before he lost his arm.” 
 
    “I got some wood!” Alundre said as he tossed a handful of wood and twigs onto the table. 
 
    Me too, little guy, me too. 
 
    I gave Lain a peck on the cheek and retook my seat, helping him into his. I took out another knife I had, it was nothing great, just a full tang single edged blade that I’d honed to perfection. With that I quickly carved a jig, explaining everything as I went. Alundre was still just a kid so I was sure he would only remember bits and pieces about what I told him, but the jig I made would remain for years. And with a little common sense, another one could be made. 
 
    “See, it goes in integrals of five. You lock the dagger in with some twine, oil the stone and start at the highest, working down to the lowest. Then you flip it and do the same thing with the other side. Easy peasy, like Lain would say.” 
 
    “I got it! Easy peasy!” 
 
    “Good job! High five!” I said before slapping the boy in the forehead… 
 
    “Ow!” He rubbed his head and looked at me. “Manly tears!” 
 
    Lain sensed my plight and gave me another kiss. “Why don’t you take a few of these branches and show him some of your techniques outside. Everything we’ve shown him so far has been kinda complicated…” 
 
    Is...is she calling me simple? She is, isn’t she. Lain, I have no mana! Of course my moves seem simple. 
 
    “Okay then, but first, let’s finish this dagger. Otherwise I wouldn’t feel right.” 
 
    We spent another twenty minutes on the dagger as Lain continued to painstakingly finish dinner prep. I guess cooking for seven people wasn’t just a matter of throwing things into a pot and calling it a day. She’d done everything from scratch. The butchery, the stripping and cutting, the stock, everything. 
 
    It made me see her in a new light. To think, this was part of her daily life even after working the fields and feeding the animals. Lain is probably the most capable person I’d ever met. 
 
    She sat a large colander of stock on the wood stove and put meat around the coals. Then she took off her apron, much to my dismay and the three of us went outside. 
 
    The hot afternoon sun beat down on us, but I seemed to be the only one feeling it. 
 
    Everyone else was tanned and toned, while I was pale and pasty. Living in a dungeon for…dammit, I don’t even know how long now, has given me a new weakness. 
 
    I showed Lain and Alundre what the dagger he’d honed was capable of by chopping wood with it. 
 
    “A dagger is really all you need. I take it you usually use an axe.” 
 
    “Mhm.” 
 
    “Just place the dagger here, on a log no wider than it’s blade and use another log to hit the other end and, look, it’s split! Just a few hours ago, there’d be no way this dagger could’ve done that! Good job!” I raised my hand for a high five. 
 
    Alundre pulled away. “You’re not going to hit me again are you, Mister?” 
 
    Not if I can help it? 
 
    “Let’s move on, grab that branch over there, the big one. Steel is heavier than wood, so always train with a large limb if possible. Let’s go through some basics. We’ll start with the eight directions of attack and their counters. Oh, here, take this. It’s a buckler I made in my spare time.” 
 
    Which was all the time… 
 
    Alundre made another excited squeal as he held my whittled side project with reverence. 
 
    “No fair!” Lain said, eyeing it with jealousy. 
 
    “Huh? If you want one, I’ve got plenty. Other than baskets, I make these to pass the time when I’m depressed.” Which is every moment I’ve lived before I met you. 
 
    I took another out from my storage and tossed it to her. She held her hands up to catch it as it passed right between them and thunked off of her head. 
 
    I could feel the blood draining from my face as I ran to her. Oh god, hitting people with my buckler is practically automatic now, isn’t it? Dear god, if I scarred her cute face, then… 
 
    She laughed it off for a moment until she saw my face. “Oh, ow… Shtulls…” 
 
    “Y-yeah…” She’s faking, but I’m not even mad. 
 
    “Please, kiss it and make it better.” 
 
    I kissed the tiny bump she had and she pulled me down into a real kiss. It was short, but it was enough to drive my curse away for a while more. 
 
    She turned the buckler over in her hand and whistled. “Wow, if you reinforced this with metal, It’d be a first rate item.” 
 
    “Yep, but wood if free, and I have about twenty just like that one.” 
 
    That’s right, from a single stump you could easily make a few dozen wooden bucklers. That’s why I used them. 
 
    I trained Alundre for a while as Lain rushed back into the house to finish dinner. Then… 
 
    “So...who are you and what the hell are you doing with my little bro?” I felt something sharp pressed firmly between my shoulderblades. 
 
    “I’m uh, Lain’s boyfriend.” As a man of my age, the word boyfriend slides off my tongue about as naturally as hippopotomonstrosesquippedaliophobia. 
 
    “Like hell you are!” The pointy thing vanished as a hand grasped my shoulder, then another one grasped my other shoulder. The fingers ground in as the hands moved forcefully. 
 
    “How do you like that then, huh? Feeling drained? Weak? Huh?” 
 
    “Oooh, not bad.” I said, leaning back. “A little less thumb and a bit more grip towards my neck.” 
 
    “Oh, okay… Is that better?” 
 
    “Ah, right there, you’re doing great… Wow, have you done this before?” 
 
    “Yeah, sometimes Dad… Hey!” 
 
    “Don’t bully Shtulls!” Alundre said, tossing his buckler just like I’d shown him. But with his height and line of sight… 
 
    I’d never felt a pain this pure before. For the first time I was glad that my dong had protected my walnuts, but I still felt like the shell was cracked… 
 
    I fell to my knees, vomited and barely managed a thumbs up so Alundre wouldn’t be sad. Then as the world began to spin, all I could think about was… I probably could’ve beaten the Emperor this way. Or rather, he could’ve beaten me. Thank god he was an honorable guy or… 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12: Family - Shtulls 
 
      
 
    “Shtulls!” 
 
    I woke up surrounded by holy light, seeing Lain’s frantic face looking down at me. The next thing I knew I was being held in strong arms. 
 
    “Mmm, Lain?” I said, reaching up. 
 
    She looked down, and smiled nervously. I see, Lain’s carrying me like a princess… I’m surprisingly okay with this. But is that how she carried me through all those floors in the dungeon while I was passed out? 
 
    I was plopped down on a straw mattress as Lain screamed for everyone else to leave the room. She ripped down my pants, and with her soft yet calloused hands she checked Pete and Repete. 
 
    “Thank goodness… Shtulls, I’m so sorry…” 
 
    She fell on my chest and I ran my fingers through her thick hair. “It’s fine, I’ll live. That being said, tell Alundre he has one hell of a throwing arm.” 
 
    “Of course he does, he’s my brother.” 
 
    I pulled her up beside me and pressed my forehead to hers. “I’m fine, Lain, I just… I’ve never been hit there quite like that before. I mean, even goblins don’t—” 
 
    “Our kids…” She said, still cupping my gravy makers with a gentle embrace. 
 
    We both began to breath heavily as she massaged me. I can honestly say, I’ve only had my balls massaged a handful of times… But never with such loving care. 
 
    “Oy! Lain, yer old pop wants a word…” A lively male voice boomed throughout the house. 
 
    Lain pulled her hand away and sniffed it, inhaling deeply as she looked me in the eyes. 
 
    No woman has ever done that before… I know, on some deep level that I should listen to the warnings in my head, but it’s Lain… I love her to the point that there’s probably nothing she could do now that could turn me off. Do my balls smell good? In my experience, no, no they don’t. They’re caught in the middle of a war between a dick and an asshole. 
 
    In the process of getting up, she straddled me, reminding me that under her cleric’s robes she never wore undergarments. My morning man was suddenly pressed against a soft wet place and Lain knew it. 
 
    She moved her hips in soft careful motions. Letting me feel the rough coarseness of her pubic hair, along with the tender embrace of her lower lips. It was heaven and hell. Or rather, heaven and heaven. The only hell was the ever present temptation to thrust up. A simple pleasure seeking act, but one that would mean my doom.  
 
    But...I wouldn't die right away, right? I would still— 
 
    “Haha!” The door slammed against the wall, startling Lain. 
 
    She sat down, suddenly burying me deep within her. Then she gasped and leaped off of me, leaving my morning man to glisten in the wind. 
 
    “Oh...Oh! Oh. Wait! Wait!? Well, I guess we can bury him under the mulbury… Honey, are you okay?” 
 
    ...should I play dead? I’m confident in my meditation skills, so I can probably last for a few days even if I’m buried alive. 
 
    “Wow, baby, that’s… We’ll have to cut that off before we can bury him.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” I said, giving a thumbs up as I fought my urge to orgasm. 
 
    Even if it was for less than a second, I’d felt the woman I loved on the inside. And Lil’ Shtulls spewed his discontent. I pulled the mortified Lain down on me as Lil’ Shtulls painted her robes white. She pressed her breasts to my face and the doors slammed behind us. 
 
    “I-I’m sorry, Lain…” 
 
    “Oh god, Shtulls that was so damn hot! Were you trying to spray it all inside me?” 
 
    “Of course, you know, we just had sex, even if it was only for a micro-second. I’m sure that with practise—” 
 
    “Whoever you are, get the fuck out here!! I’ll wreck your shit, well and proper!!” The same voice as before boomed. “You dick possessed asshole! I’ll...You’ll… We’ll… Fuck you… Come face me, er, GRROUGH! GET OUT HERE NOW!! But put on pants first...!” 
 
    “Well,” I kissed Lain, pulling her close. “I’ve apparently made a great first impression.” 
 
    “Mmm, tell him Pa’pa, Antonia didn’t—” 
 
    The voice fell to a low whisper. “Son, are you, charming the cows again? We’ll stow this conversation for later…. But seriously, stop. What’ll the neighbors think if we keep selling seductive cows.” 
 
    “Mmm, Pa’pa, are you talking about Lady Anastasia? How’s her calf, are they giving her tea? She likes jasmine, or a mild Earl grey. Don’t tell me… Are the brutes giving her black like she’s some commoner!?” 
 
    “Son…” the man sighed, so heavily that even I understood his plight. “Look’ere Cows…” 
 
    “Yes Pa’pa?” He sniffled and I heard a slap. 
 
    “Cows ain’t people,” he said. “Cows…is cows.” 
 
    “You...you brute! Lady—” 
 
    “Son...is now really the time?”  
 
    “B-but, if—” 
 
    “Son—” 
 
    “No, but you made me watch as that bull—” 
 
    “God dammit, I give up… Lain’s a smart girl. So get on out here, you can’t be worse than this’n…” 
 
    Some time ago, during this disturbing conversation, Lain had risen up away from me and began to change her clothes, slowly and fully aware of my lustful gaze. She tormented me, as she slowly and deliberately changed into overalls. 
 
    Even though the conversation outside turned into grade-A nightmare fuel, my thoughts were only filled with this gorgeous creature that freely exposed herself in front of me. My mind was muddled, stuck on that brief soft moment we’d shared when I slipped inside of her.   
 
    How can I possibly describe perfection? 
 
    “Lady Antionette was perfect, so warm, soft and giving. Her teets, never failed to give us the best milk! How can you ignore her!?” 
 
    “S-Son...Father is worried now… Is you fucking the co—” 
 
    “Father, I’m all dressed now.” Lain said as she exited the room dragging me along with her.  
 
    “Oh thank god, If Arundre, kept on, I… Oy! Asshat, come out to the yard and face me. I’ll not be accepting a weak ass bit—” 
 
    “Dady, are you being mean to Master?” Alundre said, brandishing the dagger I’d given him. Not in an offensive way, but more like an offering. 
 
    “Oh, what’s this? It’s not half bad, where’d you find this?” 
 
    “Shtulls gave it to me, but then I…” 
 
    Aundre took the dagger and shaved a small patch off his stump. “I see, how’d you manage such a good edge from such a piece of cra—” 
 
    “Like this!” Alundre brought out the jig I’d made. 
 
    Aundre looked at me, thrusting his sword into the floor as he examined my jig. “Not bad, not bad, but buying someth—” 
 
    “He made it for me!” Alundre said, snatching it back. 
 
    “Made it?” 
 
    “Yep, and I can make one too...probably.” 
 
    Aundre sighed and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Well...if my boy likes ya and my daughter...well, she really likes ya… This really ain’t, I mean… A father should have some space, but dammit man! You know what, I was going to kill ya, but let’s just spar. I’ll only beat ya half to death, and if ya live, we can have a long talk over a tall glass of whisky.” 
 
    “Wait, Dad,” Lain said, standing between us, facing her father. “He’s not, I mean… Be careful.” Then she turned to me. “After what happened you should be able to hold back. Right Shtulls?” 
 
    Lain was still red-faced after everything that happened in the room and I was still pitching a tent but she was right. After that, I feel no traces of the curse. What I do feel is guilt and frustration. I finished without being inside her and with all this BS standing between us, I’m being forced to fight when I want to fu— 
 
    “Shtulls eh?” Aundre said, eying me suspiciously. “Ah, that must be a common name for your generation. I guess ya just had bad luck. But my Lil’ Lainies asking me to hold back, so ya must be a crafter or a bladesmith, eh?” 
 
    “He’s a Blademaster, daddy!” Alundre said happily. 
 
    “Oh, there’s few of those around these days. When I was a boy, some thirty-something years ago, there was a tale in my village. The tale of Calthen The Wise. He was just a dozen years my senior but his stories are still told. It’s said that a Blademaster’s strength is 90% effort and 10% skill. But, if you're really are a Blademaster then I’ll not hold back agains—” 
 
    “Dad,” Lain interrupted. “I was talking to Shtulls.” 
 
    Alundre’s face turned pale and indeed, he was the chipmunk-man I thought him to be. But as he looked me over, the redness returned to his cheeks. “You, out, NOW!” 
 
    We walked outside as the sunset painted everything in a dim red light. Lain’s brothers stood in a circle, unsure of how to act. Lain’s Father grabbed a strong limb and tossed it to me before selecting his own. 
 
    We both stood there for a while, waiting for Lain and I was reminded that I was standing before the strongest paladin that’d ever lived. 
 
    Even though he was in his fifties, his body was full of muscle. He had a white beard that ran wild down to his chest and even one-armed, he still cut an imposing figure. 
 
    We stared each other down as Lain finally came running. She drove a massive golden tower-shield into the ground and ran up to me. “Please don’t hurt him. And, we’ll definitely be finishing things later, so save your energy…” 
 
    I guess she wants me to fight with a boner. 
 
    “Oy sweetie, why’d ya bring my shield out, it’s not like I can—” 
 
    “Because, after Shtulls beats you, I want you to show him your true strength!” 
 
    “Hehe! Ya see how it is, having kids like these? She has a lot of faith in ya, so don’t let me down.” 
 
    I took some rope out of my storage. 
 
    “Eh? What’re you doing?” 
 
    “Evening things up. Lain, if you would.” 
 
    Lain helped me tie my arm behind my back and Aundre chuckled, shaking his head. “Ya got guts, I’ll give ya that, but don’t hate me later.” 
 
    We tapped our branches together and Aundre immediately took the offensive. 
 
    Paladins were not known for their sword skills. What they were known for was their ability to take a hit. 
 
    So, as he swung, I broke my limb on his kneecap as I evaded. 
 
    The end result, Aundre was fine and I have a shorter stick to work with. 
 
    Alright, I get it. This fight isn’t about beating your opponent, it’s about breaking their weapon. 
 
    The next time he went to strike, I hit the base of his limb with the base of mine, shattering both our weapons. 
 
    “I guess this is a draw.” 
 
    “Nope,” Aundre said, digging out a pile of limbs and tossing them on the ground. “Ya still got more fight in ya, yeah?” 
 
    “Yeah…” 
 
    Smashing wooden limbs against Aundre’s steel-like muscles… This’ll take all damned night! 
 
    And, it did. Lain and her brothers eventually went inside to eat, then returned a few hours later. Each time I broke my limb against Aundre, I’d grab another one from the pile. But after a while, as he still held his second branch, he realized that things weren’t going his way. 
 
    “Hah,” he panted. “I’d have won if ya just stopped dodging around like a monkey.” 
 
     “Would you?” I stopped dodging and stood still. “Then, give it your best.” 
 
    He swung and I parried him, driving the sharp end of my limb towards his eye. I averted it at the last moment and only grazed the side of his head. 
 
    “Are ya playing with me!? Fight like you mean it!” 
 
    “Okay.” I tossed my limb down. “Just remember, you asked for it.” 
 
    “You cocky bastard!” He swung again, and in a single motion I grabbed his wrist and elbowed him in the jaw. 
 
    He fell back on his ass as his head bobbled. 
 
    “I’ll give you credit, that’d be enough to knockout a hardened fighter.” I offered my hand to help him up, but he ignored it. 
 
    He stood and took up his shield. “Maybe you are strong. I apologize for looking down on a man Lain chose. I’m sure that if you had your sharpened blades, then I’d be dead. But give this old man his pride. From here on, we’ll be fighting for real.” 
 
    Aundre with a stick didn’t even hold a candle to Aundre with his shield. Now he moved with deadly efficiency and bone shattering speed. The shield bashes were relentless and any damage I did, he’d heal in an instant. 
 
    That’s the real hazard of a high level paladin. To beat one, you needed debuffs or you had to oneshot them. 
 
    I didn’t want to kill him, so I couldn’t bring out my sword. If I still had mana, I could have slowed him with a quagmire, blinded him with darkness or weakened him. But right now, I was at a loss. I knew that nothing I did could stop him without killing him and seeing Lain cry because she’d brought me home and I killed… I wasn’t that sort of guy. 
 
    “If you have your shield, then,” I took out my carving knife and freed my other arm. “I’ll face you on equal terms.” 
 
    “Equal terms? Heh!” 
 
    I wasn’t lying. Even if he only had one arm, he was using spells and skills. In that regard I was the one at a disadvantage now. 
 
    I knew from his demeanor, and the way he smiled each time we exchanged blows that he was an honorable man, just having fun. I could imagine how strong he would be, if he had a sword in his other hand. 
 
    He used Counter. A common skill but for a Paladin, it was their primary damage dealer. I was shocked at how many times he could use it, but I already knew the tells and to someone like me who circled their opponent constantly, when he stopped following me, that’s when I pulled back. 
 
    Our time fighting, cut through the twilight hours and dug deep into the night. 
 
    “Aren’t ya going to use a spell or something?” He asked, planting his shield and wiping his brow. 
 
    “I can’t anymore.” 
 
    “Can’t or won’t? For someone to push me this far… You’re not a normal man, are ya?” 
 
    “Can’t, and no, I’m…” I looked around, making sure we were alone. “The former Hero, Shtulls Sendarl. I’m cursed, that’s why I—” 
 
    He roared, his eyes glowing with blue light. Behind him, seven self-aiming Holy Javilines formed and he entered a berserk state. 
 
    I pulled out two bucklers and activated Counter as he used a charged Shield Bash. I knocked him away as I tossed a piece of zombie flesh behind him. Holy spells are automatically calibrated to seek out things in a certain order. Undead being second, demons being first. So his Javelins picked their favored target and I stood above him, tapping his forehead lightly with my buckler. 
 
    “Good match, Aundre but you shouldn’t always base everything you know off the papers? Hell, if I did that, then I’d think the legendary Paladin Aundre of The Golden Shield was dead. Lies get through and—” 
 
    “Yeah yeah, help me up.” He said, his normal accent slipping through. He dropped his shield and reached out his hand. “I’m hoping you have a good story to tell. I promised you whisky, so let’s spend some time on the back porch, hero.” 
 
    We both sat quietly for a while, staring at the moon until our drinks kicked in. Then as I told my story, he cackled with glee. As it turns out, Aundre was never one for decorum and his experiences with Oblex were a lot like mine. Also, Lain's mother was similar to her.  
 
    Patricia, though a seasoned succubus, had never chosen a mate. Not because of a lack of candidates, but because she wasn’t interested. 
 
    Aundre reminisced over this and that, never really lingering on anything specifically. But from his words I gathered a few things. Aundre values his family above everything else. He treasures Lain, who has her mother’s face and he feels guilty for what happened, both to his wife and to Lain. 
 
    I asked about his arm after he started to rub his stump, but the only response I got was a sad smile. Whatever happened, he likely either didn’t remember or couldn’t tell me. It made me sad, but seeing his eyes, I knew better than to press further. 
 
    Instead, the conversation turned to Lain, and he made me promise two things. One, that I would protect her and two, that I wouldn’t die for as long as she lived. 
 
    I agreed, but how does one promise not to die? I’m guessing he’s talking about dying like Hershal. 
 
    “I will try my best, but having felt her, even if only for a moment, I can’t say that I’ll always be able to hold back. Instead, I’ll do my best to either cure my curse or find a way around it.” 
 
    “But you have no mana! How are you—” 
 
    “My regen is second to none. At the end of my training with Oblex I was able to cast five master level spells at once, all full power, then I could cast five more. When Oblex realized this, he looked sick. Yeah, he could probably cast and maintain twenty master level spells at once, but that was only after a month’s worth of mana gathering. In that way, I surpassed him.” 
 
    “So, what you’re saying is, that even with this curse, you can do what?” 
 
    “Umm, so, not to change the subject, but this is a great view here!” 
 
    “Look, Shtulls, I get it, Lain’s a beaute, but…” 
 
    I showed him my status. 
 
    He put on his glasses and nodded as he went over it. “I see, so what are your intentions?” 
 
    “Curing my curse, but even if that’s impossible… Marriage, children, and settling down in a place like this. As long as I’m with her, nothing else matters.” 
 
    “Then why’re you wasting time with an old man. Go; get! I’m sure she’s waiting for you. But don’t do anything funny, she shares that room with her brothers, so… Yeah, they ain’t ready to date yet. So don’t give’em a show.” 
 
    I crept into the room, and sat on Lain’s bed to take off my boots. 
 
    “Mmm, Shtulls?” She raised her covers and I slid in beside her. 
 
    I’d all but forgotten the feeling of laying in a warm bed and this warmth was her’s. She yawned and stretched a bit then put her arms around me and gave me a kiss on the cheek. 
 
    Given our normal cuddling rituals, this was tame, but at the same time, it was nice. I rolled over and we held each other as I listened to her breathe. 
 
    I guess today wasn’t that bad. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13: A Normal Day - Shtulls 
 
      
 
    I woke up early as Lain crawled over me to get out of bed. Of course she hesitated for a moment, then gave the morning man a wake up kiss over the covers. 
 
    “Don’t I get one too?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course!” She said, giggling as she gave me a peck on the lips. 
 
    “What about ‘finishing this later’?” 
 
    “Oh, after breakfast it’s bath-time and we wouldn’t want to waste water soo…” She smiled mischievously and dressed in front of me again. 
 
    I would say I’m being manipulated, but when it’s this obvious, I just can’t bring myself to see it that way. I think she genuinely likes being sexy for me. Or maybe it’s for her, given how low her self esteem was before. 
 
    In her mind, she’s probably been focused on all the bad things people have said. Things like: she's too tall, she’s too muscular, she’s got a farmer’s tan, she’s stronger than me, she’s not feminine enough. But to me those were all positives, and seeing a woman like that, being so cute and sexy all the time. The hell’s wrong with those morons? 
 
    After I put my boots back on, I joined the rest in the kitchen and finally got to speak with her other brothers. 
 
    The oldest, Arundre just looked moody as he gazed out the window over my shoulder to the pasture. 
 
    I just don’t know what to make of that guy. He’s violent, brooding, and almost certainly a cow fu— Oh, he just looked me in the eyes. With his, cold, uncaring… Beautifully handsome… Dammit! Who the hell uses Charm on dudes!? Mooving on. 
 
    “We met yesterday, I’m Patric.” The next oldest said, stretching his hand across the table. 
 
    I shook it. “Did we?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah, it was right before Alundre, er… That had to hurt man, sorry about my misunderstanding.” 
 
    “No, that’s fine. I was a stranger on your property unannounced. I’d have done the same, beside you, warned me first and I never felt an ounce of hatred from you.” 
 
    “Yeah, as a family we generally don’t like to hurt people. Hey sis, if we have any leftovers, can you pack them up?” 
 
    “Ah, yeah.” Lain said, looking so cute with her apron on that it hurt. “Bribing the guards again?” 
 
    “B-bribing!? No, I want to be a guard someday. That’s why…” 
 
    A guard, a simple job that mostly consists of standing around and filling out paperwork. I guess not all these kids want to be farmers. 
 
    “But Patric, huh. I thought all of you had A-names.” 
 
    “Ah, we do, but it gets confusing so I’m Patric, this brooding bastard here’s Rune. The other two are Sony and Lund, Shan is fetching water and of course, you already know Lain.” 
 
    Don’t tell me his normal name is Alpatric… 
 
    “My full name is Alpatric… Lain and Dad are the only ones who use full names, and Lain doesn’t use them all the time. She likes nicknaming things but I don’t like being called Squishy, so I went with Patric instead. It makes me sound more normal.” 
 
    “Ah, then Sony,” I said as I reached across the table. “I guess I haven’t spoken to you yet.” 
 
    “Mmhmm…” He said as he gave me a timid handshake. 
 
    Is this kid scared of me? 
 
    “Mister?” He said, barely glancing up at me. 
 
    “Shtulls.” 
 
    “Then...Shtulls? Have you ever killed someone?” 
 
    The hell!? Who asks that the first time they meet someone. Ah, wait, I get it, he’s just scared. 
 
    “Unfortunately, yes. Some people are dangerous and when it’s them or you, you should always choose yourself and your loved ones.” 
 
    For the most part, I’ve always been strong enough to spare even the people that betray me, but there have been people I couldn’t forgive. Call it momentary insanity but there are some real pieces of trash in this world. Both Lain and I have met a few. I closed my eyes to say a silent prayer for the fallen. 
 
    “Really!! How’d it feel? Did they beg? I bet they begged didn’t they! C-can you tell me about it? What about torture? Did you torture them??” 
 
    Sony, huh… When I opened my eyes, he was smiling ear to ear, just inches from my face. 
 
    “Oy, what are you kids doing, bothering my son-in-law to be!” Aundre said as he stumped into the room and took a seat. 
 
    Lain smiled and gave him a kiss on the cheek as she sat down four heaping plates in the middle of the table. Scrambled eggs, bacon, sausage and pancakes. Farmlife staples, but from the way everyone is looking at them, I’m guessing this isn’t an everyday thing. 
 
    After she took off her apron, she took a seat between me and her father and scooted closer to me. 
 
    Aundre looked around the room. “Where the hell’s Ashandre?” 
 
    “He went to fetch water for the bath.” Patric said. 
 
    “Eh? That should’ve been done ages ago. Shtulls, since ya haven’t met him yet, why don’t you check on him. The well’s out back, by the bathhouse.” 
 
    Lain glared at her father and he puffed up his chest. “What? He’s a man isn’t he, besides we’ll save him a plate. Everyone works for their food here. This is how we live.” 
 
    Lain grabbed my plate and immediately began filling it with Bacon as her father protested. 
 
    I went outside and around the house to find a blue-haired boy staring at a puddle. 
 
    “Shan?” 
 
    He didn’t seem to notice me even though I called out. He took something from his pocket and pushed it down into the mud. Moments later a small bud grew and he smiled. 
 
    “Shan!” 
 
    He looked up at me, his eyes vacant as he tilted his head. “Who?” 
 
    “Shtulls.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    Is this kid an owl? 
 
    “Lain’s friend.” 
 
    “Heh,” he laughed then stared back down at the puddle.  
 
    Kay… 
 
    I knelt down beside him and stared at the puddle with him for a while. Inside I could see mosquito larva swimming around and in the middle stood the sprout he’d planted. 
 
    “What are—” 
 
    “Shh!” 
 
    He began playing with the mud, turning it into some sort of elaborate circular structure that surrounded the sprout and after a while, I began to recognize what it was. 
 
    “Where’d you see that?” 
 
    “One of mom’s books.” 
 
    This kid, that’s a multi-tiered magical circle! It glowed faintly as the sprout withered and the mosquito larva stopped moving. 
 
    “Hmm, it’s not right… Hmm…” He hit himself on the head. “Hmm…” He hit himself again. 
 
    “H-hey! Kid, I don’t know much about this stuff but I can tell you what the problem is. You’re applying elevation where you need to be digging down. Don’t get me wrong, building it upwards works too, but you’ll have to do the layers in reverse.” 
 
    “Oh!” He looked up at me and seemed to snap out of his trance. “It makes sense!!” 
 
    Judging from the effects, he was trying to take the life force from the sprout and make the mosquitos develop quicker. Instead, only one layer was applied and everything died. 
 
    I helped him up and was surprised at how muscular he was. I knew he was the middle brother but other than his face, he could’ve passed for the oldest. 
 
    “Pfew, sorry about that, um…” 
 
    “Shtulls.” 
 
    “Shtulls, thank you. Sometimes I forget things and lose my…” A butterfly went by. “Sandwiches.” 
 
    “Okay then… Breakfast is done, let’s get you fed!” 
 
    Also, let me eat Lain’s cooking, dammit! 
 
    By the time we got back to the kitchen, everyone was gone, and there were two plates left. The one where I was sitting was half filled with bacon and had a heart made out of sausages on the pancakes. The other one, saved for Shan, had a high stack of pancakes drizzled with honey, no sausage, and only a few strips of bacon. 
 
    I immediately felt bad, but he smiled. “I hate sausages.” He said, flaking off the tiny bits left in his eggs. 
 
    “Did you want more bacon? I have the feeling that I somehow ended up with a lot.” 
 
    “Oh...Shtulls?” 
 
    “Y-yeah?” 
 
    “I like sweet things!” He smiled in a way that reminded me that he was still just a kid and I was being overly sensitive. 
 
    I knew Lain was treating me differently, but I should’ve known that she also took everyone else’s tastes into account. This was her family after all, and she wouldn’t deprive her brothers for my sake. 
 
    I finished my meal, and just sat there for a moment caught in my thoughts. A life like this seemed like a dream I was having while dying alone in a dungeon. I’d lived most of my life alone, so having someone actually care about me was strange, almost alien. 
 
    Still, with Lain, I didn’t have to worry about the Curse. Touching her destroyed its ability to move my body, kissing her, now that I’ve gotten used to it, silenced it for hours. Going farther… It allowed me to restrain myself even during a tense fight with her father. 
 
    Now, rather than being a massive looming shadow that controlled my life, it was a tiny whisper that barely had a voice. 
 
    “So Shan, what do you normally do after you eat?” 
 
    “Hmm? Oh, I await my turn to bathe. It goes by age, so Father is first, then Lain. The rest of us prep things for our chores. We also go to school twice a week but that’s boring. I already know how to read and write. Maybe math is fun.” 
 
    This kid, he reminds me of a few people. Oblex too, used to enter trance-like states of extreme focus. I’d bet that he’s suffering from an overabundance of mana. Just like your spirit levels could rise above your physical capabilities, your mana could rise above what you could control. I need to teach him a spell or two before he loses himself. 
 
    “Hey, Shan, would you like to learn magic?” 
 
    “Mmm, maybe… Is magic fun?” Said no kid ever. 
 
    “It can be, I know your dad can teach you a few things. He’s holy to a fault but he’s not bad with—” 
 
    “Other than healing, I, can’t do…” 
 
    “Well, let’s try some offensive spells or maybe Enchanting. I’m no good at Enchanting but maybe if you show me that book you were talking about, we could pick out some easy ones to try.” 
 
    I still have a few crap-tier magic cores that I keep just because their value is so low that selling them isn’t worth it until I have ten or more. 
 
    I mean, you can’t get a fraction of a coin. More or less I just pick them up because my mind goes ‘ooh, shiny’. 
 
    Normally, you’d use paper for this sort of stuff but we used rags and charcoal. It only took us about ten minutes to create a fire hazard and toss our mistakes into the wood stove. 
 
    “Shtulls?” Lain said from the doorway, peeking her head around along with her bare leg. “Bath time!” 
 
    I stood immediately, then I stood up. 
 
    I rushed to the door and waved goodbye to Shan. Unfortunately Lain was not as nude as I’d hoped but the second we entered the bath house that changed. The tub was large, and I could smell the wood burning from the stove beside it. Lain helped me undress, though helped isn’t really the right word, more like forced with extreme intent. 
 
    She guided me over to the tub and I sank down into it. 
 
    “Shouldn’t I scrub first?” I asked. 
 
    “Just shut-up and look pretty!” She said, laughing. 
 
    I relaxed in the warm water as Lain sat across from me. After staring at each other for a while, nature took over and we both ended up in the middle of the tub, her legs wrapped around my waist. I ran my hands down her side and began massaging her breasts. 
 
    What is it about a woman with wet hair that suddenly makes them look so much sexier? I listened to her soft moans as she began to grind her hips, sandwiching little Shtulls between her body and mine. 
 
    At that moment, I wanted nothing more than to lift her up and feel that same forbidden pleasure I’d felt yesterday, and nearly the day before. But I knew that was dangerous thinking, she knew too, which is why she held me in place. She was in charge here, and I loved everything she was doing. Even though the water was hot I could still feel her warmth as she slowly drug herself up and down my length.   
 
    We kissed, for maybe a moment longer than we should have and I felt her as she tried to cycle her mana into me. I did my best to accept it, that soft, warm, powerful mana of her’s. But I didn’t have the holy attribute so more than half of it was incompatible. 
 
    I cycled it back into her and she gasped. 
 
    Feeling her soft slippery breasts, listening to her moans and having her entrance stroking my shaft was too much. I briefly wanted to ask if coming in the bath was okay, but she was way ahead of me. I ran my hands down to her hips as her body tightened and her toes curled. I was so focused on her that I hardly noticed my own orgasm sneaking up on me. 
 
    She did her best to suppress her moans but as soon as I began thrusting, it was a lost cause. She fell forward, draping herself on me and we stayed like that for a while, panting at each other. 
 
    I leaned back in the water as she lay on me. Feeling her weight on top of me, her soft glutes against my thighs and her ample breasts on my chest, I zoned out. 
 
    I ran my hands down her back, massaging her as she cooed in my ear. 
 
    Even if this was just some isolated farmhouse by a small town, to me there’s nowhere else I’d rather be. 
 
    After she recovered, she took a rag and did her best to remove my swimmers from the water, then we scrubbed each other and she leaned back against me. 
 
    “So, what do you think about my family?” 
 
    “Everyone is cuter than a normal person, except for Rune, that guy, that guy… Does he really, uh, nevermind.” 
 
    “Yeah, we’re all oddballs and no, I mean if he did, all our cows would be dead, right?” 
 
    “Good point, but can you ask him to stop using charm on me though, it’s just weird.” 
 
    “Hey!” A voice came from outside. 
 
    Speak of the devil. 
 
    “Can you two hurry? Mistress Francesca is due to deliver soon and I need to check her!” 
 
    “Francesca?” 
 
    “One of our sows…” 
 
    We dressed and parted ways. 
 
    I spent the next half of the day helping Aundre plow and pull up stumps to expand his fields. 
 
    Then as we sat down to lunch, Lain came running. At first I was happy to see her, but her face told me that something was wrong. 
 
    Des was being released, the church couldn’t do anything else for her so they’d told the guard to tell Patric about the situation. 
 
    So, we went to get her. It’s a strange feeling, seeing someone you once helped, dying. Des was special to me, she was the first person I wanted to save. Now, eight years later, she was wrapped in bloody bandages and forsaken by the church as a helpless cause. They could resurrect a person who’d paid them enough for a back-up service before, but apparently Des never did. 
 
    Now, even if we paid, she’d only be resurrected into a copy of her broken body. The gods give and the gods take. 
 
    I carried her as we walked back. Was she always this light? 
 
    “Mas…” She tried to hold up her hand but winced from the pain of moving.  
 
    Lain healed her, but it did little more than ease her suffering. 
 
    I’d lost men before but I was never that close with any of them. I wasn’t really that close with Des, but knowing that I’d made an impact on her life and seeing the end result… 
 
    I felt a chill and began to shiver. NOT NOW! 
 
    It took everything I had to repress it but I— 
 
    “Yay! Does Des want a piggyback ride!!” The hell did I just say? 
 
    Before I knew it, I’d tossed her on my back and began skipping along. “This ride’s fueled by giggles! Laugh! LAUGH!!!” 
 
    “Ehe..he…” She feebly said, trying to appease me. 
 
    “That’s the spirit!! Weee!” 
 
    Luckily Lain caught up with me before we reached her house, and after a hot yet awkward makeout session the curse was under control again. 
 
    It seems like the curse is more active against people it gets more of a reaction from. It also seems like it has some hidden reservoir of mana aside from my own. But how is that possible if it’s inside me? 
 
    “Heh...he…” Des murmured with a weak smile. 
 
    Gah, this kid, she’s still trying her best isn’t she? Then I won’t give up on her. I owe her that much for leading her down the path that destroyed her. 
 
    Aundre met us and held open the door. I put Des on Lain’s bed then we changed her bandages which were already soaked through with blood. 
 
    I’d only ever seen injuries like these a few times in my life and the second time, it was a kill and resurrect situation. Each person gets a limited number of resurrections from the church of mercy. To me the number of times seems arbitrary but the cost each time is huge. As much as a nice house in a large city. 
 
    There are some high level Clerics with divine blessings who can do it as well, but in order to perform it, something large must be sacrificed. Something like a dragon’s heart or a dungeon core. 
 
    I looked her over; generally a dungeon core won’t use a hex like that for obvious self preservation reasons, so I’m guessing that there’s a relic or an antidote that’ll cure her somewhere in that dungeon. 
 
    After I finished changing Des’s bandages I made up my mind. This dungeon core had pissed me off. 
 
    “Lain, I’m going—” 
 
    I heard a clunk and turned to see Lain, in her Cleric’s garb, holding her Mace. “When do we leave?” 
 
    “Just a minute, yung’uns.” Aundre said, standing in the doorway holding a shield similar to his. “Lain, this was my first shield, it’s yours now. And Shtulls, come with me for a moment.” 
 
    So he can talk normally. 
 
    I followed the big man into his room and he pointed to a book on his dresser. “This was Patricia’s, I had to wrestle it back from Shan, and I’m only able to read bits of it but look here. You know the demon’s writen language, don’t ya?” 
 
    “Hmm, ahh… Possession, no haunting!” 
 
    Of course, of freaking course!! Lain even used exorcism before. But it didn’t work on me, why? Because I’m not possessed I’m being haunted by an asshole! Something powerful enough to be unaffected by all of Lain's Holy AoEs yet present enough to drain my mana and...It’s probably reapplying the curse whenever it’s dispelled. 
 
    I’d pissed off something terrifying. 
 
    But now, I have an idea of how to beat it, and it’s so damn simple. I won’t put it into words and I can’t do it now, no I can’t even hint at it because who knows how much of my thoughts this thing can read. 
 
    I held out my hand, then apologized and held out my other hand and we grabbed wrists. “Thank you Aundre! This makes all the difference! Look forward to meeting your grandkids in the next five years or so.” 
 
    He broke off the hand shake and ran his hand through his long beard. “Treat her well, son and don’t worry about the mummy, we can all use healing spells, so we'll make a rotation. We won’t let her die. You just worry about what you got to do and here,” He opened a chest. “This was my sword. The mace fit Lain’s style a little more but if you were a former blademaster, then you’ll make the most out of my partner.” 
 
    This wasn’t the same sword he’d threatened me with last night, this was a smaller, simpler blade. From it’s gleam, I could tell it was enchanted, likely with the holy element. Meaning I’d never be able to make full use of it even if my mana returned. But it’s balance, heft and length were all perfect for my fighting style. 
 
    I thanked him graciously for all he’d done and returned to Des’s side. They’d included a bag of her belongings so I took her daggers. We never found her sword, but I was sure after wrecking that place, it’d turn up somewhere in the drops. 
 
    I knelt by her, and took her hand in mine, being careful not to squeeze too tightly. “Des, these people will take care of you. Just try to stay alive until I come back.” 
 
    “M-mas… Ferd…” 
 
    “I’m sorry Des, he’s… We’ll be back when we’re done.” 
 
    Ferdy, that boy from that time. He was charred sludge, unless he had a crest or a preservation sidgel but even then, there wasn’t enough left of him to take back to the church. And it’s been a while now, I’m sure the dungeon has absorbed him. 
 
    Lain hugged me from behind and a few hours later we were back in level one of the undead dungeon. 
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    Making our way back to the boss room only took us around twelve hours. It would’ve taken less, but we ran into the hidden mini-boss. It was like the dungeon recognized our intentions and re-arranged things to be more difficult. 
 
    Low and behold the drop from that boss was Des’s custom sword. After placing it in my item storage I saw its name. Shtulls’ Arm. 
 
    Somehow, it hurt to read it. I had to stop for a moment as I examined it. It was a fine blade, roughly a palm’s width and honed with such great care that I felt proud. It was also a bastard sword… 
 
    It was likely that before she almost died Des had a lot of great gear that was likely either destroyed or hidden away in loot boxes. 
 
    Still we made our way, skipping encounters and taking the most direct paths until we rested, breathless by the bosses door. 
 
    “An undead Chimera, huh?” I asked Lain as she leaned back against me. 
 
    “Yeah, a winged kitty-goat-snake! But like, a stinky one.” 
 
    Just by holding her, I knew she was getting all the benefits of my mana regen. The benefits I was getting were of a different sort. My mind was tranquil, as if I was deep in meditation, and every now and then I felt her mana flow into me as we subconsciously practised mana circulation. 
 
    I say subconsciously, because with the blood-pact in effect, having done it once, our desires overlapped and we were desperately trying to overcome our limits. 
 
    “I…” Lain started. “I feel guilty.” 
 
    “For what? You’ve done nothing wrong, Lain. This is reality, people get hurt, people die, we’ve just been lucky so far.” 
 
    “It’s… Your student and the boy, we should’ve invited them to our party but we were too distracted by...us. Then, even when I knew she was suffering, we just left her at the church. We should’ve been there for them… I-I still remember prying that boy’s dead hand away from her…” 
 
    It’s a tough lesson to learn, one that I was never able to teach Des before I left. 
 
    “Lain, a person could enter a dungeon a hundred times in a hundred days and never once face death, but on the hundred and first, they might die. Dungeons evolve, and people become complacent. Each and every person who enters here knows that they’re risking their lives. Des more than most. She probably knew they needed a Cleric but she charged on, recklessly. It could’ve been the boy’s demands, the limitations set by her contract or even simple hubris but she always knew what the cost could be.” 
 
    Don’t pity her, Lain. Des hates pity more than anything else. Even when she was a street walker, she had pride and pride is probably the only thing keeping her breathing now. 
 
    Lain tilted her head up and closed her eyes. I kissed her and wiped away her tears. Though Lain had been through a lot of sadness, she still had room to spare for others. 
 
    Am I really worthy of being with a person this beautiful. Inside and out, she’s my ideal partner, in battle or in love. If anything ever happened to her, I’d— 
 
    “It’ll be fine Shtulls, I practically soloed this kitty before. So with you; with us, together, it’ll be a breeze. Besides,” she kissed me again. “I’m all charged up now!” 
 
    She stood up and changed into her Heavy Holy Armor. She took out her new shield and gave it a few hefts to check its weight. 
 
    “We’ll go with our plan,” she said, looking back at me as she put on her helm. “I’ll tank it and you kill it.” 
 
    I stood beside her, it’s an amazing feeling to find someone you can stand with equally. I ran my hand down to where her tassets parted between her legs and slowly drew it back up, causing her to shiver. 
 
    She ripped off her helm and almost tackled me against the wall as she forcefully kissed me. “Maybe I can wear this later, without the breaches?” 
 
    I licked my lips, savoring her taste. “That would be amazing…” 
 
    Though I should feel afraid, just knowing that I was with her made everything okay. We approached the doors and the second I could slip though, I did. 
 
    I triggered the boss to fly down, and hunkered behind a pillar as Lain shot a few Holy Javelins at the lion’s head. 
 
    It turned towards her, unleashing its breath attack which was normally fire, but because it was undead, it was decay. 
 
    Lain activated her holy aura and the creature’s breath never touched her. 
 
    I took that time to sneak up beside it. Then I rushed under it, and it acted like any normal Chimera would, sending its snake tail down below to deal with me while its other two heads focused on Lain. 
 
    The tail was the weakest part of a chimera defensively. Before it could spew its poison or strike at me, I decapitated it, then used it’s thrashing to climb the beast. I sunk Aundre’s sword in as a foot-hold then used Des’ daggers to edge close to the goat’s head. 
 
    At this point I knew I was in for one of two things. Either, It’d roll in an attempt to crush me or it’d fly and try to throw me. It chose the later, which didn’t mean much in a dungeon where the space is limited. 
 
    It didn’t take much effort to get to the goat’s head, using the daggers to hold on as it spun. 
 
    The goat’s head would usually cast lightning and wind spells, all AoEs, meaning they all were useless against a foe that struck at point blank range. It could do little more than cry out as I drove Des’s sword through its skull. 
 
    The main head roared back at me, spewing its breath attack against the ceiling as Lain’s Javelins pierced its throat causing it to explode. 
 
    It fell to the ground and bucked a time or two. I used that timing to leap and sink Des’s daggers into its eyes. 
 
    It tried another breath attack, but its throat was perforated. 
 
    Then, I stabbed it again and again until it vanished, leaving only its drop. 
 
    Panacea, elixir of the gods. 
 
    Lain and I didn’t linger. We rushed out of the dungeon as if our asses were on fire, stopping only to drink from the holy fonts.  
 
    “Hey, Weamo I got a unique drop!” 
 
    “Oh, Whammo, what is it?” 
 
    “Hmm, maybe we leave this here.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    “Is too big to carry, it’s called Shtulls’s Coc—” 
 
    We ran past the other adventurers and out into the cold night’s air. We had beaten the 20th floor, almost effortlessly. For me it was rock climbing and for Lain it was target practise. 
 
    We didn’t know what time it was but we reached her farm as the sunrise colored everything in bright hues of vivid red. 
 
    I snuck into Lain’s shared room and saw Lund, the youngest brother praying over Des. His healing wasn’t quite as strong but he still took his shift without complaints. He’s a good kid! 
 
    Des rolled toward him and stroked his chubby face. “Mmm, Fer..dy?” 
 
    Lund looked concerned as Des held him in a deathlock. 
 
    I pried Des’s arms apart and she began to sob. “No...Ferdy… Master…” 
 
    I tried to force her to drink the Panacea, but she gagged and coughed it out. 
 
    “Lain, forgive me for what I’m about to do.” 
 
    “Do it, it’s fine.” 
 
    I filled my mouth with the potion and pressed my lips over Des’s. It was a gross experience, as she gagged and vomited, I forced her to drink, by taking her backwash and rubbing her throat.   
 
    She could only take so much at a time before she’d begin to aspirate, so Lain and I took turns, forcing her to drink until the Panacea was gone and she finally relaxed. 
 
    We changed her bandages one last time and though she no longer had weeping wounds, the scars from her endeavor criss-crossed every inch of her flesh. The last of her long silky hair now lay, disconnected on Lain’s pillow and though my heart should’ve bled for her, I felt something else. 
 
    I was immeasurably happy, we’d saved her life, and though she bore more scars than anyone I’d seen before, my pupil would live! 
 
    Now that everything was done, my head began to spin. I fell back against Lain and she picked me up, effortlessly tossing me into her bed beside Des. She lay behind me, holding me tightly as I drifted off. 
 
    My memories replayed, along with my regrets. Desdemona deserved so much more from me. I’d thought that I was saving her, but if she’d sold herself long enough, she could’ve become some young lord’s wife or she might have saved up enough coin to open a bakery or some other business. All I did was see her as a pitiable person. I was wrong to judge her lifestyle as bad. Perhaps, I was riding some sort of egotistical high… 
 
    My eyes struggled to open, as I felt a new sensation. My morning man was buried in a new place, one far hotter yet far more forgiving. Through rough cloth, I traced my way home. Feeling myself buried into the perfect combination of heat and wetness, I thrust forward. Small moans and cute noises fueled me onwards as I reached new heights of pleasure. 
 
    “Ahhh…” A weak voice called out, in a broken whisper. “Mmm-master? Master! I-I’m...with Master!” 
 
    Lain’s never called me Master, but The thought of it drove me to the edge. I reached out, pulling her close as I emptied myself between her legs. After that, I rolled onto my back and slept again. 
 
    When I awoke, I couldn’t help but remember that dream where Lain called me Master, and how real it felt. But I was burning up, covered in sweat and in a strange position. 
 
    I held Des and Lain held me. That was fine, cute, even natural. What wasn’t cute was where the morning man was hiding. I began to sweat more, and not just from the heat; I was pressed between Des’s legs. Luckily the bandages likely stopped me from going further, but if Lain sees this, then it’s all over. 
 
    Okay Shtulls, this is bad, I’m definitely put in a tight place. A Master should never be with their student. I’ll just raise her leg, and... Okay, good, I managed to get out. 
 
    Now to… I heard someone smacking and saw Shan, staring vacantly at us, eating what I assumed was a bowl of oatmeal. 
 
    He didn’t see that, did he? Please tell me he didn’t! 
 
    “Ah!” He said suddenly, causing me to freeze. “Hmm…” 
 
    He knows, he knows, he knows!!! Shit, shit, shit!! 
 
    “If, it’s not a circle, then what if I… Oh, Shtulls! You’re here too?” 
 
    Here too? Oh thank god, he was in a trance again. “Yep, give me a minute and we’ll be out.” 
 
    “Okay then…” He said, walking towards the door but hitting the wall. “Ow! No, a square won’t work… Maybe, if I…” He corrected course and finally meandered out. 
 
    I feel bad that I feel relieved. I know I was unconscious when I did what I did, but it was done. The excuse of ‘I was asleep and thought it was you’, probably wouldn’t fly. But I’m not the sort of man to lie, especially not to Lain. I’ll tell her about it later, along with Des, though she did speak, I’m sure we were both mostly asleep. 
 
    I took a deep breath and woke Lain up with a kiss. She stretched her arms up and arched her back. An action that forced me to hug her. No man can resist a stretching woman. Though it’s nothing to them, that angle, combined with that lovely softness when they’re still sleepy… I’d feel creepy, but considering what Lain’s done to me in my sleep, this is fine, but… My heart sank as I embraced her. 
 
    “Lain, we need to talk. You, me and Des.” 
 
    “Oh, is she doing better?” 
 
    We both looked over at her. That’s right, her health comes first! I was just so happy knowing she’d live then so saddened by what I did that I didn’t even think about how her new looks might affect her psychologically. 
 
    I tried to wake Des up, but she still lay there, murmuring. Panacea was a powerful potion, arguably the best potion in the world, but it could only work with what was there. Just like those with the regeneration ability needed to eat copious amounts, Panacea needed to convert food to healing or else it would just restructure a person’s body by consuming muscle to restore an organ’s function. 
 
    “If only I hadn’t passed out! Lain, quick, get some honey and milk! We need to feed her before she consumes herself!” 
 
    “O-oh! Okay!” 
 
    She leaped up and ran into the kitchen. I ripped off the covers and when I saw Des, my heart sank. Her bandages were hanging, she was little more than a skeleton now. Even her sweet face was gaunt. She looked worse than when I first saw her. Was saving her really the right decision? 
 
    No! If she’s my pupil, then she’ll overcome this, I’ll force her to live! I’ll...I’ll… I held her, squeezing her tight. “I’m so sorry, Des…” 
 
    As she is, how many years will it take her to fight again? How many months before she can even walk? 
 
    Bald, scarred, skeletal...will anyone even see her as the proud beautiful woman she was just a few days ago? 
 
    “I will, Des, I will take responsibility for the rest of your life. Even if I have to carry you with me everywhere on my back, even if I have to feed you, change you and take care of you until the day I die…” 
 
    My tears flowed, and for the first time in a while, they weren’t for me. My arms shook as I cried, She didn’t deserve this! This is too sad… 
 
    Lain came rushing in with a warm pot of milk, honey and oats. She teared up the second she saw me and sat beside me, locking me in a tight embrace. 
 
    “Lain...she’s...she’s just skin and bones now…” 
 
    “It’s okay, she’s alive, Shtulls! That’s what matters, we’ll help her together, then she’ll join our party and we’ll fight together!” 
 
    “How are you so nice? Neither she, nor I deserve you. You hardly know u—” 
 
    “I know you Shtulls and you know me. We’re connected now, and I won’t allow you to be alone ever again! We’re together until one of us dies, so don’t you dare hold back with me! What’s mine is ours and what’s yours is ours too. You know my darkness, so you have no right to hold back on me anymore!” 
 
    I laughed, drying my eyes. I was powerless before Lain’s serious face. No matter how serious she looked, all I could see was cuteness incarnate. Her brows were knit but her eyes were still big and watery. She had a slight frown that made her mouth take on a ^ shape. 
 
    “It’s impossible to feel bad when I’m around you. But Des…” I lifted her up, it was as if she was weightless. “She’s going to need us in the days to come. I’m already imposing on your family enough as is—” 
 
    “Oy, Shtulls!” Aundre boomed from the doorway. “Just how long are you going to monopolize my—” He stopped, leaving his mouth ajar as he looked at us. “Ah!” 
 
    He walked over and peered over our shoulders at Des. “You said she was your student once?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “You know, I once taught a battalion. I knew each man, their names, their dreams. It was my first command, before I joined the Oblex’s party. I watched most of them die, in our first real skirmish against the demonic army, then later when I freed Patricia… I can smell death, boy, and that girl there, she wants to live! She’ll be fine. Hell, you should know, you’ve seen the same sights as me, haven’t you?” 
 
    Des weakly took my hand. “Master...don’t be…for...” She struggled to open her eyes and groaned, using all she had to finish her sentence. “Me…” 
 
    “See!” Aundre said, slapping my shoulder again. “She’s still got spirit! She hasn’t given up, so the two of you, get to work! Show that Dungeon who they fucked with! I’ll take her in as my daughter-in-law. I always wanted another girl, but, you know… Eh, either way I’ll spoil the hell outta this girl, so go make us some money!” 
 
    Lain pulled me off the bed as Aundre sat down, he took a small spoonful of Lain’s mixture and blew on it until it was cool then slowly and with a tenderness you wouldn’t think a man like him could muster, he fed Des, treating her with all the care a mother would show her newborn. 
 
    “Lain,” I said. “He’s quite the man, isn’t he?” 
 
    “Yup! You and he are a lot alike…” 
 
    “Then, let’s not disappoint him. I want to have a long hard talk with this places’ dungeon core. What do you say?” 
 
    “Let’s do it!” 
 
    We bathed, ate, and entered the dungeon again. Things were easy, relaxed and normal until we reached the formerly hidden boss again. Gone was the beast from before and now we face something that caused us to stop. 
 
    “Shtulls, don’t look!” Lain shrieked but I’d already seen it. 
 
    “Ferdy… Thank god we didn’t bring Des with us. Let’s put an end to his suffering.” 
 
    This dungeon core, I might very well grind it up and sell it. 
 
    The battle with the Ferdy Blob was harder than you’d think. Its spells used three different elements and it seemed to know my way of fighting but Lain overwhelmed it at every pass. 
 
    It’s drop was another of Ferdy’s wands. Undead dungeons were oblivious to human emotions. 
 
    A few floors later I found a very disturbing sword left by the holy font. It was an amazing sword, likely taken from some other dungeon then customized later. I won’t repeat its name, but it was a Landsknecht zweihander with a unique blade that started at two palms wide and moved to a singular fluted point. 
 
    Dammit Des, if Lain saw that then she would’ve gotten the wrong impression. 
 
    “What was that?” Lain asked. 
 
    “Uh, just a two-handed sword with a high strength requirement.” 
 
    “Oh, then I bet you could wield it!” 
 
    “Yep, you could say I’ve wielded it many times before, even one handed…” 
 
    “Huh? I don’t remember you having Monkey-Grip.” 
 
    “Don’t need it for this sword…” 
 
    “Oh, okay then.” 
 
    Seriously Des, naming it that!? Well, I guess I’m flattered but when did she see it? 
 
    Now for the first time in a while, I had a number of blades in my storage and my mind wouldn’t rest until I’d sharpened, cleaned and restored them. 
 
    I finally gave in on the fifteenth floor, unable to fight my urges. 
 
    “Ooh, that’s the sword Dad gave you!” 
 
    “Yep,” I said, while oiling and sharpening it. 
 
    “What’s that one, wasn’t that from Des?” 
 
    “Yep, it’ll only take a few minutes, she took good care of it, after all.” 
 
    “What’s it called?” 
 
    “Shtull’s arm.” 
 
    “I can see it, it is about the same length as your arm.” 
 
    “Mmhmm…” 
 
    I was mostly lost in my work. There's something soothing about refining a blade. It’s like putting things back the way they should be. 
 
    Without thinking I took out the Landsknecht and sighed. It was still in good condition for the most part, but it’s wooden grip had deteriorated from the chimera's breath. It’s good that it’s full-tang, if not for that then—” 
 
    “What’s that one called?” Lain asked. 
 
    “Oh, Shtulls’ Coc—” I coughed, trying my best to cut off my sentence. 
 
    “Oh,” Lain said, nodding as she stirred the soup she was making. “Aren’t you glad…” She said in a monotone. “It’s the same length… Heh...hehe…” 
 
    “Look, Lain, I don’t have that sort of relationship with Des. I never, you know, uh, showed it to her… So I’m as vexed as you are.” 
 
    “Are you really?” She said, looking at me with her puppy dog eyes. 
 
    “Yes,” I sighed. “But there's something you should know. A few nights ago—” 
 
    “You almost screwed her… I was there, I remember.” 
 
    “Y-you do?” 
 
    “Yep, but I’m not mad, you were calling my name, so… It’s okay.” 
 
    I put the obscene sword down and sat beside Lain. “It’s not okay! That’s not the relationship a Master should have with their pupil. Even if I was mostly unconscious. That night I hurt all three of us and destroyed all the trust either of you had in me. I can’t even blame the curse for it.” 
 
    Lain laughed and pulled me against her bosom. “It really isn’t your fault. I’ve basically trained you to expect me when you’re asleep. So, your body moved, seeking mine, and when it found hers… Well, it’s not on you. We’ll apologize to her together when she’s better, but she didn’t seem to hate it.” 
 
    “What!?” I tried to pull away but Lain held me in a vice-like grip. Then the whispers I heard in my dreams weren't dreams… I’m scum… 
 
    “You’re fine, Shtulls. It happened, you both liked it, and you thought it was me. I’d be jealous, but it’s not like she was in her right mind either. It just happened and I’m fine with that, you should be too. Given how badly she deteriorated that night, your, you, must have been her only comfort. Put yourself in her shoes. Let me paint you a picture.” Lain stroked my hair as she continued. “You lost someone, you’re in pain, and over the past few days you’ve only been in strange places seeing faces you don’t know. She might be your pupil, but she’s still a woman. And you treated her like one. You the man she always looked up to.” 
 
    Lain… she hugged me again pressing her cheek to my head as I ran my hand down her body. From her soft yet perky breasts to her abs and… 
 
    “Ah… Shtulls, what’s gotten into you?” 
 
    “You have, you deserve better than me, but here we are, together. I will savor and treasure every last bit of you for as long as I live, then even if I die, I’ll come back to do it all again.” 
 
    I felt Lain’s tears falling on my face. “You promise?” 
 
    “I promise, Lain…” 
 
    “Shtulls…” 
 
    “Weamo…” 
 
    We both sat up straight and turned our attention to the two adventurers who stood staring at us. 
 
    “Oy, Whammo, are we intruding?” 
 
    “Umm, it smells like that soup we made last week in here.” 
 
    Lain opened the lid on the soup she was making, using the dried fish we bought along with potatoes, carrots and a few pieces of salt cured pork. 
 
    “Come on in, you guys. We can spare a bowl or two.” She said, giving it a stir. 
 
    “Mmm, smells good…” Weamo said, stumbling in. 
 
    “That sword! Shtulls Coc—” 
 
    “Yep, that’s the one,” I said. “I was just doing maintenance on it.” 
 
    “You can use it!?” Whammo asked, taking a seat across from us and smiling happily as Lain handed him a bowl. “How can you even get it up?” 
 
    “Er, yep, no problems there. Maybe when I’m older though.” 
 
    “Wow!” Weamo said, holding out his hand in the lew of a bowl. 
 
    Lain looked at him, concerned as she pulled another bowl from her storage and filled it. She handed it to him and his large nostrils flared as he sniffed it. 
 
    “So,” I said, looking the two of them over. “Are you guys monster-kin?” 
 
    “Whammo! He knows!!” 
 
    “Weamo, protect yourself!” 
 
    “Woah,” I said. “I don’t care, I’m a mutt and this woman here is partial demon-kin. We’re not your enemies. So sit, relax and don’t you dare let Lain’s cooking go to waste!” 
 
    “W-Whammo, his eyes!” 
 
    “Yes,” Whammo swallowed. “Are we still alive? Silver eyes, scary!” 
 
    “Oger-kin?” Lain said, looking at them with fascination. 
 
    “Whammo, she knows!” 
 
    “No, Weamo, we can still deceive the—” 
 
    “No, you can’t,” I said, interrupting them. “You just said that out loud. Just eat, smile, and spend some time with us by the fire. We’re all friends here.” 
 
    “Ah…” They both said, cautious yet content to sip their soup while Lain and I shared the rest of the pot. 
 
    After a while, they calmed down with their stomachs full. 
 
    “So what brings two oger-kin so close to human civilization?” 
 
    “Ah...Father is sick, our village destroyed. This dungeon has a cure so we came to help him… But we’re not strong enough.” 
 
    “Let me guess,” I said, trying to look strong but Lain pulled me down to lay on her lap and I yawned. “Panacea?” 
 
    “Yes! That stuff!!” 
 
    “We’ve tried to get it a few times now after we got it once. You’ll just have to challenge the twentieth floor boss again and again until you get it.” 
 
    “We’re not good at the magics, can’t get there easily. Wraiths, too scary!” 
 
    “Well,” I looked up at Lain and she nodded down at me. “You guys can stick with us, if the chimera drops another Panacea you can have it. But it’s probably rare.” 
 
    They both sat their bowls aside and bowed to us. “We thank you! You don't hate Oger-kin?” 
 
    “Why would we?” 
 
    “Because we…” They stopped and looked at each other. 
 
    “You kill humans who invade your territories? Humans do the same to you, and like I said, we’re not human, at least not pure blooded. As long as you respect this woman like the goddess she is, we’ll get along just fine.” 
 
    “Ah, woman, beautiful, you, demon?” 
 
    “Who knows,” I said. I’ve seen demons, not demis but full blooded demons. I don’t resemble them in the slightest but I can’t deny anything because I don’t know. “Why do you think I’m a demon?” 
 
    “Grandfather tells us that demons have special eyes. Eyes that show who you are.” 
 
    Ah, mirror-gaze, an arch-demon ability that makes you fight a doppelganger. I guess my eyes might resemble that next to a fire. 
 
    We guided them to the chimera and with them hiding behind pillars, we defeated it again. I guess, with all of us here, it’s drop chances increased and we were able to give them Panacea. 
 
    To say they were grateful would be an understatement. Reverent, might be a better word. After they left, we traveled back to the boss-doors as we waited for the chimera to respawn. 
 
    “Shtulls?” Lain said, leaning back against me on the steps. “Will more Panacea really help her?” 
 
    “Maybe later, but right now, no. Des has a long, hard road in front of her. Her willpower will be stretched to its limits as she re-learns how to do everything.” 
 
    “Then, what are we doing?” 
 
    “Farming Panacea, because after she regains her muscle, it might help restore her strength, at least a little. If you have the patience, we’ll fight this thing a few more times until we get another one. After that, I have a score to settle with this dungeon core.” 
 
    She scooted back and wriggled against me until she was comfortable. “Then, we’ll wait here. I don’t care what we do, as long as you hold me, just like this.” 
 
    I bent down, and nibbled her ears before I attacked the back of her neck forcing her into a laughing fit. Somehow I felt scared. I had something to lose now. Something so precious to me that… Lain silenced my doubts by clasping my hand. 
 
    No, Lain’s not weak! 
 
    It took three more times in as many days until we got our second Panacea. Then we forged ahead into uncharted territory. A dungeon grows stronger with the number of people that enter it. Since the last time Lain had defeated this boss, it’d been two years. 
 
    Two full years of people fighting, living and dying within its walls. We made it down another five floors before we fought an undead drake. Then another five and poof an undead wyvern. 
 
    My temper was practically overflowing by the time we reached the thirty-fifth floor and fought an undead dragon. These last fifteen floors had been a direct ripoff of the draconic dungeon! What the hell!? Why not vampires, liches and necromancers? 
 
    We made it all of two floors farther before we reached the end. 
 
    “MAHAHA! Bow before me for I am the Demonic Emper—” 
 
    I rubbed my eyes as I saw a familiar skull. It had one horn that curved up and one that curved down. This was the signature look of the previous Demonic Emperor. The one that I’d defeated. 
 
    “Geh, you!?” It said, looking down. “Uhm, well, this is awkward.” 
 
    “The hell are you doing here? I killed you in the far northwest, deep into demon territory. How are you here, in the south east?” 
 
    “Uh, I made a few arrangements, and you left my body, so. Still thank you for treating my people well. I couldn’t say that before, a force controlled me.” 
 
    “Sh-Shtulls? I-is this The Demonic Emperor!?” 
 
    “Uh, maybe not the real one, but an undead copy for sure.” 
 
    “Um, Mister Demonic Emperor, sir. I’m Lain, Shtulls’s girlfriend. It’s an honor to meet you!” 
 
    Why the hell is she being so polite to a zombified Demonic Emperor? 
 
    “Ah, well, it’s nice to meet you too. I know Shtulls can be difficult, but please bear with him.” 
 
    “Why the hell are you acting like you’re a father in law to her?” 
 
    “Because, I am…” 
 
    “Right, you can just igno—” I closed my eyes and took a deep breath as I processed what I heard. “The hell you say?” 
 
    “Yep, I wanted to tell you, but I was under contract. You are my son, your mother, well, even now, I can’t tell you who she was.” 
 
    Why now, in this hellish undead prison do I finally learn the truth? Why was I dropped somewhere deep into human territory and not raised as a demonic prince? Why— 
 
    I felt the curse take hold. 
 
    “Poppa!!” I said with a giggle as I ran, skipping toward the skeletal version of the Demonic Emperor. 
 
    “Son~!” He said, grinning as he launched a greater inferno spell at me.  
 
    “Tehe! Tehehe!” I somehow dodged the spell and ran into his skeletal arms. 
 
    “Son!!” He held me tight, no, he’s trying to crush me, isn’t he? “Son, I’ve always watched you...” 
 
    I absentmindedly parried his claws as we continued our awkward hug. The hell is this? How can this giant monstrosity ever mate with something small enough to deliver a humanoid child?  
 
    “Son, I know I’m attacking you, but you need to listen to me. This was set up long ago, in the narrow hope that you’d find me, unbound.” 
 
    “It’s okay, I got it Father!” Lain said, evading his aoe’s like they were leaves in the wind. 
 
    “Eugh!!” He wiped his skeletal socket as if wiping away a tear. “What a good woman you’ve met!” 
 
    “Then stop trying to kill her!” 
 
    “I can’t! I’m sorry but my soul is under contract to protect the dungeon core here. That was the arrangement I made.” 
 
    “Then, we won’t kill the dungeon core!” 
 
    “Oh…” The Emperor sat me down carefully and stopped its attacks. “Do you swear on your blood that you will protect this core until the day you die?” 
 
    “Whatever, I wasn’t going to kill it in the first place. This town relies on it to live.” 
 
    “Then,” The Emperor held out it’s sharp claw and I ran my palm along its point. 
 
    “I, Shtulls Sendarl, swear to spare the dungeon core as long as it allows me to speak to my...father…” 
 
    Of course I had my doubts, there was no way the Demonic Emperor was my father. I mean he stood at about four meters. Roughly twelve feet tall and exuded a miasma so pure that any dungeon would be envious. In comparison, I was six feet tall, and exuded nothing. No horns, no pointed ears, nothing… 
 
    The skeletal recreation of the Demonic Emperor chanted and before I could strike it, I suddenly realized that everything looked smaller. 
 
    “What the?” I asked in a voice so low and ominous that it caused me to draw back. 
 
    “My son!” The shriveled skeleton said as it clutched my waist. 
 
    “You gotta be kidding me!?” I felt along my head, I had horns, horns!! Unlike his, mine faced forward and angled down. “What fresh hell is this?” I asked, noticing the obvious growl in my words. 
 
    “Shtulls” The skeleton said, looking up at me. “Run! Don’t tread into Demon territory. If you do then, you’ll become a puppet like me. That… Your mother never wanted that for you. She cast this spell on you, binding you to a human form.” 
 
    I don’t care what I look like. Though my mind reels with the information given, how can I believe it? 
 
    “Lain?” I said in a deep booming voice. 
 
    “Shtulls!” She called up to me, seeming smaller than a gnome. “I’m still your girlfriend! No matter who you are, I won’t leave you!” 
 
    I turned towards the small skeleton, realizing that it wasn’t small, I was just huge. “Father?” 
 
    The skeleton hugged me. “Yes, my boy?” 
 
    “Why did you react how you did when I entered this room? If I’m your so—” 
 
    “Because I never knew. Not until I touched you directly. Everything else was all theory, but I chanted your unbinding spell and you look just like me now. You are my son!” 
 
    Looking down at my claws and hooves, I flapped my wings a few times, feeling free. Then I saw Lain, looking so small. 
 
    “Father, please teach me the words to return to my former state.” 
 
    “Oh,” He looked down at Lain again and I could feel him smile. “Then listen close, I’ll teach you both how to seal yourself and how to unleash that seal. But I’m a demon, so I have to take something of equivalent value. I’ll take your life story in exchange. Let me know how my son has lived these past thirty-five years.” 
 
    He told me the chant to return to my sealed state and I told him and Lain each and every little thing that had happened to me. At times they laughed together, disturbingly, and at times they cried. Way more disturbingly. Then at the end, I asked him the final question. 
 
    “Why was I abandoned, truthfully?” 
 
    Rather than answer he smiled at me, and dissipated like any normal dungeon boss would. But what he left was something unique. A diary written entirely in the demon language. I read a few passages while I could and my father was a man like any other then when he finally met my mother, she was an— 
 
    Lain yawned as she leaned against me, me the progeny of a Demonic Emperor. I tossed the diary into my item storage and laid Lain down carefully. She really wasn’t lying, no matter what, she was with me. But I still had one last thing to do here. 
 
    I found a bump towards the back of the room and dug down. I pulled out the dungeon core and held it up as it pulsed nervously. 
 
    “You had an agreement!” It said in a panicked voice. 
 
    “I did, but did I sign anything? Did you taste my blood? Are my words in writing?” 
 
    “B-but…” 
 
    “Exactly, now let’s talk. First of all, stop this plagiarism. Replace the hidden boss with I don’t know, a flesh golem or something. Then, the drake, use a damn Vampire! As for the Dragon, use a Lich! Do you have no pride?” 
 
    “I-I’m sorry! I was just trying to—” 
 
    “My ass, this isn’t trying. You just directly copied the draconic dungeon without being able to provide any of the same rewards. At least stay true to your theme.” 
 
    “B-but your father—” 
 
    “And how many dungeons do you think the Demonic Emperor trounced through? Just imagine it... Yeah, none. So I just gave you some invaluable feedback. I promised not to turn you into a powerup, so give me your stored reward and don’t rip me off or I’ll be back with the intention to grind you into powder.” 
 
    “Oegh!! Here! Just take them!” It produced two claw weapons, one enchanted with moderate life-steal and the other enchanted with major mana stealing. 
 
    “Impressive and all, but you know, there was an undead Demonic Emperor here… Tell me, what do you think would happen to you if I told the kingdom that the former Demonic Emperor was here, alive and well?” 
 
    “Y-you wouldn’t!” 
 
    “I would!!” 
 
    “B-but, that was—” 
 
    “Meaningless, give me more, or die!” 
 
    “Demon! Oni! Sata—” 
 
    “Yep, but you know that first hand, so spill it all before I spill your secrets. I promised not to grind you up directly, but I bet you’ll fetch a good price at the market.” 
 
    It’s pulses became erratic. “Fine, fine! I’ll do it, I’ll do whatever!” 
 
    “Alright, then make the changes I suggested. Also, though I hated it initially, the chimera is a good call, afterall the first chimera were undead. But using former victims… Well, that’s not exactly the wrong call but try to limit to ones with a recall token from the church. That way it won’t leave a bad taste in their comrad’s mouths.” 
 
    “But what about the dragon? That took all my energy to make?” 
 
    “Use it as a miniboss, mirror the boss room and set it in a different direction, then mix it up a little. Don’t copy other dungeons, that’s disgusting.” 
 
    “I got it! I’m sorry, I just wanted to be popular.” 
 
    “No worries, everything was technically undead, but damn! How would you feel if another dungeon suddenly had Lichs and vampires while you were copying dragons and drakes? You’d be like ‘Hey, that’s mine!’ but because you never did it, it would be fair game. You got me?” 
 
    “Y-yeah, sorry. I’ll do better! Come back in a few months and see for yourself! Here, my last bargaining chip.” 
 
    A giant magic core rose up from the ground and I pushed it back down. “The hell is wrong with you? This town needs you to live, so consume that thing! Offer equipment, EQU-IP-MENT!!! Don’t offer stuff you can use yourself. Try again.” 
 
    “Sorry!! Uhh… What about this?” It produced a unique set of armor called the eldritch plate but I couldn’t wear it so I gave it back. 
 
    “Oooh! Good, now you got it!” I said, praising it. 
 
    “Ehehe! Thank you! Your father said you were a good person, but I doubted it. I’m sorry…” 
 
    “Don’t be, living people and dungeons will always be at odds with each other, which brings me to my last point. Don’t hide in the floor, use the ceiling. Many can spot you, thieves, sages, oracles. At the very least the ceiling is hard to get to. You’re still just a little guy, so you need to use tricks to survive.” 
 
    “You don’t hate me? For what I did to your friend?” 
 
    “With the chimera? No, chimeras can be found pretty frequently in the wild and you dropped panacea immediately for us. But you need to know, Hex, and Decay together are extremely deadly. No one, other than Lain, has any defense against them, so, if someone important ever got hexed, then yeah, the military might be organized and you could shut down.” 
 
    “But I didn’t mean—” 
 
    “Look at me, that boy you killed was a noble. Even now, his house might organize a small army to destroy you. I know, I know, you’re a dungeon and lives are meaningless to you but that kid’s life meant a lot. And the woman who was almost killed brought me straight to you. Do you get it? It all has consequences.” 
 
    “No… I want to live! But the people that come here all want me dead.” 
 
    I held the ball up as it swirled with black and red energy. “They don’t. Take those two ogres Weamo and Whammo, they only wanted some Panacea. If you somehow capitalized on that then you’d be filled with adventurers in no time.” 
 
    “But, don’t humans like weapons? That’s why—” 
 
    “Nope, wrong! Humans want to live and they want their loved ones to live. Only after that, do they seek power. So instead of offering some ultra rare, mostly unusable weapons at the end, you should offer those sooner and save your Panacea till the final battle.” 
 
    “But my contract with your father is gone, who should I use?” 
 
    “That’s super easy, look into my eyes. Now that I know my race, or at least my main race, then you can copy what you see.” 
 
    “Oooh, what is this?” 
 
    “The bases of the doppelganger skill. I’m not a doppelganger so I can’t teach you about that but if you copied the parties that made it this far, using that skill then, they'd be able to have an epic battle with their undead counterparts. You know, I lived here for the past six months, calling this place my home. So I’m grateful to you in a way that few people are. But you hurt my pupil, she was hexed, poisoned and emotionally destroyed. That shit should be saved for the upper levels, not the first twenty!” 
 
    “Soo?” It asked, it’s floating black bits forming a pupil that faced away. “You’re not going to grind me up?” 
 
    I smiled, showing my teeth. “Of course not, I made a contract not to. But I’ll be back again, and at that time all bets are off. Do you follow?” 
 
    “I-I get it… I’ll save all psychological attacks for the last fifteen levels. I’ll reward better weapons earlier, and I’ll use more strictly undead creatures rather than borrowing from other dungeons.” 
 
    “Good, then, should I bury you back in the floor or should I climb the wall and bury you in the ceiling?” 
 
    “U-um, according to you, the ceiling would be better!” 
 
    “Good, you’re learning!” 
 
    “U-um, may I call you Master?” 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t mind. Besides there’s five other dungeons that have called me as such.” 
 
    “Really? Which ones?” 
 
    “The draconic dungeon, the demonic dungeon, the mythical dungeon, the human dungeon and the holy dungeon.” 
 
    “Wait, wait please stop, I have so many questions now! I know of the Draconic Dungeon, that’s like my older brother and the demonic dungeon is legendary. But what’s the mythical dungeon and what the glorious flying fuck is the human dungeon?” 
 
    “Oh,” I stopped. “The mythical dungeon is probably like your grandpa, it has mythological beasts of all sizes, shapes and origins. To call it an S ranked dungeon would be admitting to only exploring the first floor. The demonic dungeon shockingly resides in the holy capital.” 
 
    “What, why!?” 
 
    “Because that’s where it would flourish the most. Inside, you fight demonkin of the highest order as well as former knights and previous demonic emperors. Yeah, that’s why I thought you were ripping something off, well that and the same stuff as the draconic dungeon.” I climbed a bit higher. 
 
    “Wait, I still want to talk to you. What about the human dungeon?” 
 
    “Oh, that. That’s a dungeon close to the demon capital. I laughed my ass off the whole time I explored it. All the enemies were named things like Doug or Steve, and they’d often ask you about the weather before attacking. I laughed right up until I went face to face with a copy of Oblex, the last hero.” 
 
    “Oh! Hehe, that must’ve been tough!” 
 
    “Nope, Oblex the real dude, has a massive amount of mana. Oblex the Dungeon copy has less than a fourth of that. Having sparred with the real version, the copy fell almost immediately and from it, I gained a unique weapon.” 
 
    “C-can I see it?” 
 
    “Nope, sorry little one, blame my curse. I had to sell all my good stuff so my ex could live well and I could disappear.” 
 
    “But you’re not human, so—” 
 
    “Is this a good place?” I thrust the orb into the ceiling behind a pillar. “If you make your final boss a lich then you can hide their phylactery towards the front and people would have to guess twice.” 
 
    “Wait, Master!” 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    “Why did you go this far for me? Didn’t I hurt your friend?” 
 
    “No, you killed her client, then made us kill him again. I’m hiding you here because my father made a contract with you and I have faith that you’ll listen to my words. If you were stubborn or defiant, then we might be having a much different conversation now, but in the end you’re just a core trying to make the best dungeon you can. I won’t hate you for that.” 
 
    “Wait!! How did it feel to finish the Human dungeon?” 
 
    “You mean, how did it feel to cut through swarms of Dougs and Steves?  Not bad, a dungeon’s monsters are never the same as their real world counterparts. I mean, what do you think a Chimera does in reality? It doesn’t linger in a dark place looking for prey, it flies free. It looks for a mate then makes a nest, after that it searches for food and runs at the first sight of trouble. It doesn’t sweep down and fly around a twenty yard area spewing random spells. And a dragon? A dragon never lands once when fighting. The same with Drakes and Wyverns. You never fought any of them, so why pretend, just summon your monsters and keep things undead.” 
 
    “B-but, what about—” 
 
    “Nothing! Even if other dungeons are more popular, don’t rip them off!” 
 
    “But…” I could hear from it’s tone that the core had given up. “Here, this was originally supposed to be a drop for my newest monster, but I guess I shouldn’t use them since they’re not normally undead.”  
 
    A helm floated out from the wall and I took it. After putting it into my item storage I read the description.  
 
    Helm of the Cocketrice. 
 
    Resistance to petrification: +80% 
 
    Unique skill: Petrification (Limit 4/Month) 
 
    Unique Ability: Harden (Passively increases physical defense) 
 
    Def rating: +90 
 
      
 
    “Ooh, it’s not bad, but is it undead?” 
 
    “Uh, um…” 
 
    “Yeah, exactly. Why not a vampiric dagger or a blade that inflicts the undead status? Oh, what about a skull shaped helm, you wouldn’t even have to enchant it, people would want it just because it looks cool. You can do better, I have faith in you.” 
 
    “Thank you, and I’m sorry for what I did…Here, I remember you lived here for a while, so I made it to be a low-level drop.” 
 
    Then it gave me a final item and just as it said, it was a low level drop.  
 
      
 
    Blanket of undead comfort: Use this item to sleep like the dead. 
 
    The coziness might kill you! 
 
      
 
    I smiled at the core as I slid down the pillar and scooped Lain up. She wasn't exactly a petite woman, but her weight had purpose. And as she naturally put her arms around my neck, I felt my anxiety vanish. 
 
    So, if I was to believe the skeletal Demonic Emperor here, then I was a sealed demon prince. And one who’d killed his own father. But I had no reason to believe it, why would I? Even if this dungeon core had some sort of contract, it didn’t mean it was with the real former Demonic Emperor. And, in my status, my race still shows as ???. 
 
    I’ll just take it’s skill drop as a good thing and be happy that the being I spoke to made me feel good, even if it was a lie. 
 
    “Oy! Core, why the hell isn’t there a warpgate here? People are dumb, rather than trying to find you, they might walk right through it first then have to do everything again… Not that I’ve done that, but, uh, it happened to a friend, so…” 
 
    “Got it, Master!” It projected into my mind. “Please come back again and check on me. I’ll make you proud!” 
 
    I carried Lain through the new warp gate at the far end of the room and after returning to the entrance of the dungeon, I woke her up. 
 
    She didn’t bring up what’d happened in that last chamber, instead she just smiled up at me like she always had. I’ll just take this as another benefit of the blood pact. But until we talk about it, I won’t feel comfortable. 
 
    That’s not how things work between us. We feel each other through the pact we made. Sure she forced it on me, but it’s always made us honest with each other. 
 
    So I told her that her dreams were realities and even if I didn’t believe what the skeleton said, I still had the skill it taught. Now, disregarding my mana, I could grow into a hideous thing; horned, hooved and menacing. It had a limit of twice a day but I assumed it could be leveled up somehow. 
 
    Things became tense for a few moments as she recovered from her mana fatigue. I wasn’t sure what to expect. Thoughts of Lain leaving me overwhelmed my mind and I could feel my heart in my throat. 
 
    “Shtulls,” she said, looking up at me. “You were so damned cool!!” 
 
    “Huh, you mean when I was negotiating with—” 
 
    “No you cool SoB when you went full demon. Your fur was white, and your eyes glowed with a pale silver light. It made me quiver…like, as a woman.” 
 
    “But, you’re a holy knight and—” 
 
    “Nope, my class means nothing, and my job remains unchanged. Did you want to see my status?” 
 
    “No, I trust you so—” 
 
    “Look at me, Shtulls! Haven’t I proved myself enough?” 
 
    “Lain, even if I trust you, what do you think our future looks like now? I mean, if everything the skeleton said was true. Maybe it’s best if we never met, then at least—” 
 
    “Shut your damn mouth! I own you until we die! Who the hell cares if your body grows bigger? You’re still my Shtulls and I’m your Lain. So stop trying to run away! Yeah, yeah, I’m holy, but who cares? I love the fuck out of you and my body will stretch to fit you… Shtulls, you’ll never live another day without me. Even if you try to, I won’t let you run away.” 
 
    “So you’re supporting my forced destiny, or rather my second forced destiny?” 
 
    “No! I’m supporting you, the man I met in that dungeon. The one who defended me even when I didn’t need it. The man who, even when cursed, can only do things that make me laugh. Shtulls, at your worst you’re hilarious. At your best, you’re: sweet, loving, kind, loyal, lewd, sexy, big...um why do you suddenly look scared?” 
 
    I shook my head, jizzing from my eyes as I let her finish. 
 
    “So, who am I to you?” 
 
    Who is Lain to me? She’s like me, but so much cuter, she is the meaning of my life and the culmination of my goals. In other words, I desperately want a life with her. I crave to see her swell with my children as we buy some fertile land and plan out a peaceful future together. Lain is my safe place, my soulmate, without her, I’d die or I’d kill until someone stopped me. Lain is love, Lain is life… 
 
    “Ehmm! Shtulls, it’s hard to breath when you hold me this tightly...I love it, death by cuddles!” 
 
    “That’s it!” I took my Blanket of undead comfort out of my inventory and wrapped Lain up again as her large eyes sparkled up at me. “This Lain creature is mine, she has been subdued so that I may harvest her cuteness and feed her smooches…” 
 
    “Shtulls?” She looked at me, puckering her lips and I realized that I’d just said that out loud. 
 
    I kissed her and we both rested there until we heard foot-steps entering the dungeon. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15: Returned - Shtulls 
 
      
 
    “Fuuu—” A large man said, vanishing back into the light as another voice eeped and the last one walked right down to us. 
 
    “Mmm, I see you’re still well, Shtulls, and you’re holding some sort of adorable worm?” 
 
    “Back off thief, this treasure is mine!” 
 
    “Honey, I ain’t into tacos, I’m really more of a burrito… Huh… Touche.” He looked back at the entrance. “What are you pansies doing, this man saved our asses, well, your asses, he could have taken mine and that offer is still open.” He raised his perfectly tweezed eyebrows and licked his lips. “I know we were talking shit, but Metalitits is no bitch to be fucking with. Mmm, even if she is cute as a damn button right now.” 
 
    “H-he’s not after my ass?” A brutish voice called down, cracking slightly. 
 
    “Bitch please, if he ain’t after me, he don’t care ‘bout your pimply chunk of flab.” 
 
    “Then, m-my puss—” 
 
    “Sweety, don’t you remember the other night? You were on him like stank on shit, but he only had eyes for our tank. This, ain’t no small time game, this man’s in love.” 
 
    The two came down, it’s likely they forgot part of the last time we met due to copious drinking or perhaps due to a healthy knowledge that what happens in a dungeon stays in a dungeon. 
 
    Lain didn’t try to escape her ‘wrapped in blanket’ status but after a while, she just stared up at me, and I, down at her. 
 
    “What the?” “Oh my god, my heart!” 
 
    Surprisingly the second comment came from the axeman. 
 
    “Guys,” the axeman said looking at two people who probably didn’t like being called guys. “Let’s go. Sorry to intrude, among other things.” 
 
    “Sorry,” the sorceress repeated. 
 
    “Not sorry, I’m a thief.” 
 
    “No!” I said as he turned around. “You’re fabulous.” 
 
    He guffawed as he walked away. “You’re damn right I am! You two keep doing, uh,” He twirled his finger around. “Whatever, that, is…” 
 
    I picked Lain up and carried her. I have no clue why she’s so cute like this, or what instinct it is that drives me to wrap her in blankets. Maybe this is me, trying to monopolize her, and her loving it. Either way, distracted by her cuteness, I stumbled many times on the way back to her farm. 
 
    After we arrived, I was regrettably only able to feed her a few more smooches before I had to set her free again. But as soon as she was free, she didn’t run off, instead she put her arms around my neck and pressed her body to mine. 
 
    Smooches became kisses, and kisses became a fun time in the ditch. Luckily we were quick. I was maybe a little too quick, but Lain was right there with me so... Win? 
 
    I didn’t care if we never had sex, no, that’s a lie. But the inside of her thighs wouldn’t lose to any other woman’s actual insides. That thought somehow made me feel guilty. I didn’t want to compare her, because the connection we had meant so much more than just physical pleasure. She wasn’t my whore, not my wife, she was a woman. One so pure and perfect, that to compare her to anyone else would be— 
 
    “Oya! Who’s there? Whatcha doin over there?” 
 
    Lain peeked her head up, Lil’Shtulls still throbbing between her thighs. 
 
    “D-dad? N-nothing, just a, you know. One of those, I fell and I, uh—” 
 
    “Kay… Dad’s going to go way over here and turn his back for a while to check that none of our cows or sows have died… Please talk to your broth…” 
 
    We all heard wooden wheels on the gravel road and Aundre fell silent. 
 
    With much pain, difficulty and regret I sheathed my son as Lain tugged her robes back in place. Either side of the road was still Aundre’s land so we both pretended to be inspecting plants as the wagon stopped. 
 
    “Hey, Aundre!” 
 
    He turned around and shielded his eyes from the sun as he peered at the man in the wagon. “Eh? S’that you Johson? What’re ya doin out this way?” 
 
    “Mrs. Whitaker,” He sighed. “You know, a donation to the medical society. Anyway, though I hope you don’t, do you got any dead?” 
 
    My heart sank and Lil’ Shtulls returned to being little as my thoughts turned to Des. 
 
    “Nope! But thank you for asking. Come on by sometime, we’ll grill some meat and you can bring the drinks.” 
 
    “I’ll take a raincheck, but I’ll see you again someday.” 
 
    “I hope not!” 
 
    The two men laughed as the wagon sped down the road and out of sight. 
 
    I was suddenly ready to check on Des. I ran off towards the house as Aundre yelled after me. I reached the room and saw Lund locked Des’ feeble embrace. 
 
    As I unwrapped her arms, she began to cry again, until she saw my face. Luckily her bandages were fresh, dry and a good indication that her skin was healed. 
 
    I pulled the claw that stole vitality from my storage and placed it on her hand, tightening it. Then, I removed my armor and sank its blades into my chest. Not far enough to kill me, but far enough that Des would be able to drain me directly. 
 
    Looking at her almost skeletal body, I realized that heals and even greater heals hadn’t worked. But these claws surpassed all that. Their effects were immediate, and Des had a long way to go back to being a functional person. But as they pulsed, draining my life force, Lain ran to me, using greater heal. When she got low on mana she’d hold my hand and suddenly I was caught in some weird triangle. 
 
    But after a few hours, I saw Des begin to breathe normally. Then around eight hours later, as Lain and I ate our cold dinner while still kneeling by Lain’s bed, Des’s muscles pulsed for a second. 
 
    It wasn’t long after that, that we slept, this time, Lain made sure that I faced her. It was a small bed, so we were all practically laying on each other. Halfway through the night Lain and I had already kicked the covers off onto the floor and I did what Lain had taught my body to do. 
 
    Just like before, but now I felt a much deeper depth, a stronger embrace and the moans I heard, drove me on to the point of madness. Behind me another person joined us, caressing my back naturally, then digging her nails in deep as she tossed a hot skinny leg over us. 
 
    I don’t remember much from there, but when I woke up, I was buried just where I wanted to be. Between Lain’s thighs as I listened to her soft breaths. But no matter how I tried to ignore it, there was a heat on my back along with two hard points that moved rhythmically with the moans in my ear. 
 
    I looked around the room and the three of us were alone. 
 
    I pulled myself free of my velvet vice, and gently shook Lain until she finally awoke. After that she refused to move an inch until I paid the smooch fine, which cut my stamina in half. A small price to pay for seeing Lain stretch and hug me. 
 
    Lain is like fine art, no matter how many times you see the same thing, it always stirs you. 
 
    I fought my urge to lick the sweat from her body as I felt Des clinging to my back. I had no sexual urges for Des, but last night confirmed that she had them for me. 
 
    I held Des’ withered hand as Lain brought in two big bowls of oatmeal and one large plate of mostly bacon. I’ll let you guess which plate she handed me and which one we took turns forcing down Des’s destroyed throat, along with a side of Panacea. 
 
    At this point, I felt bad. Force feeding someone is hard. You’re basically making someone’s body do what you want and even though your intentions are good, that doesn’t really excuse you. At least not in my opinion. 
 
    Feeding Des was still a struggle. Milk and honey, she could do now, but oats were another beast entirely. And Panacea was still a harsh liquid to swallow. To a healthy person it was easy but to a person who’d inhaled some untold amount of death magic it was unbearable. 
 
    Hex and decay were brothers, but even though decay had a timer, Hex didn’t. Hex and curse magics were roughly the same, aside from their pools of focus. Her Hexed status had already been dispelled by Panacea but what it left was a body ravaged by it’s effects. 
 
    As I plunged her claw into my chest again, I felt my heart burn with anger. Not just at the dungeon, this dungeon was still young. I was angry at her, but moreover I was furious at myself. Given the blades I’d gotten from her, I saw my teachings applied. What I didn’t see were the things I was never able to show her. Caution, planning and experience. 
 
    All things I could have taught her if given the time. But I somehow deluded myself into believing I was her savior. That in just two weeks, I could change her life for the better. Rather than teaching her something new, I should've just— 
 
    “Mas—ster…are you here?” 
 
    I squeezed her off-hand and she squeezed me back, unaware that her main hand was equipped and embedded in my muscles. I’d pay the price I owed her, no matter the cost or else I’d lose the last bit of my humanity. 
 
    Weeks passed, and each day played out the same. I bled until greater healing started to fail and we all slept together. 
 
    Finally as I collapsed the last time, Des awoke from her stupor and began to freak out. She put her memories together and realized everything, all at once. She shrieked, like a banshee in the night and as we held her down, she began to ask questions. 
 
    What about Ferdy, what about me, what about her commission? We did our best to answer her questions until she finally calmed down. Then, as we watched her sleep, I collapsed, having the weight of her life lifted off my shoulders. 
 
    The next morning I looked at my hand, hardly able to recognize it. Being drained of all my stamina, vitality and mana for so long had finally begun to show its effects. Well, I say finally, but I knew the whole time. From that first time that I drove that claw into my chest, I knew what cost it might have. 
 
    I also knew, from the nights spent buried in Lain’s bosom as she cried. She never said anything outright because she already knew how I felt but she was worried sick about me. 
 
    Judging from the delicious smells coming from the kitchen, Lain was already making breakfast. So I woke Des up. 
 
    Her eyes were unfocused, likely because she’s always needed glasses but she smiled when she saw me, then immediately shut down as everything else returned again. 
 
    I wrapped her with bandages one last time, she didn’t need them anymore but I didn’t want her to focus on what happened to her skin. 
 
    After she ate, without our assistance, we introduced her to Lain’s family and she cried. To her this was probably even stranger than it was to me. To people like us who never had a family growing up, suddenly being welcomed into one as warm and lively as Lain’s was overwhelming. 
 
    We helped her back into bed and she cried until she fell asleep. 
 
    Today, I was happy. For this first time, I knew my pupil would live. So I took a bath with Lain, and sat about trying to help around the farm but it seemed like everyone was only giving me small tasks. Tasks which somehow took a great toll. 
 
    By noon, all I could do was sweat under the shade of the back porch. 
 
    I taught Lund about sharpening things, and had him do a few basic drills, then spent time with Shan, looking over his magic inscriptions. 
 
    Then we all ate dinner and another day had passed. The days grew into weeks and Des was helping out right along with me as our strength returned a bit. 
 
    It’s interesting to see someone you knew from a different time when you were a different person living with and forming bonds with the same people you know and love. It gave me a special feeling, some sort of warmth that I hadn’t had before. 
 
    That night as I sat on the back porch, listening to the insects chirp and the wind blow, Aundre joined me with a big grin and an old bottle of whisky. 
 
    We reminisced about battles fought, and even about the human dungeon. He never got to enter it, because the second that the Demonic Emperor fell, he and Patricia had to hide because they were supposed to be dead. But he’d heard stories before. 
 
    Of course, he still laughed when I told him about fighting Pseudo-Oblex. 
 
    “Stand down, demon scum, for it is I, OBLEX!!!” 
 
    He choked on his whisky then laughed until he coughed. “It said that!? In that voice?” 
 
    “Yep, while striking a pose and everything.” 
 
    “Oh god! Does Oblex know about this? Please tell me he knows!” 
 
    “No, if he did, I think that dungeon core would be a fine mist by now.” 
 
    “You know…” Aundre said leaning in with a smirk. “I bet there’s a Shtulls boss by now…” 
 
    I turned white. “N-no way… I… Well, it couldn't be more cringy than meeting me now, when I’m cursed or haunted or whatever. Even if it showed up wearing a frilly pink dress and wielding mop as a weapon. No, actually after everything I’ve done to shame myself and the kingdom as a whole, along with the fact that the dungeon calls me Master… Shit, I’m definitely there.” 
 
    “Yep, some demonling somewhere is probably fighting you now.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Good for them, glad someone somewhere remembers the hero I was and not the joke I became. The only good thing to come from all of this was getting to meet Lain and all of you. I never had a family, so spending time like this is…” Eh…? Damn eye-sweat. 
 
    “Get it out man, I know I’m not that much older than you, but I consider you a son. This is your family now, too. Before you arrived, I hadn’t seen Lain smile like that for years. Now I see it every day, it comes quickly and easy, like she’d never lost it. And my sons have fire behind their eyes, flames that died when their mother…” He stopped and polished off his glass. “Well, this old man’s going to bed. My two youngest have been staying with me because of the scary noises you make. So that room’s yours now. Until you and Lain find a place of your own.” 
 
    He left the bottle and gave me a pat on the shoulder as he went back in. 
 
    I sat there for a while, sipping my glass and remembering things. It’s so strange now, looking back. My whole life feels like one big chore. Like I never smiled sincerely and all I did was fight and survive. I was just living like a dungeon monster in human form. Outside of fighting, my skills were… I guess I didn’t have any life skills, did I? 
 
    I couldn’t farm, I couldn’t raise livestock, sell or produce goods. I could only fight, and that sort of life only ends one way. 
 
    And this is what I tried to thrust onto Des, no all my pupils… Why was I so sure back then? 
 
    Lain came through the door and sat between my legs, taking the glass from my hands and sipping it. She coughed for a while then handed it back. 
 
    I leaned forward and massaged her shoulders. She moaned and tilted her head back. “Ohhh, you’re even better than Patric…” 
 
    “That’s a good compliment. I’d be jealous but I’ve experienced it myself. He’s a good young man, I feel like he just wants to make people happy.” 
 
    “Ahhh,” Lain looked up at me with half opened eyes as she enjoyed her massage. “Yeah but I worry about Sony and Rune.” 
 
    “Rune needs a woman, his fascination with, uh, yeah. He needs a demi with the same subrace. Or who knows, maybe there’s a mutt like me out there for him. But Sony is normal enough if you consider everything. All boys go through that phase, he’s just open about it. The fear of death leads to a fascination with it.” 
 
    Lain popped her neck then stood up, blushing at me. “It's my turn now. You’re going to be a great dad for my babies.” She said as she stood behind me and began rubbing my neck. 
 
    “Oww… Ow, ow…” 
 
    “Oh, sorry, uh...let’s try this.” 
 
    “Aagh! No thumbs, and use like a quarter of your strength, you're not tenderizing a steak. Uh...I mean, it feels great!” 
 
    Lain laughed. “Sorry, I’ll work on it, we have our whole lives to practice.” 
 
    I heard soft footsteps then suddenly my massage became heavenly. I closed my eyes and savored it, that healing touch, so tender and nourishing. 
 
    “Patric!?” I looked up but saw Des smiling down at me, her eyes wide and her face inches from mine. 
 
    I bit my tongue to keep from screaming. It wasn’t how she looked that scared me, it was that pure manic expression. I just smiled back and closed my eyes again. There might be parts of Des that I don’t know, no scratch that, there definitely are. 
 
    I felt Lain’s warm hands on my thighs as she massaged them while Des rubbed my neck. Shockingly she was great at this. Maybe it was just because necks are more sensitive or maybe… 
 
    My eyes snapped open. “Patric!?” 
 
    Lain frowned up at me. “Geez, do you want me to call him out here or something?” 
 
    I leaned down and kissed her. “No, thank you both for comforting me. Why’s everyone treating me so well, am I dying?” 
 
    “No,” Lain said, laying her head in my lap. “You’re just you. This is normal, isn’t it?” 
 
    Huh!? Normal for what, royalty? 
 
    She looked up at me and teared up. “This is… Shtulls, this is how families are. Everyone cares about everyone else, even if you have an arguement or you fight.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “I don’t get it either,” Des said in my ear. “But somehow you made me sad.” 
 
    And now I’m drunk, being half-assed rubbed by two crying women… But I’m happy? The hell’s wrong with me!? 
 
    Lain sat in my lap and Des ran back into the house. 
 
    Holding Lain was something that filled me with so many different emotions. Love, lust, and probably an unhealthy amount of paternal instinct. But really, I suppose it was the fact that such a powerful, cheerful person trusted herself to me so completely. That someone like her clung to me like a spoiled child and spoil her I did. 
 
    I ran my fingers through her light fluffy hair and softly down her side using the lightest touch possible. Fairy-fingers, as a woman I laid with once called it. Lain shivered and when I stopped to pour myself a last glass, she pulled my hand back. 
 
    I caressed her like that until she snored softly in my arms. I raised my glass to the moon, and drank it down in a silent cheer. I felt better than a king, my fortune in my arms and my spirit high. 
 
    I heard the door creak open again as Des peeked out. “Are you coming to bed?” 
 
    “We’ll be in soon, but for now, join us. It’s a fine moon out.” 
 
    “T-then…” Des stepped out and sat by me in Aundre’s chair. “Why’d you save me? You always taught me that we’re only responsible for our own fate in the dungeon. I-I should’ve died.” 
 
    I reached out and took her hand. “That doesn’t apply to Students and Masters. The second you called me master our fates were one. Your accomplishments, your failures. Even if I wasn’t there for all of them, they were ours. And your life, what sort of Master watches their pupil die when they can do something about it?” 
 
    “But,” I felt her hand shake as she gripped my tightly. “I’ve done things—” 
 
    “I don’t care, you are my student for better or worse. Your sins are mine as well. Though you might have felt like it, you were never alone. My lessons, however brief, lead you down the path you walk. Here, this was Ferdy’s.” 
 
    I removed the wand we’d recovered and gave it to her. 
 
    She took it, her hand quivering as I heard her cry again. 
 
    “Do you regret it?” I asked. “Meeting me and becoming an adventurer?” 
 
    She inhaled deeply and grabbed my arm, pulling it back towards her. I let her do as she pleased as she took my hand and we interwove our fingers. “Master, no, Shtulls… I don’t blame you, I thank you! Even if my body would’ve been fine, if I’d stayed there then by now my mind…” She gripped me again as if testing that I was still there. “If I had to pick which life was better, then I’d rather die from a monster than be raped, beaten and left out with the trash. If nothing else, you let me know that I had power of my own, that I wasn’t helpless. I’m sorry I mistook your kindness for something else.” 
 
    She tried to let my hand go, but I still held her. “Stop! I never taught you to half-ass anything. I’m not some young naive John. So I’ve noticed some things. What was it I always demanded of you, what was that one thing?” 
 
    “T-trust…” 
 
    “And do you trust me?” 
 
    “Yes, Master!” 
 
    “Then sit back down, and empty your heart of its burdens. I never wanted to add to the darkness in your soul.” 
 
    She sat back down and held my hand up to her face. I ran my hand along her bandages and across what was left of her ear. I already knew what she was going to say, but she was like a daughter to me. I wanted to show her the same kindness I’d only recently experienced. 
 
    She told me about Ferdy, and about how that noble family had fallen on hard times. How, just as I had done with my master before, she tried to pay it forward. That meant that Ferdy was my responsibility as well, and I let him die. 
 
    I swallowed hard as she continued. 
 
    “Ehehe~ Bacon! Shtulls is made of bacon! ...No I couldn’t eat anymore…” Lain said, drooling on my neck and interrupting a far too serious talk. 
 
    “It’s getting late Des.” I said cuddling Lain until she bit me. “Right now, we’re both recovering, so let’s set some small goals first. Now that you can walk, how about we get you some new glasses. Then, after you’re dungeon-ready again, let’s pluge the undead dungeon to get your mind right and give you some coin to travel home. After that, come back and find me. A Party needs at least four people and I’m sure Lain would like it if you joined us. I too have something I need to do after this, but that can wait for now.” 
 
    Des squeezed my hand one last time, then held the door while I carried Lain to bed. To protect Des from being accidentally drained to death, she took her normal spot by the wall as I laid Lain down and awkwardly crawled between them. 
 
    This might be the first time I’ve gone to sleep while Des was still awake. So things were strange. There was a lot of throat clearing and arm readjusting until she gave up and put her arm around me. 
 
    “I-is this okay?” 
 
    “Yep, you’ve been sleeping like this for more than a month now, so I don’t see why not.” 
 
    “But, she won’t get mad?” 
 
    “Lain? No, besides why would she?” 
 
    “I would…” 
 
    “Lady, we’re Master and Pupil, nothing more, nothing less. So let’s just try to—” Shit, shivers, but how, I’m holding Lain… “Fuck while she’s sleeping! It’ll be hot!” 
 
    “Shtulls…” I felt chills of another kind as Lain spoke in a low tone. “That better be the curse talking…” 
 
    “Lain, you of all people know by now when it’s the curse. I—Just want to impale her on my meat pole, preferable while you watch!” I blinked for a few seconds not believing my own words. 
 
    Lain reached her hand between my legs. “That wasn’t only the curse speaking, was it…?” 
 
    “Yes, I swear it—” 
 
    “It’s because I’m like this, isn’t it? I know it’s improper, I know it ruins the master-student bond but, this conversation still hurts. Even if it was the curse, it made me feel sexy again. I wasn’t going to accept, Lain. Even without a mirror, I know what I look like now. Shtulls was definitely making a cruel joke.”  
 
    Lain stiffened in my arms and I felt my back go cold with sweat. My curse had turned my good night into a very bad one and hurt the people I cared about in the worst ways. 
 
    Lain reached into her Item Storage and pulled out a glove. Then she guided Des' hand to a place I’d rather it didn’t go. “That’s from you… I’m in there too, but… I guess we made it together. He doesn’t think you're ugly. But he’s mine, not ours. Besides, you’ve seen it, there’s no way it would fit in a slender girl like yo—” 
 
    “I could take par—” 
 
    “Enough,” I said, “this is—Fun! How about I pass it through Lain’s thighs and into… No! We need to sleep—Together!” 
 
    All I could do was clench my eyes closed and try my best to remain silent. The curse definitely jumped up my priority list tonight. I think I’ll go sleep on the chair, away from everyone, before I hurt them again. 
 
    I went to get up but Lain stopped me. She looked at my face and pulled me back down against her. “I’m sorry Shtulls, I forget how bad it is. I was worried it was true, so I ignored what you were feeling. Let’s sleep.” 
 
    Lain covered us all up and pulled me close, threatening to smother me in her bosoms as she ran her fingers through my hair until I finally fell asleep. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16: The Talk - Shtulls 
 
      
 
    I awoke to Lain’s tongue in my mouth. It was pleasant but a bit shocking. 
 
    When I opened my eyes she sat back and smiled. “I think the three of us need to talk.” 
 
    Des was already awake and doing her best to avert her eyes. 
 
    Lain began the conversation by explaining my curse, and Des listened intently even though I’d already told her the jist of it before. 
 
    “So that’s why Master was...hands free clapping… And that time…” 
 
    Des had been through a lot, and even though she was recovering physically, all the shock of losing Fredy and her appearance had cost her, her clarity of thought. 
 
    I’d been working on the farm with her, both of us doing light labor for the past week or so and I’d notice strange changes in her mood. Or I’d catch her staring off as if frozen, her eyes wide. Then there were the times when she’d peek in on Lain and I while we bathed with a strange expression. 
 
    Now, throwing the reality of my curse at her, seemed to break her already faulty concentration then she truly broke down, crying and laughing at the same time. 
 
    She cried for me, but I could tell she felt guilty or hurt by something. 
 
    She leaned forward and hugged me. “You didn’t deserve this… You were my Master, a god damned Hero! But your wife, your fortune and even your honor…” She took Lain’s hand in hers. “It’s my turn to tell you both something. I won’t hold back, even though it makes me look bad and Master might hate me when I’m done...” 
 
    Her story opened my eyes. It was all about that girl, I saved and her life; it was a lot like mine was when I was her age. The same story of Masters recreating themselves in their students. But then, as Des’s voice became timid, she told me about her experience with Helena. 
 
    I know I should feel sad, angry, betrayed...something! But I felt nothing at all. Then she talked about Ferdy again, likely for Lain’s benefit and sat back against the wall as if a weight had been lifted. 
 
    “So there it is,” she said. “I’m sorry you have such a creepy pupil. I mistook your kindness for love and ruined your relationship with your wife. Then I ignored everything you taught me and foolishly allowed myself to push on without preparation.” 
 
    I sighed, and took it all in. Who knew she was some sort of… 
 
    “Des,” I said. “Even if your feelings were misplaced you were still just looking out for my best interests. And Helena and I were, well, she changed after we got married. I’m just happy my money is going towards a good cause, a baby is innocent and this way Helena will be able to raise it well.” 
 
    Still, why did she have to include all that stuff about Helena’s vag? I mean, Des really went out of her way to talk about how huge it must have been. She seemed oddly fixated on that, I find it a little funny how she all but spit every time she mentioned it, which was way too often. 
 
    But what I find even stranger is how she looks at Lain. She doesn’t seem to hate Lain in the slightest. I’ve met women who were obsessed with me before, back in my youth. I was too dumb then to understand the true power of charm, so I used it. Not to get laid, because I’d already discovered that I wasn’t physically compatible with most women. But for smaller things, like discounts or free food. 
 
    All those times, if I hung around long enough, it resulted in vicious fights, extreme jealousy and violence. That’s why I only used charm in places that I wasn’t intending to return to and mainly for things like avoiding conflict… Or free food. It’s also why I have a certain hatred for Rune’s abuse of that power. 
 
    I mean, he already gets free food. 
 
    But, I never charmed Des, not once. Maybe that’s the difference or maybe, despite all my doubts, her feelings are pure. She might just want me to be happy. 
 
    Des hugged her knees to her chest and hid her face as Lain gave me a shove. “Shtulls, I kissed you so you could speak normally and because I liked it… So, you know, speak.” 
 
    I reached out and pulled Des into my lap. It’s shocking how light she’s become. “Hmm, you probably weigh the same as you did when we first met.” 
 
    “W-what are you!?” 
 
    “Shh, I’ve been the one changing your bandages you know. Well, me or Aundre. There are no secrets, no walls between us. This isn’t something I’m doing to seduce you or anything like that, this is me hugging you because you need it.” 
 
    “But after what I did, if I hadn’t stalked her then she might have—” 
 
    “Nope, that was just an excuse. She was bitter that I went to war and left her alone. She used you to justify leaving me, then she felt bad about it afterwards. Thank you for saving her. I may not have loved her, but she was a good woman at her core. And our conversations were always the best. She was an intelligent, cultured woman, but love really wasn’t her strong suit. I think it was a prison I accidentally locked her into.” 
 
    “You gave her everything, a house, food, clothes—” 
 
    “But I left, I left to serve the kingdom.” 
 
    “You left to save humanity!” 
 
    I opened my status and showed it to Des. “I’m not human, at least not enough to even be called a demi. I’m a mutt. In the orphanage where I lived, there were several others like me. Race: ???” 
 
    “Self pleasuring: S? So you can suck—” 
 
    “AH!” I closed my status as Lain burst out laughing. 
 
    “I thought the same thing!” Lain said, wheezing through her laughter. 
 
    “No one wants to think about the hero doing that… So lets—” 
 
    “I think it’s hot…” Lain said, giving me a look that backed up her statement. 
 
    Des squirmed between my legs. “M-me too…” 
 
    I felt a vein throb as my eye twitched. These women… 
 
    “Back to the point, my motivations were to secure a fortune, a title and some land to raise a family. I was good at fighting, that’s all I knew. So, that’s why I finally accepted my fate.” 
 
    I told a brief version of my story, cutting out what I could but when Des began to sob and Lain looked at me with watery eyes, I felt confused. I’d told them both parts of this story before. No, most of it, so why!? 
 
    “What!? What’s wrong with you two?” 
 
    “Shtulls!” Lain said, kissing me again as she hugged me. “I can see it, you were just a kid, young and bloody. Why didn’t you care more about yourself?” 
 
    “Just a kid, huh? I was only two years younger than you are now back then.” 
 
    “But you were alone, you were always alone and everyone died around you.” 
 
    Des put me in some sort of strange shoulder choke hold. “The sad part is that you don’t even know why it’s sad.” 
 
    The hell!? Seriously, how’s any of this sad? Also, I might pass out if she keeps choking me! 
 
    I tapped Des’s arm until she let up. 
 
    I rubbed my throat as I spoke. “Lain, it’s your turn. I want to keep Des close from now on and an official party needs four people. You and I both know how important trust is in a dungeon, so tell your story and after all this, don’t you dare skip anything. I want to know each and every little thing about you.” 
 
    “I will, just know, this might be hard for Des to hear.” 
 
    I held Des tightly in my arms. “Go, the Des is secured. I have captured her and I will protect her from all harm.” 
 
    “But I’m your Lain worm…” Lain said with her large watery eyes. 
 
    I breathed out “Pfew, that was close, you almost became a burrito again…” I elbowed her like she elbowed me earlier. “Just tell her, and me, there’s no judgement here anymore. I want to trust you both with everything, so I need you to trust each other. That’s the only way we can avoid hurting each other.” 
 
    The way Lain tells stories, it’s so damn cute! I could listen to her for hours. 
 
    The parts about her parents hit me harder this time because now I knew Aundre, the man he was, his kindness. Even the parts about Hershal hit hard. I’d love to hate the kid, but it’s because of him that Lain became the woman she is. 
 
    I held Des tight, feeling her tears on my arm. 
 
    Then, things got darker again. This part I never heard directly before. It was about when she got back into adventuring. I had an overall picture of it from when we, well, I got drunk at the adventurer’s guild. 
 
    But apparently Lain was betrayed by more than a few parties before and...she killed them. It was always in self defense but when she spoke about it, the light faded from her eyes and her voice took on a cold monotone. 
 
    It was like she shut off her emotions to cope with it. I didn’t like it, this Lain… I never want to see her like this again. 
 
    I pulled her up beside me and kissed her head, bringing her back to her natural state. 
 
    She leaned against me as she continued. She blushed as she talked about her fantasies in way too much detail. But, isn’t that guy she’s describing, me? No, no, I’m just being egotistical, but damn, it sure sounds like me. 
 
    Then, she went over the day we met, and I understood why she shared her fantasies. It was strange, surreal, seeing things from her perspective. As she tells it, I was just a crazy guy that she wanted to seduce. 
 
    But as things went on, her feelings and thoughts intertwined with my memories and somehow I felt touched. Her impersonation of me, even cursed me, was spot on, though spoken in Lain’s cute voice. She went all the way up to our last Dungeon crawl and Des sobbed again. I guess after all she’s had to deal with, tears come easy now. 
 
    “You both did that for me?” Des asked in a shaky voice. 
 
    I hugged her close. “That’s why you’re here, safe in this house and in my arms. We want you to be yourself again.” 
 
    Lain started to reach out but stopped. She was terrified of hurting Des, so she put on her gloves before holding Des’s hand. 
 
    Then she continued with a stubborn look on her face. She told Des about the last month. How I used the claws and sacrificed my vitality. 
 
    I really, really, didn’t want Des to know about that. For the first time, I was angry at Lain. My anger made worse by Des hugging her knees, completely destroyed by the fact I’d… No, I did it, so it’s my cross to bear. 
 
    “Des,” I said. “We risked everything to save you, so why would I stop short. I—” 
 
    “Is that why you’re so skinny now? Is that why we’re just picking weeds and gathering beans?” 
 
    “Happy birthday,” I said, taking the claws from my item storage. “These should be yours, the dungeon’s, no, your fellow student’s gift. Dungeon cores aren’t human. They don’t always understand things like death or pain. So don’t blame it, after all everyone it kills entered it with the knowledge they could die. A dungeon at its roots is a defensive thing.” 
 
    Des dug her nails into my forearms. “You met it,” She spoke in growls. “And you didn’t kill it!! You let it, you—” I held her close as she began to thrash. “You!! ARGH!!! YOU!!” 
 
    I held her like that as she thrashed around like a woman possessed. She drug her nails along my skin leaving bloody trails as she bit and kicked me, but I still held her.  
 
    I knew this was coming, that’s why I put her in my lap. I've seen this many times now but you can’t blame a dungeon for killing someone anymore than you can blame a cliff on a dark night. 
 
    “Des, Des!! Des…” I wrapped my legs around her and pulled her back, restraining her. “Breathe, just breathe… You don’t hate me, you don’t hate the dungeon. You hate yourself for living while he died.” 
 
    Des fell limp, her teeth left my arm as she looked up at me, my blood dripping from her lips. She gasped and held a quivering hand up to her mouth. Her eyes wide and she began to heave. 
 
    I pulled her back down. “It’s okay, Des. I’m fine, you're fine. We’re alive and you're not in that dungeon anymore. You’re safe, just relax, what’s done is done… The past can’t be changed now. All that’s left is acceptance. A dungeon doesn’t kill, it defends.” 
 
    Of course there were times when a dungeon core applied itself to a living thing but whenever that happened it lost all intelligence and murdered indiscriminately. The undead dungeon wasn’t like that; it was naive, young and hopeful. Shockingly, it wanted to provide the best experience it could for the people that entered it. It was a good student. 
 
    “Des,” Lain said, holding Des’s bandaged arms. “I lost friends there but we knew what entering a dungeon meant. And this town, this whole place, my home, it all depends on this dungeon. An undead dungeon is the best possible training ground for clerics, paladins and holy knights. There’s also one more thing. Shtulls, will you tell her about the last chamber?” 
 
    “I will, but let’s get dressed and go into the forest first. Telling is not the same as showing and I have a theory to test. Aundre should come too, I want to hear his opinions on this.” 
 
    I felt bad as Lain cooked us a late breakfast. Des stayed in my arms and I felt like she had something to say but she stayed silent and seemed to savor my touch, however light, as if it were the last time. 
 
    “Des, I’ll always hold you like this. Neither of us have a family, so let’s be there for each other. Until you find someone better, I’ll hold you, listen to your worries and do my best to soothe you.” 
 
    She laughed sadly. “With how I look? You’re sentencing me to, nevermind… Thank you, Master. For everything.” 
 
    Lain appeared, like a sexy angel wearing her apron with her sleeping gown. In her hands she had three plates, one filled with sausage and bacon. 
 
    “Let’s share,” she said, placing the plates down. 
 
    Lain took the first plate of oatmeal as her eyes watched Des. Des took the other plate of oatmeal and I felt a strange, warm feeling as Lain smiled. 
 
    I took the plate of meat and divided it three ways. Even if I didn’t get any oatmeal, Des needed protein to heal and Lain needed it because she worked so hard. But apparently my choice was wrong, because they both looked at me with sad eyes. 
 
    “Sorry, uh…” I divided my meat farther, I gave Des more sausage and Lain more bacon. Sausages had more fat, which Des needed, and bacon had more salt which Lain needed to work the fields. I was being selfish by keeping so much to myself. I guess I was getting too used to being spoiled by Lain. 
 
    They both looked at each other then at me, sadder than before. 
 
    Shit!! I’m such an asshole! I wasn’t thinking straight. I’m in Lain’s home and Des has been through so much already. They both deserve this food far more than me. 
 
    I separated it out until I was left with a single strip of bacon and a sausage. This should be fine, I know I’m being selfish, but I think I contribute at least a little bit. 
 
    I looked up at them as Des sobbed and Lain shook. 
 
    Shit! Did Lain want sausage? Actually, doesn’t Des need the sodium? I’m way too insensitive! I’ve lived without food before, this is no different except that now, I really care for the people I’m doing without for. 
 
    I forked over my last piece of bacon to Des and my last sausage to Lain but for some reason they both began to cry. 
 
    “I-I’m sorry, but I don’t have anything else… Oh wait, In my storage, I still have some dried fi—” 
 
    “Shtulls!!” Lain said in tears. “Stop, just stop it!” 
 
    “You don’t even understand, do you?” Des said, placing her bowl on the bed and hugging me. 
 
    “Ahh…” Lain cried, doing the same. 
 
    “What’d I do!? What, what? I’m sorry! I’ll just go, I don’t know what I di—” 
 
    They both held me in place as they shared a third of their plates with me. 
 
    Kay… Well, what the hell? 
 
    “How do you not see it?” Des said. 
 
    “Really,” Lain said, still sobbing. “How does a man like this exist? My Shtulls...” 
 
    “What did I—” 
 
    “Shhh! Just shut up and eat everything, you beautiful bastard!” Lain said, forcing a piece of bacon into my mouth. 
 
    “Hmm,” I struggled to say with a full mouth. 
 
    “Here, sausage!” Des said, force feeding me. 
 
    Ah, I get it, she’s trying to get back at me for— “Mmph!” 
 
    Lain forced another piece of bacon into my mouth. 
 
    I get it, I’ve always taken the meat plate before so now, I’m being repaid. I accepted their punishment, but I’d never let them know that I enjoyed it. 
 
    Then as we finished breakfast, I took Des out to the forest. Lain followed with a reluctant Aundre, being pulled behind her. 
 
    “Oh!” He said, as Lain pulled him along. “First you give him all our bacon then—” 
 
    He stopped as Lain and Des gave him a twenty-yard stare. 
 
    Aundre and I exchanged glances that said ‘what the hell?’ 
 
    What did I do to them? 
 
    Lain stopped and pulled Des to her side. “Alright Shtulls, show’em what a sexy beast you are!” 
 
    I don’t know about sexy, but I need answers. And Aundre can probably give them. Am I actually a demonic being or is this skill just mimicry? I’ll know soon enough. 
 
    I activated my skill: Unbind. And suddenly the forest looked small. The towering redwoods were suddenly reduced to shrubs and Lain became fun-sized. I flapped my wings, feeling the breeze, then looked down at everyone. 
 
    Aundre turned white, he crawled back from me as Lain moved behind him. 
 
    “Dad, That’s Shtulls!” 
 
    “N-no, th-that’s a—” 
 
    “A what?” I asked, my voice booming through the forest. “Tell me Aundre? I can’t see myself, and only you’ve seen what the demonic empire has to offer, what do I look like to you?” 
 
    He composed himself as Lain helped him up. “Erhmm. Well, not like a demon, maybe an archdemon or…” He hesitated. “A demonic emperor. But your, uh, fur is white. I’ve never seen that before, also your body, it’s too man-like. And your wings are feathered, more like a bird than a bat. Why don’t you cancel this, whatever it is and speak to me like normal!” 
 
    I canceled the skill, and turned toward Des, the one I hadn’t heard from during my transformation. I can’t deny that I feel a little more relaxed, free-er like taking off your boots after a hard day. I expected Des to shy away, but she was there to support me as I recovered. 
 
    “So,” I said, looking at Aundre. “What was I, in your opinion?” 
 
    He closed his eyes and stroked his long beard as he pondered. “A Divine Beast, something like a forest guardian or some lesser known Demonic Emperor. I know you didn’t fight the emperor with a form like that, so what changed?” 
 
    “This is a skill I got from a skeletal version of the former Demonic Emperor in the undead dungeon. He called me his son. But, any monster in a dungeon is never the true one. So I don’t believe everything that skeleton said. All I know is that I gained a skill, and this is what it turns me into.” 
 
    “Well, my boy, it’s certainly impressive, not exactly demonic, but definitely not human. Still, I doubt it’s a natural transformation.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” I asked. 
 
    “Because, your clothes stayed intact. If it was your body that mutated, then you'd rip right through them. All I can say is that you’re definitely not a normal guy. But, Shtulls? What’s your job?” 
 
    “Hero…” 
 
    Aundre smirked. “Then why’d ya have my daughter drag me away from farmin’ you’re a man, my son-in-law. Stop wasting my time on this shit! You’ve seen more of demons than me, so—” 
 
    “It’s because I wanted someone else’s opinion, someone who saw the same hell as me. That’s why I needed to know what I looked like to you.” 
 
    Aundre smacked his lips. “Right, well, you three, try not to be so loud tonight. I had to have another weird conversation with my sons this morning.” 
 
    “Daddy, we didn’t—” 
 
    “Ebebebe, who cares, ya still said things and yer brothers picked it all up. So even if yer not acting like a married couple, keep it down.” 
 
    As I shook his hand, he never shied away. Aundre had seen true demons in his homeland as they ate and tortured humans. But with his firm grasp, I knew he didn’t see me that way. He saw this skill in the same way that I did. It wasn’t a transformation spell, it was some weird bastardization of illusion magic. Or maybe a de-evolution skill that amplified my physical stats. 
 
    Either way, he was right, that body couldn’t be mine because my clothes weren’t shredded. But I did love the feel of it. It was like unbridled freedom. When I was in that form, all I wanted was to fly in the open skies. 
 
    “Shtulls!” Lain said, running her hand down my side. “Your body!? It seems like it’s better now!” 
 
    My arms were almost normal again. “I guess this skill has a recovery effect. Either way, It’s not bad. I just wonder why it was left for me in such a strange way.” 
 
    I spent the rest of the day mostly as normal, but suddenly my jobs had returned to pulling out stumps and plowing. Des tried her best to help me but she petered out at noon. 
 
    That night had a strange atmosphere. Lain and I had done our normal thing in the bath earlier but she clung to me like a vampire seeking its next meal. And Des wasn’t that different. We’d already established our boundaries but her boundaries with Lain remained in the gray. 
 
    While I worked well into the evening to earn my keep, they chatted together on the porch. Many scenarios ran through my head and as I dismissed my fantasies, I was left with only a few likely scenarios. My result, I’d pissed them off somehow, during breakfast. 
 
    Screw me, right? I’m a man, I like eating meat. I’m guessing Lain sensed that through the blood-pact and told Des. I started to get mad, how is that my fault? It was offered to me, and I shared it. I did the best I could for them. 
 
    I closed my eyes and wiped my forehead before helping Aundre pull out another stump. He slapped me on the back and we went inside, another day’s work done. 
 
    That night we had chopped beef with onions, potatoes, peas and corn. Or as Lain called it, Aundre’s Cottage Pie. 
 
    I received a big portion along with a sizable corner piece of cornbread but no one complained. There was plenty for all, so I ate what was given. But still, a sense of guilt stopped me from fully enjoying it. I was sure now, about Lain’s special treatment. Before, it felt great, but knowing how it made everyone else feel, it worried me. I only wanted to take what my contributions merited. This seemed special, I’m not special. 
 
    I ate my fill then offered the rest to everyone else but they’d already filled their stomachs. Soon after, we all headed to bed. 
 
    I was tense after last night. I’d really said some things that couldn’t be forgiven. And after this morning, I still hung my head. 
 
    I lay between them, as a buffer and Lain pulled the blanket up around us. 
 
    I faced her and yawned, knowing what I might do in my sleep. Then as I started to drift off, I heard a rustling behind me. Des was removing her bandages along with her dress. I pretended not to notice, everyone sleeps better when they’re less constricted. 
 
    Moments later Lain untied my pants and let Lil’Shtulls out for air this too wasn’t a surprise. It happened almost every night that we slept together. 
 
    She took off her robes and Lil’Shtulls was soon hugged tightly in his favorite place. I began to worry about Des. After what happened with the sorcerous at the bar that other night, I knew I could serve as a link point but one that was filtered through my regen. 
 
    As I felt Des’s tender flesh, Lain arched her hips and guided Lil’Shtulls to paradise. I’d been inside her before, but I was never able to enjoy it for long. Now, feeling Des pressed against me, the drain was almost meaningless. 
 
    I entered Lain’s depths as she gasped. I felt her trained muscles spread as I plunged deeper. Then as quickly as it started, she pulled away from me and I was squeezed between her thighs again as she panted. 
 
    I was still too turned on to think, so our ritual went quickly, hastened by her juices and shaking muscles.  
 
    This time I went second and that night we all slept well. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17: Defining - Shtulls 
 
      
 
    My first thought of the day: This is awkward…  
 
    We’re all nude in a tiny bed together. Oddly enough Des put her head bandages back on at some point, and Lain’s hand seems to be guarding my nethers. 
 
    Even though Des helped, it’s clear that she wasn’t going to get involved. She just served as a battery. That didn’t seem fair to me, to involve someone else, just so we could… 
 
    I looked down at Des as she drooled on my shoulder. I’d already seen most of her body now countless times when I changed her bandages, but this was the first time I allowed myself to really look. 
 
    When we met her with Fredy in the dungeon, she was a little taller, likely because of her boots but even sopping wet, she couldn’t have weighed more than 120lbs. Now, she was about a head and a half shorter than me, and judging from the times I picked her up she’s around 85lbs. 
 
    To heal her, the panacea had taken her muscles to protect her organs. So the thin nimble dagger user was reduced to a human skeleton. 
 
    I ran my fingers down her back, feeling her thick scars. From what she said, she took the undead chimera’s breath attack while shielding Ferdy, so her back was where it hit, the decaying flames wrapped around her as she fell. 
 
    That left her face, and most of her torso in good shape but her limbs, her hair and all the skin on her back was scarred, muddled and red. I remembered the seventeen year old girl I met in that alley with her dead eyes and compared her to the 25 year old she’d become. Regardless of what her body became, her eyes shine now and she can smile; so to me she’s so much more beautiful than she was. 
 
    I would say she’ll find happiness, but there are few people in this world, especially in the human territories that’ll ever look deeper than her skin. Even in the demi and beast-kin territories, they all have their own sense of aesthetics. 
 
    Des twitched as I accidentally tickled her. 
 
    That’s a good sign, her nerves are growing back. My eyes traced up her abdomen to her small yet perky breasts. Her dead veins showed through her porcelain skin, from where poison, decay and hex magic course rampantly through her blood. It looked like black lightning frozen in the snow. 
 
    When I looked at her face, her green eyes were staring back at me. How long had she been awake!? 
 
    I touched her without thinking. It wasn’t sexual, it was just a thoughtless action that came with our strange sense of intimacy. I've been taking care of her, sleeping beside her and seeing her not as a woman, but as a patient. But last night, that changed. Now I could see her as a woman, a selfless one who gave her mana, so I could have a moment of pleasure with the woman I loved. 
 
    She tried to hide herself with the blanket but I stopped her. 
 
    “You’re disgusted…” She said as her voice cracked. “I’m sorry I showed you my ugly—” 
 
    “Not at all, Des. No matter what you look like, you’re still someone very important to me. Besides, that light you have in your eyes, it’s beautiful. You never have to hide yourself from me or Lain, do you understand?” 
 
    She closed her eyes as she spoke in a whisper. “Yes…” 
 
    I wiped away her tears as Lain kissed me on the cheek. “I see you two are getting along.” 
 
    “Eh?” I stammered. “Uh, I wasn’t” 
 
    “I know, I doubted you the other night and I saw how much it hurt you. I, no we both saw who you really are. The food yesterday, was a test for Des. I knew it, she knew it but you—” Lain activated puppy-dog mode as her eyes misted over. “You didn’t know! And you…” 
 
    “It’s okay, Lain.” Des said, trying her best to comfort Lain without touching her. “It-it was…” 
 
    What the hell!? Why are they both crying again? Test, what test? Was one plate poisoned? Yeah, not how I was planning to start my day, cuddling with two naked, crying girls and why the hell do I have an erectio— 
 
    “Oy!” Aundre’s voice boomed from the other side of the door. “Come get your chow before it’s gone! You up?!” Aundre knocked. 
 
    I tried to get up, but they were both clinging to me like cicadas to a tree. The door opened, then the second I saw Aundre’s face, it shut again. 
 
    “I-I’ll save you all a plate, j-just…” He let out a deep sigh. “It’s too early for this shit.” 
 
    I held them both as they cried together. 
 
    “Shtulls…you still don’t understand.” 
 
    “...Master, how did you end up this way?” 
 
    Yep, one woman is enough for me. Anyone who wants more than one girlfriend must not care about either of them. This is like torture, I don’t even know why they’re crying but at this point it’s like their feeding off each other. 
 
    They’ll look across at each other, then cry harder. Are they children? At this rate it’ll be an endless loop. 
 
    “Hey, let’s go into town today. Des needs new glasses and things have gotten a little too dramatic lately. Maybe we need a break, you know, to get out and stretch our legs a little. I know we’re not rich, but we can at least afford a pair of glasses and a few snacks from the stalls. We also have some loot from when we beat the dungeon. What do you say?” 
 
    Lain sniffled, “yeah…” 
 
    Des pulled away and began hiccuping as she spoke. “You don’t, hic, owe me, hic, anything. I can, hic, never repaid, hic—” 
 
    “Boo!” Lain said, trying to scare the hiccups out of Des. 
 
    “Ahh!! Hic…” 
 
    Well that didn’t work but at least they’re not crying now. 
 
    “Des,” I said as she continued to hiccup. “A Master’s bond with their pupil is second only to a parent’s bond with their child but because I never had parents or children, you should know what that means. I’m sorry I never tried to find you after I got back, but with this curse, I couldn’t risk it. You’re a lovely woman, and after my actions with her holiness, well, I couldn’t risk accidentally taking advantage of you.” 
 
    “H-her, hic, Holiness?? You, hic, didn’t tell me, hic, about that.” 
 
    “He made out with her!” Lain said, now mostly over her crying spell. “Like, tongue to tonsils and she grabbed his ass.” 
 
    Des’s hiccups stopped as she stared at me, horrified. “That’s terrifying, even her wrinkles have wrinkles! She looks like a melted hound dog.” 
 
    Shit! I need to kiss Lain or— “It was the greatest moment of my life! Like sucking on boiled beef jerky,” I said, my voice dropping back into a creepy tone.  “Not just the texture, but the flavor too.” 
 
    Des dry heaved which caused Lain to dry heave before she immediately kissed me. I can’t say that it was all that romantic but at least my voice is mine again. 
 
    After we dressed, Des covered every inch of her skin with bandages and we walked into the kitchen. For some reason, everyone but Lund avoided eye contact with me, even Aundre. 
 
    “Well, I guess we won’t be making jerky this year.” Patric said, pushing his beef hash to the side. 
 
    Oh, right, our room’s right next to the kitchen and I yelled that part… 
 
    “Sorry, that was just a joke, ha, haha…” I’m dying inside. 
 
    We finished our breakfast in silence then left. Lain wasn’t wearing her usual Cleric’s robes, instead she wore a white, sleeveless, one-piece dress that highlighted her tanned skin. Des wore one of Lain’s hand-me-downs from when she was a girl. It was a dark blue dress that was a bit too short, but Des’s bandages covered her legs, so it wasn’t like it was revealing anything. She also wore an old straw hat to cover her head. 
 
    All in all, they both looked charming, while I still wore my threadbare jerkin, and undersized leather pants. 
 
    “Maybe I should buy some new clothes.” I said absentmindedly as both Lain and Des nodded emphatically. 
 
    Well that settles it, I look like a hobo… 
 
    “Master?” Des said in a small voice, sticking to my side. “Are you sure it’s okay to be seen with me, like this…” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t it be?” Lain answered for me. “If anyone says anything, I’ll beat’em up! I’m strong, you know!” 
 
    Des laughed. “You really are a lot like, Master. I think if we’d met earlier then you would’ve protected me, just like he did.” 
 
    “Well,” I said. “If my mental math is right then Lain would’ve been ten when you were fifteen, but yeah, I think she would’ve tried.” 
 
    “Age is just a number, besides my mother was around a hundred years older than my father, you know. And I was strong for a ten year old, grr!” Lain flexed. 
 
    I’d seen this before, in the dungeon, but out here, in the daylight… I never knew how sexy a muscular woman could be. But Lain defies all my preconceived notions. Her biceps and triceps are well developed but not larger than mine, her waist is narrow despite her abs, and her hips are wide and thick. Her ass— 
 
    “Ooh, hello there little guy.” Lain said, to my crotch. “Sorry about that, did I wake you up? We missed our bath, so maybe I should give you a good morning kiss.” 
 
    She did, and I was reminded of why I needed new pants. 
 
    Lain hooked her arm around mine and grinned at me. “It’s nice to know that you think I’m sexy.” 
 
    This woman, she has no idea. She inherited the best traits possible from her parents. Her father’s ability to build muscle combined perfectly with a succubi’s suppleness and effortless sensuality… God, how am I supposed to walk like this? I’ll look like a pirate with a peg leg. 
 
    Come on Shtulls, think about gross things. Slavoring Demons, their claws dripping with blood and entrails...but some of them did have some really nice tits. There were a few I spared, as females will naturally submit to the men who defeat them in honorable combat… Not helping! And yes, yes I did, but I pulled out like a gentleman. 
 
    This isn’t helping! 
 
    Alright, facing an almost certain death in the draconic dungeon, my sword on its last legs as I realize that I have to fight my way back to the entrance or… Really!? Come to think about it, some of those Nagas had some nice ti— 
 
    Lain stepped in front of me and bent down while tilting her head up. Ahhh! So damn cute! Fuck it, I’m walking like a pirate. 
 
    One agonizing mile later we were almost at the town gates and I was able to walk normally, even if Lain did have my arm sandwiched between her armor hogs. 
 
    “Halt! Who goes there?” The guard from before said, looking at me like I was a pile of dung he just stepped in. 
 
    “It’s me!” Lain said, cheerfully. 
 
    He sighed, unable to retort. “Alright, go on in, but know, we’ve tightened security. You’ll have to present your guild IDs or travel permits at each gate.” 
 
    “Did something happen?” Lain asked. 
 
    “Unfortunately. There’s been a string of murders, the less you know, the better it is. Just don’t tarry here at night. And stay away from dark alleys.” 
 
    He looked us over again, focusing on Des. He reached out to grab her arm but I stopped him. 
 
    His lip curled as he jerked his hand away. “Stop! I’ve never seen you before, show me your—” 
 
    “You have.” Lain said, matter of factly. “The same day you were picking on Shtulls. Remember the hurt girl we brought in, this is her.” 
 
    “O-oh…” He backed away, a hint of shame in his voice. “I’m sorry, ma’am. It’s just with the bandages and… It’s good you’re doing well. I heard the church couldn't help, so… Please accept my apologies on their behalf.” 
 
    This guy, is he good, is he bad? Maybe he’s just socially challenged. 
 
    Des bowed, and presented her guild card. He looked at it and swallowed, closing his eyes. “I-I, please go ahead… You have my respect and my sympathies.” 
 
    Though I could tell he had good intentions, Des didn’t take it well. A guild card has an engraved likeness cast into it when it’s created and unlike showing your status directly, it only has the facts on it. Things like your rank, gender, and affiliation. Such as Adventurer’s guild, merchants guild, ect. No one was allowed to ask to see your status unless you were meeting royalty or high nobility. 
 
    I’m guessing he saw Des’s depiction and felt sorry for her. She’s always been able to pick up on social cues, likely because of her previous trade, so she knew immediately what he was thinking. 
 
    I pulled her in and put my arm around her, raising her hat to expose her face. “You weren’t the one that hurt her were you?” 
 
    He stammered. “N-No!” 
 
    “Then is this how you always react to seeing a young woman?” 
 
    “Eh—” 
 
    “If you really want to ask her out, then puff up your chest and say it outright. Otherwise, don’t waste her time.” 
 
    He blushed and backed away. “Just go in if you're going to, or leave!” 
 
    After we were a distance from the gates I laughed. “He’s surprisingly pure hearted, isn’t he?” 
 
    “He’s not a bad guy,” Lain said, nodding. “Patric often talks about him, he’s just passionate about his work.” 
 
    Des tugged on my tunic as she held her hat down. “Thank you…” 
 
    “Your honor is my honor, so if you respect me, don’t let people look down on you. Do that and I’ll call it even.” 
 
    She nodded and we made our way to the glasses shop. 
 
    Des was tested again, as Lain and I set together. Lain pointed out that when the doctor moved the slide, Des would make a serious face and her legs would move. I never noticed that before! 
 
    We both tried our best not to laugh at her as she oohed and ahhed her mouth making funny shapes when she was really focusing. 
 
    The doctor spoke to us all after it was finished. Luckily near-sightedness was common, so he already had some lenses in stock that would work for her and we’d be able to pick them up in a few hours, so we left. 
 
    I wanted to go to the food stalls, but Lain and Des pulled me into a budget clothing shop. 
 
    The clerk was a large man in tacky attire who ushered me into a dressing room and measured me. Rather than speaking to me, he spoke with Lain and Des clicking his tongue whenever he noticed me peeking out. Together they gathered five outfits and tossed them in at me. 
 
    “The themes are the five seasons.” The man said, peaking in. 
 
    “Five?” 
 
    “Spring, summer, fall, winter and fabulous.” 
 
    “Ah...okay then.” 
 
    I dressed in the first outfit, a double breasted leather coat with large brass buttons and matching brown leather pants with a long wool scarf. 
 
    I look like a freaking low-level dragoon. 
 
    “And now, our winter-wear.” The man said as I walked out. 
 
    “Ooh!” Lain clapped as Des just nodded. “I like it!” Lain tossed some coins at the clerk. “Take it!! Gimme!” 
 
    “As you wish madam.” 
 
    “Wait just a—” I was silenced as the man shoved me back into the dressing room. “Quick, next~ I need to wrap that one.” 
 
    I feel like meat in a display case. 
 
    This continued for a while until I put my foot down. We settled on three outfits. The winter one that Lain bought for me with her own coin, the summer one which was tan cotton breeches and a white sleeveless shirt and the fall-wear which was fairly close to what I wore now. A gray tunic with some well-worked doe-skin pants. 
 
    I’ll give you one guess which outfit I chose to wear for the rest of the day. 
 
    The man bagged the other two and held the clothes I came in with at arm’s distance. “And what should I do with, ugh, these… Shall I just throw them out or should I burn them and call an exorcist?” 
 
    “Oh! Can I keep it, the pants at least, maybe just the loincloth…” Des said as we all looked at her in different stages of shock. 
 
    “Umm, nevermind. Is your dumpster out back?” 
 
    “Des…” Lain said softly as she hugged her. “Good call!” She said, giving her a thumbs up. 
 
    Are they dirty old men now? A loincloth =/= panties, and I only wear mine occasionally. 
 
    The clerk wiped a tear from his eye, rather it was from his sentiment or the smell of my used leather pants, I’ll never know. “You’re such good girls, please, take one of these as a gift.” He opened a drawer and brought out a selection of male undergarments. 
 
    From silk tied boxers to fine loincloths. 
 
    “No thank you,” Lain said. “I like what he’s wearing now…” 
 
    But I’m not...ohh. 
 
    As Lain and the clerk shared a moment, Des snuck my pants into her item storage and I pretended not to see it. Well, I guess it’s better than the thought of her going through the dumpster later. 
 
    I’d already told her I’d accept her, so I wasn’t about to say something that would embarrass her.  
 
    So my disciple is strange, who cares. 
 
    By the time Lain and the clerk were through chatting about things I didn’t want to hear, it was almost time to get Des’s new glasses. 
 
    “Shtulls?” Lain said. 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    “Ya look real purdy!” 
 
    I ruffled her hair. “Shut-up, you.” 
 
    She giggled and we picked up Des’s glasses. They were a bit sturdier than her last pair, she’d chosen an iron frame with ear hooks and round lenses. Her last pair gave her a refined look while these though more functional almost looked sinister. I guess that doesn’t matter though, as long as she’s happy with them. 
 
    We stopped at the food stalls picking up one cheap food item after the other. Then we found a spot to sit and shared our treasures evenly. 
 
    Despite all the weirdness earlier, days like this aren’t that bad. As long as we can smile and eat togethe— 
 
    “Hey, is that the ox-woman who tried to date you?” An adventurer said. 
 
    “Ha! It is, and she’s wearing a dress like she thinks she’s a lady. Ew...” 
 
    Lain’s smile vanished as her whole body tensed up. 
 
    To say that I was angry would be an understatement but before I could say anything Des stood up, her claws equipped. “Lain, Lain is a wond—” 
 
    “Oh, did a mummy escape the dungeon?” The man cackled. “We better deal with it before it hurts anyone.” 
 
    I felt a shiver so violent that my back popped. I didn’t fight it because I knew that whatever I did, they deserved it. 
 
    “Hey, you half cocked, limp dicked, butterface.” I Pulled down my trousers and raised my tunic. “En garde!” 
 
    “Oh my god! No, man, no… Shit!” “Crazy bastard…” 
 
    They backed away, but it was too late. I leaped high, brandishing my, me. 
 
    We both exchanged horrified glances as I defeated him in a way that I’ll never speak about again, to anyone. 
 
    “H-holy fucking ass-shit!” His friend screamed, running off, leaving a trail of piss.  
 
    Lain kissed me as she put Lil’Shtulls away and gave him a pat as if saying good job. She looked down at the bastard in fine armor. “Well,” She laughed. “Those are bruises he’ll never be able to explain.” 
 
    Des retold the situation. “The hero stood tall, his mighty great-sword glistening in the sunlight as his foe quivered, knowing that they could never match him. He struck out with a heroic cry, and felled them with a mighty stroke of his massive blade…” 
 
    “Des!” I said in an urgent whisper. “Stop that! Ah, I’m going to jizz from my eyes again.” 
 
    “Manly tears!” Des said, repeating Lund’s new phrase for whenever he cried. 
 
    Just let me crawl in a hole and die. This is mortifying, I should’ve known better than to trust the curse! 
 
    The clanking of heavy sabatons reached us as the guard captain stopped dead, sighing. “Ahh, how’d I know it would be you guys. We had a report from a terrified man, that someone had, quote, beat his friend with a deadly instrument, but he wouldn’t say what it was. So, open your item storages and let us have a peek.” 
 
    “Captain, he’s alive, but it looks like he was hit with, uh, hmm. A squid perhaps? No, it’d have to be harder than that, maybe a mushroom shaped club?” 
 
    Killmekillmekillme! 
 
    I tilted my head upwards and closed my eyes to hide my shame as I opened my storage and turned it so they could check it. 
 
    “Hmm, no blunt weapons here.” The captain said as he examined my inventory. 
 
    “I have one, sir, but it’s a flanged mace. If he was hit by something like that, bruises would be the last of his worries.” 
 
    “Er...Sir, I have something here, but it’s of a private nature and it’s a great deal smaller than the bruises.” 
 
    Lain and I both turned to Des who looked away, swaying nervously. 
 
    “Let me see, oh, ohh. Surely not! C-close your storage, girl! I-we apologize!” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “Bow your head! That’s nothing we should see. Let’s take this man in, we’ll get a statement from him when he wakes up. And you three, don’t let me catch you around another incident like this. Once is a coincidence, twice is a fact.” 
 
    All I could do was nod as they drug the man away. 
 
    Lain elbowed me. “Deadly instrument, huh?” 
 
    “Sh-shut-up…” 
 
    “Ohh, will you sword fight me if I don’t, brandishing your glistening great-sword?” Lain said with a smile. “Somehow I think I could take it.” 
 
    “Shut…” I sighed, knowing this was an argument I wouldn’t win. 
 
    “Oh, great hero, will you thrust your holy sword into me?” Lain said dramatically. “Des, save me! Des?” 
 
    Des just stood there as we exchanged glances of shame. “Th-they saw it...” 
 
    We sat back down and finished our meal in silence. Then meandered into the adventurer’s guild.  
 
    “OY! Boyo, and Metalitits! And wait, who’s this? Hmmm, Skinny! Come on in, whaddya got to offer today?” 
 
    I sat heavy at the bar and tapped the counter to order a drink which Des snatched away and drank in one gulp. 
 
    “Geez, a cutie after my own heart! Here’s another on the house! Now, I know I’m beautiful, but I’m sure you didn’t come here to shoot the shit, so what do you have for me?” 
 
    I dumped out a few medium cores and some regular grade drops from the undead dungeon. The guildmaster nodded and placed a few slivers on the counter. “Not bad, not great, but not bad. How’re you holding up? It seems like you're just one member away from a party now. Oy!” He snapped his fingers to wake me up. 
 
    Then he looked at each of us. Des and I were staring off as Lain grinned cheerfully. 
 
    “Uh, here, just take it.” He gave me another ale. “Seems you could use it.” 
 
    “What about me?” Lain asked. 
 
    “You’re a lightweight, do you want these two to carry you home? Just share his, it’ll only take ya a sip.” 
 
    Des and I drank for a while as the alcohol gradually mended our spirits, and true to what the guildmaster said, Lain was drunk after only a few sips of my ale. 
 
    A few of the adventurers that were here the last time I was, patted me on the shoulder as they ordered their drinks and turned in their quests. 
 
    “It’s a real shame,” The guildmaster said in the middle of a conversation I don’t remember starting. He slid a quest with an S stamp on it under my hand. “We’ve lost a few brothers and sisters these past few weeks. And not to monsters or the dungeon… It was a person who did it near as I can tell. Someone with a long hooked blade.” 
 
    I looked at the quest, reading the small print first. “A tandem quest with the town's guard, the mercenaries guild and the bounty hunter’s guild?” 
 
    “Yep, we’ve all lost people. You remember those three, the sorceress, the thief and the axeman?” 
 
    “Of course, we weren’t friends, but I know them.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s just a sorceress now and she’s not talking, not without a tongue. Look,” He said as he tapped the paper. “We ain’t got but one S class adventurer in this town, ya hear me? If ya don’t take it, I’ll pay old Aundre a visit. Hey, don’t look so shocked, where do you think he gets his whiskey?” 
 
    I looked over at Lain who was busy pestering Des. “Come one, Des, let me borrow it!” 
 
    “Back-off crazy lady, you already have the real thing!” 
 
    “But you’re so cute, just let me see it… Come on, just open it and let me see inside!” 
 
    Des finished her drink and opened her item storage. 
 
    “Oh wow,” Lain said, “I bet I can fit my whole... in there.” 
 
    “Well, yeah, can’t you fit your fist in yours’?” 
 
    “Yeah, but mine’s tiny compared to yours. How’d you fit all this inside your storage?” 
 
    The guildmaster looked away and cleared his throat as several other patrons suddenly noticed my gaze and turned away. 
 
    I looked back down at the bounty. 8 large gold coins for a head and a murder weapon. It wasn’t exactly specific, but I was at least slightly aware of how bounties worked having turned in a few some ten years ago. When a person dies, anyone can view their status, even if they’re reduced to only a head. From there, if their class is murderer, bandit or serial killer, then it’s an open and shut matter and you’d be compensated according to their reputation. 
 
    But in this case, they were hunting a specific serial killer, one with a curved blade that matched victim statements and physical evidence. 
 
    I took the quest and stashed it in my storage. The guildmaster smiled at me and gave me another free ale. “So should I ready a room for your two, er, party members?” 
 
    “Don’t pull it out!” Des yelled. 
 
    “But it feels so good!” Lain replied in a drunken slur. 
 
    “Yep, let's do that. And thank you, you're a good guy.” 
 
    “Eh, I try every now and then.” 
 
    He tossed me a key, then poured Lain and Des a few top-shelf drinks to put them out. I raised my mug to them and a short time later they were plastered. Lain who had no tolerance and Des was rail thin, they never stood a chance against aged scotch. 
 
    I helped them both upstairs and into our room. I undressed them and brought out my Blanket of Undead Comfort to seperate them. Des’s mana was above normal but her regen was poor and her body was abnormal so now I knew that they couldn't stay in contact for too long. I rolled Lain up and she instinctively made a kissy face. I fed the Lain-worm some smooches and walked back downstairs as the guildmaster cried last call. 
 
    I joined him in the back room as he shared what he knew. All the streets where victims had been found were back alleys. That meshed with what the guards were saying earlier. This killer had a disturbing habit, they’d kill men, and maime women, often claiming trophies as if for some black ritual or tribal incantation. 
 
    My thoughts initially turned towards orcs or even goblins, but Orcs weren’t as savage as people thought and there’s no way a goblin made it past the city guard. And even if they did, I couldn’t imagine the trio I’d met falling to either. 
 
    No, this had to be a ritualist, a summoner or an unholy assassin. Possibly even a necromancer, but necromancers didn’t like to leave live victims. To them, life was a brazen affront to their dark god. 
 
    I asked about the sorceress. Were her wounds necrotic? Did she lose her sanity? I didn’t bother asking for her account because having your tongue cut out is usually fatal, and often traumatic. Also she was old enough that she was likely illiterate except for simple words and numbers. 
 
    The guildmaster answered as best he could, while pouring himself a drink. Despite his appearance earlier, he was so furious that he was shaking. 
 
    Her wounds were cauterized and the bodies recovered were all burned where they were cut. That narrowed it down in a bad way. A ritualist, for certain, a devout of the infernal or a priest of fire. At worst, it was a higher demon in human form but the war was over, and I was crystal clear when settling terms. 
 
    That may not sound like much, but demons will never violate a contract! 
 
    “Well,” I said, taking a shot. “There’s only one way to find out. Wish me well, and if I don’t come back,” I placed my coin pouch onto the table, then cringed. 
 
    “Put that back in your pants Boyo! God, do you show that to everyone?” 
 
    “Um...not the right one.” I pulled my coin purse from my inventory and tossed it on the table. “There, uh, forget about the last one… Give this one to Lain if I don’t come back.” 
 
    “Boyo, that lass don’t care ‘bout coin, she never did. If it looks bad, run, and fight another day. I don't want to see her cry like I did back then, nor do I want to lose a good drinking buddy. Aslo, I’m pretty sure Aundre would beat my ass if his son-in-law died, again.” 
 
    “Mhm,” I said, as I lost focus and began performing dick tricks. 
 
    “Oh god, Boyo, the fuck!?” 
 
    “It’s a vambrace, now it’s a cheeseburger! Pardon me, but do you like hotdogs?” 
 
    He wretched. “Go, just… Fix that curse of yours, huegh! Wait, that really does look like a hotdog. So, ya just put these like that then… The hell are ya making me do, get!” 
 
    I took to the streets, tucking Lil’Shtulls back in. 
 
    I’ll stick to the shadows of the night. Somewhere, that asshole schemes but he's outta luck. Here comes… Shtulls… 
 
    I readied my shortsword behind my back, along with a small buckler I’d whittled on too much to be useful. It served no purpose other than letting me use Counter. 
 
    I stuck to the walls of old alleys, I listened for screams or footsteps but I heard none, save the heavy steps of the town guard. Normally those footsteps would dissuade criminals but a serial killer is a different animal. It doesn’t kill to feed itself or its family, it doesn’t care about who you are. They’re cursed like me but they have an unfightable compulsion that doesn’t involve their nethers, usually. 
 
    Thank god I’m not that evil, or, yeah I’d probably be killing people with my di— 
 
    A crash? Something either landed heavily in a dumpster or it’s our man, tossing away his evidence. 
 
    I rushed to the alley across the street and saw a large man sweating over a red burlap bag. He knelt, prayed, then set it on fire. “Evil be gone!!” 
 
    As I neared, I recognized him. The clerk from the second hand clothing store! Then as the bag burned I recognized my old tunic, along with a bunch of other clothes. “Please, god of fashion, cleanse these foul offerings in favor of fabulous exchanges!” 
 
    Right, well… I did find a psycho, but not the one I was looking for. 
 
    There was a scream, and I rushed past the clerk as he chanted ‘no returns’ over and over again. 
 
    In the next alley, I saw a woman, crawling away from a man brandishing a large blade. I gripped my shortsword and readied myself to fight but the man bent over and held out his hand. “Sorry if I scared you. You dropped your, um, scythe?” 
 
    The woman took his hand and regained her footing. “Oh, thank you! I know it’s not very lady-like but it was that or a cleaver. With a killer on the loose a lady can’t be too careful.” 
 
    ...If that’s a lady then I’m a hippopotamus. I can see ‘her’ Adam's apple from here. I’m not trying to draw attention to her, but she fits the profile. A person no one would suspect, carrying a curved blade. But would a seasoned killer really drop their weapon and skitter away just because they bumped into someone? 
 
    Monsters don’t fear the darkness, they become it. 
 
    I watched for a while, just to make sure. 
 
    The man handed the weapon back. “Did you want me to walk you home?” 
 
    “Um, I’m sorry but you should know I’m a man.” 
 
    “So am I, see, we already have so much in common. I live two blocks over, we should get a drink sometime.” 
 
    “W-well, if you insist.” 
 
    Kay, now I’m just a pervert staring at strangers making arrangements. When I turned to walk away, I noticed two small red eyes without a body, staring at me, unblinking. 
 
    Then the second they vanished, something landed in front of me with a bloody squelch. At its base it glowed softly like cinders in a camp-fire, but as I looked more closely, it looked back, blinking. 
 
    It’s half a head! 
 
    I turned to where the couple was but all that was left was a pile of bloody smoldering chunks. I felt a shiver, not from my curse, but from the realization that this thing had been watching me without me knowing. Nevermind a head and a blade, I never saw a body at all. 
 
    This wasn’t a simple thing, not a demon, not a ritualist. This was something new and without my mana, even though my rank was still S, I was probably a B or C. 
 
    I closed my eyes, knowing that sight would do me no favors here. I could hear nothing except for the sickening sounds of dripping blood but the smell, that smell. Burning flesh and human hair. That wasn’t far away. 
 
    My mind flashed to Lain, Des and my peaceful days on the farm. I laughed to myself, drawing my weapon. I guess this is how I end. It’s definitely an incorporeal being and I don’t have anything that’s enchanted. Nor any mana to cast spells, so I’m— 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18: Death of a Hero - Lain 
 
      
 
    “Shtulls?” I woke up with my head pounding as my heartbeat hammered my brain. 
 
    I looked around the room, this isn’t my house! “Shtulls!!?” 
 
    “Ughh…” Des’s voice greeted me from under a mountain of blankets. 
 
    There was a knock at the door. “Uh, Metalitits, Skinny… Er, I mean, Alain, it’s me, the guildmaster. I have some breakfast and…” He hesitated. “Some news for you. Along with a final gift.” 
 
    I’ve known the guildmaster since I was a girl and I’ve never heard him take a serious tone with me. 
 
    “Des, Des!! Des!” 
 
    “Hrm? Master?” 
 
    “...No.” I don’t know why, but things suddenly lost color and I felt dizzy. I puked in the chamberpot and fell back. What am I doing? I’ve got to wake up Shtulls! He’ll miss breakfast, he’ll… Huh? Why’s the world blurry all of a sudden? 
 
    “Father? Is Shtulls with you? Don’t work him too hard, he’s still recovering… Father??” 
 
    “Lain?” Des shook me, before she fell on her ass, drained. 
 
    “Oh, Des… Only Shtulls or father can touch me. Will you wake Shtulls up? I can’t see him.” 
 
    “He’s, Master’s not here.” 
 
    “HE IS!! FIND HIM!!!” 
 
    “Lain, he’s not, I swear. What’s going on, where are we?” 
 
    I rocked back and forth. This can’t be happening, tell me it’s a dream, I heard it. That same tone in the guildmaster’s voice. The same tone my father had after I killed Hershal. I didn’t, did I. I wouldn’t have… I-I— 
 
    “Lain, what’s going on, please!” 
 
    There was another knock at the door. “Hey, if ya can’t come down, then at least get dressed. Checkout was a couple hours ago. So I’ll be opening this door soon.” 
 
    “What, what’s happening? I’m… Last night was a blur. What happened, Lain?” 
 
    Des dressed as I curled into a ball. 
 
    “Here, Lain? Raise your arms, there you go.” Des slipped my dress over my head and I was vaguely aware of voices as the door opened. 
 
    A small bag of coins was tossed on the floor in front of me as Des wailed. She equipped her claws, and tore off like some demon possessed beast as a bloody burlap sack was sat by me. 
 
    “...This was all we could find of him, so…” 
 
    The voice faded in and out as I shut down. 
 
    “...Your father will be… I’m sorry…” 
 
    When the door shut, I emptied the bag and saw the same boots with parts of the same pants we’d bought earlier. I picked up his hands, those same hands that held me, that soothed me. I didn’t want to believe it, but their feel, their smell, everything was his. 
 
    I held his hands, intertwining his fingers with mine. “It’s okay Shtulls, let’s go get something to eat! Y-you like that, right… Let’s… Let’s… Hey, talk to me, WHY WON’T YOU ANSWER!? SHTULLS! Shtulls...” 
 
    As my eyes closed, my mind fled into delusions. I wanted him to be alive, so I forced myself to believe he was but when I looked at his face, it vanished, leaving only the faceless man from before. 
 
    “Ah...ahh…” 
 
    “Lain, baby… you have to…. We need to bury him before….” 
 
    “Father?” 
 
    “Thank god, Lain…. I’m so…. Come home with….” 
 
    I moaned, trying to speak. “Father, is breakfast ready? I need to wake up Shtulls. He, he… Doesn’t understand that he’s loved. He doesn’t know how to take. He, he must be hungry, he’s always—” 
 
    “Baby, stop it, he, Shtulls is dead.” 
 
    I heard a terrible laugh followed by a scream so painful that it made me sob. Who is that, who…? 
 
    If this is reality, then let me die…I’m done. Shtulls might have been cursed, but he’s not the only one. 
 
    Wasn’t… NO!! 
 
    “No… Wait, the blood pact! I-I still feel something. Father, please I—” 
 
    “Baby, I feel it too. Every day, but they’re gone. Both of them are gone, and those feelings they’re yours and only yours, now. Trust me, I know…” 
 
    I knew the man speaking was my father, I heard his voice, but his words were soft, he spoke of how I lost my mother. 
 
    I tried to focus, but nothing seems real anymore. Exchange? Gambit, slavery? To die free or to let go? 
 
    I gagged and he put a bucket under my chin as he rubbed my neck. Wait, when did I get home? I don’t remember the last time I used the restroom. The last time I bathed. This isn't my sun dress? Shtulls looked so happy when I wore it. His eyes lit up and he looked at me like I was the only woman in the world. 
 
    Thud! 
 
    “These are the only remains we could find. From what he was wearing before and from the status we pulled, I can confirm that these are his. Please be at ease…” 
 
    I screamed and looked around. Wasn't my father here? He was telling me about what happened when mom disappeared. It’s dark now, am I alone? I don’t want to be alone! “Des? Are you there? Des?” 
 
    I took a deep breath and swallowed my bile. I donned my armor, my mace and borrowed father’s shield. Someone’s going to pay! 
 
    You dare to steal my joy away, then suffer! Choke on your grief and die in sorrow! Whatever you are, I will pay you back until you beg me to stop, then I’ll laugh as I pull your entrails through your throat. 
 
    Des, I understand. If I see you again, then we’ll get them, together. 
 
    But I guess you might be dead too… 
 
    Ha, I'm done with crying! Let the killing begin. 
 
    Something felt strange so I pulled up my status. 
 
      
 
    ——————————————————————————————————————————- 
 
    Name: Alaindre 
 
    Job: Holy Knight/Cleric/Sorceress/Brawler 
 
    Class: Versatile (Undefined) 
 
    Race: Human, Subrace Succubus. Loose designation: Demi. 
 
    Titles: Heroine/Pariah/Metal Tank/OP Caster of Doom!/Molester 
 
    Strength: 757 
 
    Defense: 516 + 237 (Training and Armor Bonus) 
 
    Agility: 275 +127 (Race Bonus) 
 
    Intelligence: 2,010 
 
    Mana: 9,247 
 
    Charisma: 573 + 263 (Race Bonus) -600 (Reputation) 
 
      
 
    Skills ——————————————- 
 
    Swordsmanship: C 
 
    Blunt Weapons: A 
 
    Shield Handling: A 
 
    Hand to Hand (Grappling): B 
 
    Parry: D 
 
    Throwing: F 
 
    Mana Manipulation: F *New 
 
    Mana Cycling: C 
 
    Mana Drain: B 
 
    Spellcrafting: F *New 
 
    Multicast: D (Holy/Light Only) 
 
    Cooking: B 
 
    Scavenging: D 
 
    Flee: F 
 
    Hide: F 
 
    Stalking: B 
 
    Self Pleasuring: B *Enhanced by having a target. 
 
    Leadership: F- (Reputation.) 
 
    Magic Defense: S 
 
    Limit Breaker: F (This skill allows a person to unleash the full potential of their muscles, often leading to self mutilation and death. At F rank it can only be used once a month.) 
 
      
 
    Spells——————————————- 
 
    Holy Javelin: S (54 uses/day up to five at once) 
 
    Holy Aura: S (Continuous usage available. Dependent on mana.) 
 
    Greater Heal Spell Tree: SS (Unlimited usage. Dependent on mana.)  
 
    Four Elements Mastery*: SS (Unlimited usage. Dependent on mana.)  
 
    Light and Dark Mastery*: SS (Unlimited usage. Dependent on mana.)  
 
    Unique Spell "Healing Javelin of Jealousy": F (Limit 1/day) 
 
    Exorcism Spell Tree: B 
 
    *Mastery: Can use any and all known spells of chosen element(s). Please focus to display known spell list. 
 
      
 
    Blessings————————————- 
 
    Major Blessing of the Goddess of Love Andritia: SS 
 
    Blessing of the Divine Goddess of Light: S  
 
    Minor Blessing of the God of Darkness: F  
 
    Minor Blessing of Anima, The Theocrast of Neutrality: F  
 
    Major Blessings of The Four Goddesses of The Elements: SS  
 
    Blessing of The Crone, Watcher of Death: SS *HL 
 
      
 
    The Crone, HL? Watcher of death… Even Shtulls only had an S rating with her. I don’t care!! Watch me die you old bitch! But I’ll kill the every loving fuck out whatever it was that hurt Shtulls before I go. Killing is the only thing I’ve ever been good at. So mark my words, nothing, man, devil or god can stop me before I finish my task. NOTHING!! 
 
    I made it to town in half an hour. The guards tried to stop me, but they knew me and let me pass, showing me sad expressions. 
 
    I don’t care if they only remember me as a sobbing girl carried out by her father. Tonight, that’ll serve me, Shtulls… It feels like you're here, so close to me that I could almost reach out and take your hand… 
 
    Thud! 
 
    “These are the only remains we could find.” 
 
    His hands… They were so cold… 
 
    As I walked the streets my mouth tasted like copper, as if I was chewing on old coins and there was an energy, some strange charge of life that seemed to affect everyone. It was like how our animals reacted before a thunderstorm. 
 
    As everyone else fled away, I went closer because this manic energy felt familiar, it felt like a restful sleep and a tender embrace. It felt like selfless love, with a side of psychosis. 
 
    It felt like Shtulls. 
 
    How long has it been; a week, a month, a year? I don’t know and I don’t care! 
 
    The skies lit up as if the clouds themselves were on fire. Then, as the hot wind rushed over me I saw it. A great white demon, shining with a silver light. It flew through the skies, grappling some unseen foe. There was a feral cry and it began to rain, but something was off. 
 
    At first I thought it was just the reflection of that terrible firestorm, but the smell was unmistakable. What rained down was blood. A smoldering arm the size of a small building fell in front of me, smashing everything and melting the cobblestone. 
 
    The white demon roared, sinking its teeth into a glowing shape, illuminated by the lightning in the distance. Five massive spell circles rose above them, as Mages from the Magician’s guild rained down several spells, each of which made me want to flee. But the two beasts fought, the spells making them bloody and battered. They tore at each other, gnashing their teeth and exchanging blows while ignoring everything else. 
 
    I fell to my knees, moved by what I saw. This visceral exchange, this bloodlust. I ripped off my helm and screamed. “SHTULLS!!” 
 
    The white beast’s head snapped in my direction as it’s silvery-white pupils focused on me. The black demon didn’t stop, it dug its claws into Shtull’s neck, and he wailed in pain. 
 
    Shtulls grabbed his claw and the two of them spiraled down, shaking the earth as they vanished into the horizon. 
 
    I ran, I searched, but no matter how close they felt, they might have been miles away. I left the town, and ran through the forest, stumbling over rocks as limbs tore as my exposed face. I separated myself from my pain so I could endure. So I could see him again, alive and well. 
 
    The earth continued to shake as I ran towards flashes in the distance. This energy, his, energy. I’ll follow it to the ends of the world! Nothing will stop me from seeing him again! 
 
    I healed myself after taking another fall. I’m so close, I can feel it! Shtulls… I’m coming! 
 
    I climbed, I ran, I ignored the feeling of my own blood gushing down my face or my tears blinding me. Even as all my instincts screamed at me to turn back, I pushed on. But the sight that greeted me wasn’t a pleasant one. 
 
    Shtulls, had won, he held down the black demon, and the night air was filled with the stench of blood and the sounds of bones breaking and flesh tearing as he ate. His once white fur, now stained a deep red. I could only watch in horror as he feasted until nothing remained. 
 
    Then as if it was all some sort of fever dream, he vanished, leaving only a thick white fog. I rushed, sliding down into the crater deep within the destroyed landscape and there, I saw him. 
 
    I, saw, him! He’s real, he’s alive! He’s, he’s… 
 
    “Wait!” A slender form blocked me. “I see it too, Lain, but he’s not himself.” 
 
    “I have the cure right here.” 
 
    “Really, wait, you don’t mean—” 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19: Torturer’s Laugh - Shtulls 
 
      
 
    It hurts! My life is pain, I’m fed, but it all tastes like blood. I’d walk, but I have no legs, my nose itches, huh? Why can’t I scratch it? Everything’s squishy. HAHAHA! It’s so fun here! Like living in a pillow! 
 
    “Serve me!” 
 
    “Serve you what, would you care for some tea? Perhaps some peanut butter and celery? I don’t got hands!!” 
 
    “Serve me!” 
 
    “With what, my cock? You want me to just pole vault over and make you a sammich? Fuck off!” 
 
    “Ahahaha! Only one of us will be the next. So serve, or die.” 
 
    “Serve what, you—” 
 
    “Perhaps some pain will help.” 
 
    There was a deafening screech as my arms were cut away bit by bit. I’d had deep cuts before, they felt hot, but this heat was different. It burned, tormenting my nerves and sealing my wounds. I remember screaming, and I think I passed out but it was waiting for me when I woke up. 
 
    “So what do you say now?” 
 
    I coughed, my eyes bulging from the pain. “Well, I’m sure not making you a sammich now…” 
 
    “Ahh, so refreshing. Most of them just scream and plead, but you joke. Time is frozen here in my realm. I have an eternity to spare, so I’m sure you’ll see things my way, eventually.” 
 
    Then, I was alone in the dark. I lost all track of time and my reality became pain. I only existed to be tormented. Destroyed and rebuilt over and over again as that sinister voice laughed. 
 
    I was castrated, my intestines ripped from me and coiled bit my bit. I was cooked alive, over and over again. But each time, I joked. 
 
    “Well, if you were hungry, you shoulda just said so, then I wouldn’t have shit myself. Sorry, but I make bad soup. Oh, you wanted hot dogs today huh how about a side of meatballs.” 
 
    Long after my sanity had fled, my curse answered in my stead. And when my mind grew numb, my resentment sharpened. 
 
    My anger grew, feeding on the energy around me, cycling it into my system like some feral mana. There was only one thing that kept me sane: a single image of a beautiful woman smiling at me in a sun-dress. 
 
    I’d all but forgotten her name, but her touch, her smell, her voice. No matter what, I wouldn’t forget those. 
 
    The voice in the dark eventually grew bored of tormenting me, and now it just tuned in for it’s daily joke. It’d rip off an arm or a leg then laugh at my suffering. 
 
    “Useless, you're no threat to me. Just a jester without a court.” 
 
    I felt the walls around me grow thin. These restraints, aren’t they made for humans? Huh? Curse? These are for people, right? 
 
    Emmm, isn’t there that one thing, you know, that thing I can do? 
 
    “You shall never be controlled...” A warm, nostalgic voice said to me as if answering my questions. 
 
    Mother…? 
 
    Each pain, each time my limbs were cobbled back together, each sneer and laugh, and finally my name and… Lain! 
 
    I ground my teeth, cracking my molars as I invoked that skill, that one peice of bull that was fed to me on a spoon made of lies. Then, I was free, free but it was a dark sky that greeted me along with the voice of my tormentor. I fed on my own resentment and my mind went white. 
 
    The next thing I knew, my mouth tasted of blood, and I was held captive, rolled up into some soft prison as a pair of familiar lips met mine. 
 
    “L...ain…” 
 
    She kissed me again as her tears fell on my face and she cried, her beautiful face distorted by pain and happiness. 
 
    “Uegh!! Shtulls!!” She snorted, but not soon enough to prevent her snot from falling on me. 
 
    I gagged as she kissed me time and time again. What is this horrible yet cute thing? 
 
    “I’ve captured the Shtulls worm,” She said between sobs. “And I’ll feed it smooches and protect it for as long as I live!” 
 
    “I-I’m here too,” Des said, trying to hold herself back. 
 
    “You get in here too!” Lain said, pulling Des down on top of me. 
 
    The moment her eyes met mine she wailed and spoke in broken sentences. “Mash..ter… Ahh, Mashter…” 
 
    I guess she’s cute too but I don’t feel the same things for… God! I remember, I... 
 
    We all ugly cried together as the rain pelted us. 
 
    Lain carried me, covering our blanket with snot as she slipped and fell in the mud. 
 
    “Lain, can you let ou—OW!” Lain accidentally body-slammed me again. “Lain, please I can—dammit!” 
 
    “Lain—” 
 
    “Nuh uh, never again… This is your life now…” 
 
    “Des...please—” 
 
    “Mashter! Ahh!” Hic. “Mashter!!” Hic...hic. 
 
    Oh, she tripped too. I resigned myself to my strange fate of being a Shtulls worm as I was carried back through the forest and back to Lain’s house. 
 
    Lain banged on the door, “Father!!” 
 
    Oh thank god, maybe Aundre will— 
 
    “Ahh! Son-in-law!!” 
 
    What!? He’s blubbering worse than Lain was. “His feet are hanging out, wrap him up tighter. Ahh! Welcome back!!” 
 
    “Uh, um, can you let me g—” 
 
    “You must be hungry,” He said. 
 
    Please god, don’t tell me he’s going to feed me smooches too. 
 
    Lain sat me in a chair as her brothers came out, all but one, sobbing. Fuck you Rune! I still don’t like your...sexy bed head as you wipe the sweat from your… Dammit man, stop using charm on me! 
 
    I was suddenly impressed by Aundre’s ability to cry while perfectly cooking a steak with a wine, butter and mushroom reduction. 
 
    Rune vogued one time too many and Des’s glasses gleamed a half-second before her claws softly caressed his neck. “I don’t like how you’re looking at my master. Do it again and it’ll be the last time you do anything.” 
 
    “Hey!” Lain yelled, causing Des to sheath her weapons. “Rune, were you trying to charm my man!?” 
 
    “Ugh, umm, eh, Big sis, I’d nev—”  
 
    “Big sister kick!” 
 
    Rune spewed blood as he was kicked across the room and I was reminded of the family I’d become a part of. Such loving chaotic energy, after… Did I eat him? I...I ate a murderer… No, he was something else, something far stronger than a demon, but weaker than me. He was… My mouth still tingles, I... What am I? 
 
    I finally freed myself from the blanket and checked everything. Fingers, toes, testicles and thank god! Lil’Shtulls lives!! 
 
    Somehow, being surrounded by such laughter and tears, I’m reminded that I survived. I— Aagh! What is this pain? This is bad, I need to run, I need to get away from them! 
 
    I sprinted out of the house as my veins lit up with an amber light, singeing me and turning my flesh black. “What is this!?” 
 
    “Shtulls!” Lain said, running towards me. 
 
    “Stay away! STAY!!” 
 
    I leaped, my black wings spreading, absorbing the darkness around me. I flew high, my flesh falling away as ash. I landed in an empty spot in the forest and screamed in pain as my body changed. Two new horns tore through my skin, erupting in a font of blood and fire. 
 
    All my suffering before was like a sweet dream compared to the pain I felt now while my body reconfigured itself. I think I passed out, because the next thing I knew, I was the Shtulls-worm again and Lain was feeding me steak. 
 
    “Why—mmph—” 
 
    “Because,” Lain said, readying another forkfull. “I already told you, you belong to me, and you’ll never get away from me…” Her eyes narrowed as she tried to sound menacing. “Never…never, never...” She also provided her own echo-effect. 
 
    I smiled. “Like I’d eve—mmph.” 
 
    “Honey,” Aundre said, taking off his apron. “Daddy’s a little concern—” 
 
    Lain shut him down with a glance. 
 
    “Er, right. Boy am I tired…” 
 
    When Lain turned back towards me, she still had her sweet smile, but it never reached her bloodshot eyes. It was then that I realized; she wasn’t joking, not even a little bit. I know, I know. I should feel scared, but I’ve never been more turned on in my life. 
 
    I already knew that Des was obsessed, but I never knew why she accepted Lain until this very moment. It wasn’t only about my happiness, it was because Lain’s crazy beat hers by a landslide. It was animal instinct that caused Des to submit and I was just a raw steak tossed between a Dragoness and a feral lion. 
 
    Why am I so damn hard right now!? Am I a masochist? No, that’s not it, Lain and I still have a blood pact, these feelings are shared. We’ve already dived into the abyss hand in hand, now all we can do is fall further. 
 
    I jizzed from my eyes as Lain activated puppy-dog mode and we just kinda stared at each other. Her lip began to quiver and before I realized it, she’d tossed Des and I onto the bed. She slammed the door and ripped off her clothes. 
 
    “Are we—” Des started. 
 
    “Yas, bitch! Get nekked!” 
 
    Suddenly I was no longer a worm, nor clothed. Moments later, Lain and I set a new record of five seconds as Des passed out from mana fatigue. 
 
    Lain basked in her afterglow as she draped herself over me. 
 
    “Isn’t this a little messed up?” I asked. 
 
    She looked up with hazy eyes. “Ehehe, Shtulls… What is?” 
 
    “Well, ignoring the fact that we wrecked Des, I’m talking about, you know. Finishing so quickly. That’s really not normal. I mean, before you, I lasted seven minutes at least and that’s including gnome grandmas and full blooded succubi.” 
 
    “Me too, even when I use my fingers, it takes longer.” She said, kissing my chest. “But, I’ve never felt like this before. Shtulls, you can’t even imagine how I feel. It’s like you were meant for me. I can’t express it well, but…I think I’ve been dreaming about you my whole life.” 
 
    “Lain…” 
 
    “Shtulls…” 
 
    “Lain!” 
 
    “Shtulls!” 
 
    “LAI—” 
 
    “Shut-up!!!” Aundre’s voice boomed through the house. 
 
    “Lain…” I whispered. 
 
    “Shtulls…” She whispered back. 
 
    But really, five seconds, I’m not complaining, since that’s as far as Des’s mana can take us, but… 
 
    I removed Des’s glasses and covered her up. I know a pupil is supposed to take care of their master in old age, but this goes way, way beyond that obligation. 
 
    Lain felt what I was doing and propped herself up on her elbow. “Take good care of her, she’s a good girl.” 
 
    “Says a younger woman about her senior.” 
 
    “My senior? I’m not your pupil, I’m your wife.” 
 
    “Oh,” I teased. “When was our ceremony again? What date and time?” 
 
    “Three months, two weeks, one day and fourteen minutes ago.” Lain said, grinning. 
 
    “Really!?” 
 
    “Nope, I have no clue but our blood pact is the same as marriage among my mother’s people isn’t it?” 
 
    I searched my memory trying to recall everything a succubus had ever said to me, and… She’s right! But that means, she made up her mind so soon… I actually feel guilty now. It wasn’t like I rejected her, but at that point I wasn’t able to accept it. She was too perfect, or at least she seemed like that at first. But since then I’ve seen most of her flaws. Despite her abilities, she couldn’t see herself like I see her.  
 
    She wasn’t perfect, she was fucked up, but I was too and somehow, we’d managed to find each other. Our crazies matched perfectly, like a puzzle finding its missing piece, I felt complete with her. 
 
    Rather than responding with words I held her tight and kissed her until I lost consciousness. 
 
    “Shtulls!!” 
 
    “Master, no!! Nonono!” 
 
    “Mmm,” I said, gagging on my own blood. “Wh...ggh…” 
 
    “Greater Heal!” 
 
    “What!? Is this?” My hands were coated with blood, mine? Please let it be mine! If I hurt either of them then… 
 
    Lain straddled me, holding my hands down. “Shtulls,” She said, her face frantic as her tears fell on me. “Why?” 
 
    “Wha—” 
 
    “Master,” Des said, pulling a red rope from her storage and unbraiding it. “You’re safe now, so don’t you dare hurt yourself!” 
 
    So it is mine! Thank god, I thought something bad had happened. I relaxed as Des tied me to the bedposts. “I’m so glad, I didn’t hurt you.” 
 
    Lain was shaking as she fell on top of me. Her head whipped towards Des. “We were almost too late!” 
 
    Des swallowed hard, barely managing a nod as Lain’s rage permeated the room. But Des’s darkness didn’t lose, she accepted Lain's rage and looked at me before she broke down into soft sobs. 
 
    Lain apologized. “It’s not your fault, I was… We need to be careful from now on.” 
 
    She kissed me until I passed out again but my sleep was far from peaceful. My dreams, if they were dreams, woke me up again and again. I felt like I was still in that dark place, being taken apart and remade over and over again. Stuck in a hopeless place where even death dared not travel. 
 
    Each time that I cried out in bloody shrieks, I was held down and reminded that I wasn’t alone.  
 
    Days passed, and the brief times that I was awake were when I was being fed. Those times were happy, but as soon as I slept I was in that place again. I beat him! I ripped him limb from limb and ate him! 
 
    Fine… I get it, all I defeated was a body. Whatever he was, it’s inside me now. He left something, like a final torment, or maybe it’s just my mind trying to cope with everything he did to me. God knows, before I met Lain I was already broken to my limit. This last asshole proudly destroyed the rest, all while laughing. 
 
    But his gloating candor came with small glimpses of a hidden truth. If I carefully assembled his words I could find an overall meaning. We were apparently in some sort of competition, and he wanted to break me, to force me to submit to him so he could use me. But for what? I already offered to make him sandwiches. I gave in, I all but offered my ass, so what else did he want? 
 
    Actually, was it a he? I don’t think it even had a real corporeal form other than that last one. And its little murder spree, why was that necessary? True, it ate people, but it seemed uninterested in them other than using their blood and parts to restore me after it killed me again. But, there was a feeling there, something familiar yet distant.  
 
    It was a damn lure, It was baiting me! I’d ask why, but I already know some of it’s motivations. So I’ll ask how. This all started after I received that skill from the skeletal Demonic Emperor. I looked through my skills. 
 
    Unbind. 
 
    It wasn’t called that before. It used to be unseal.  
 
    Shit… I’ve figured it out. My ‘father’ was definitely lying, but not directly. Demon nobility, those high intelligent sorts, will spread their seed around and hide heirs. Obviously, I wasn’t from his seed. But that didn’t mean that he didn’t have a part in creating me. If he’d given a portion of his Demonic Essence to a pregnant mutt with enough demon heritage, then she would have naturally cycled it with her unborn child. 
 
    Sorry, mother that I never knew, but please understand how your son feels now. 
 
    Let’s ignore that skeleton’s friendly personality and sweet words and instead let’s strip away the facts. Then, check those with what I know about myself, the Demonic empire and my captor. 
 
    Odds are, my mother was a mutt who lacked demonic features. Basically she was extremely hated and likely sold as a used sex slave. Or hell, she could’ve been some other thing entirely. All I knew was that she had to be human sized and likely incompatible with his three story tall body. Meaning, he corrupted her pregnancy, altering me in the womb with his essence. 
 
    Why would he do that? 
 
    I thought back to his generals. Each Demonic Emperor has their own set of unique generals. It’s a matter of politics. Demonic nobles are practically the same as human ones, but killing is legal there. So they’re a bit more honest. 
 
    If an emperor dies, they’re in for a battle for succession. Of course, that’s only if they’ve somehow survived a hero’s assault. Which, they usually don't. 
 
    Think Shtulls! Did you spare one? 
 
    Well maybe I did… But even though she claimed to be a general, she gave up only two strikes into combat, then...I pulled out like a gentleman, dammit!! 
 
    Wait… I think I figured it all out. If I completely throw out all this human kingdom/hero bullshit and accept the fact that my ‘father’ claimed me as a son before I killed him, then… Oh, my, god! 
 
    I’m the fucking Demonic Emperor!! 
 
    No, no, wait, I never claimed the throne, so… That just makes me a dumbshit and also the lead candidate. In other words, a person that must be destroyed or made to submit so the next Demonic Emperor can take the throne. 
 
    So, applying that theory to that dark-fire bastard, means that he wanted to recruit me to back his claims to the throne. He baited me, to break me. 
 
    I need to get out of here! Otherwise Lain’s whole family will be at risk! 
 
    And I’m fucking haunted. Great…just great. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20: Rough Times - Lain 
 
      
 
    After I finally got him back, Shtulls tried to kill himself in his sleep. I can’t even imagine what he’s been through. I-I held his severed hands… I… 
 
    Des had some silken rope… I didn’t like that. 
 
    But we decided to protect him together. Whatever it was that still lived inside him, we’d force him to overcome it! 
 
    Des cried a lot now. It’s not like I don’t understand her, but I feel like she’s given up on him. Shtulls isn’t that weak! I can feel it, he’s fighting in his own way. 
 
    But he speaks as his body shakes. He begs for mercy, then laughs. 
 
    The things he says break my heart. What that thing did to him… If he hadn’t ripped it to shreds, I’d do it after what it did to him and I’d laugh, I’d… 
 
    “Lain?” Des said. She was like a different person whenever she wore her glasses. “Do you have a notepad?” 
 
    “A, huh?” 
 
    “Damn bumkins… Nevermind, Pay-per… You know the thin white stuff you write on. Do you have any?” 
 
    “Of course...we don’t. Sorry, we’re all farmers here.” 
 
    Des pulled a leather bound tome from her item storage the title was Desukurietabukku 1. 
 
    “I’ll just use this piece of crap. It’s pages are better spent on this. Get me a piece of coal to write with. I want to record everything he says.” 
 
    “But aren’t books precious?” 
 
    Des turned to chapter 2 and had me read a paragraph. I almost puked. “Burn it!! Oh god…” 
 
    “Eh, it’s not that bad if you get past that, but that’s not important now! Coal, I need to write down everything he says.” 
 
    I fetched her some coals and a grindstone to sharpen them with. We both sat with him, as he talked of horrors in his sleep and also sandwiches. Does Shtulls like sandwiches? Maybe I should make him one… Wait… Somehow that idea hurts my pride. Maybe I’ll make him one after he makes me one, actually let’s make one for each other… Crap, what the hell am I thinking while he’s suffering so much? 
 
    We listened to him until we fell asleep. He was fighting in his own way as he reasoned through it. But each time he woke up, I felt a strong self destructive urge through our pact. His curse didn’t hold a flame to what he felt now. 
 
    The curse was whimsical, sexual and mostly hilarious, except for that one time that... That I was a bitch. It wasn’t long after that I held his dead hands in mine… 
 
    Des woke me, as Shtulls began to thrash around, I kissed him to force him to sleep again. I felt guilty, but I knew he needed to sleep to beat this thing. 
 
    I removed my sleeping gown and held myself close. Des looked at me, first with disgust then as he relaxed, she removed her dress as well. 
 
    Shtulls didn’t care about money, power or drink. He only had one vice, and, not to toot my own horn, but... The thing he cared most about was women, me specifically, then, as much as I didn’t want to admit it, Des. Though, his feelings for her were different, more like how I love my brothers. 
 
    Still, the moment we did this, the words he said changed from pleas to a faceless being to listing off facts. I was sure that this, his sleep speak, was a byproduct of me forcing him to sleep long after his body was ready to wake. But, he was deep into a battle against himself and sleep was the only way he’d win. 
 
    Though...I have to admit the first three times were just because I wanted to kiss him. Even ignoring his plight, when I lost him back then, I...I don’t even remember what I did or how I reacted. It was like the world just lost all meaning. I think I died then and there, but somehow I clawed my way back.  
 
    Now it’s his turn but unlike before, we’re linked again! I’ll feel his pain for him, so he can think clearly! 
 
    Andritia! Feel me and know why I invoke your name! I’m not asking you for a miracle, I just want you to give me his suffering so he can recover. You know how I feel from my prayers, and you gave him to me, so please let me help him now! 
 
    I felt a warm, soft energy wash over me before I was sharply plunged into a world of endless suffering. I felt like my limbs were severed over and over again. I relived his horrors. Things so unspeakable that my mind couldn’t process them but this was for Shtulls! He’s weak, where I’m strong and he’s strong where I’m weak! I can take pain, women are better with pain than men ever were. But he can take the emotional stuff better than me because of his loss and experience. 
 
    This is only pain, fictional pain. I’ll take every ounce of it and smile afterwards. But, wait… I won’t become like Des afterwards will I? I’m not trying to develop a new fetish— 
 
    Argh!! My arm, my arm was ripped out from my shoulder!! My legs, where are my legs!? Relax Lain, it’s not real, none of it is real! But for him, it was, he lived it, over and over again. 
 
    Shtulls began talking in a logical way after I took on his pain. Andritia had granted us a deeper bond, but I couldn’t pray to thank her just yet, instead it felt like I was being boiled alive. When I closed my eyes, I heard Shtulls words when he was in the same situation and my laughter surpassed my suffering. 
 
    Des just lowered her glasses and gave me a concerned look. “What’s happening with you? You’ve been crying and squirming but—” 
 
    “He said he shit in the soup!” I laughed, biting the skin between my thumb and forefinger to ground me in reality. “He was boiled, but that’s what he said, before he offered up his hot dog and meatballs.” 
 
    “You’re linked!? Don’t! Even if it’s just a mental thing, your heart won’t last.” She grimaced. “Master was...boiled…?” 
 
    “I’ll live, Des. I can take it, so he can rest. I can take anything if it’s for him!” 
 
    “You dumb....lady.” Des said with a smile. “But I don’t hate you. Don’t die, or I’ll take him. I’ve been preparing, years before you ever even knew his name.” 
 
    I smiled. Normally I’d retort but I really might die. I could feel my heart beating out of my chest, so I knew that the possibility was real. “Then, when my heart stops, promise me you’ll take care of him for the rest of his life.” 
 
    Des gave me a wry grin as she lowered her glasses, letting me see her true expression. “He wouldn’t be happy with that. So try harder. If you die now, then, even Helena is better.” She ran her hand down Shtull’s troubled face. “What a harsh Master you are. I know, you never loved me like I loved you, but in the end, it’ll just be us.” 
 
    “D-don’t you kill me off before it’s my time, you, you mummy!” 
 
    “Ouch! Oh, oh, I’m totally dying, egh!” She said as she fell over Shtulls, kissing him. “Oh noes, I’m falling again!” 
 
    I barely managed to shove her as she smiled a wicked smile at me, baring her claws. “I’ll take him, Lain.” She pulled back. “But that’s not what he wants. His heart has no room, no, it never did. It was always waiting for you. I won’t say that I was gorgeous, but Helena was. Picture the perfect woman in your mind, then add flaming red hair, shocking intellect and a cavernous vagina that a man could literally get lost in. And know that he never fell for her.” 
 
    I was hit with another wave of torture. Vivid memories channelled through our blood pact. 
 
    My bladder emptied. How can I feign superiority when I’ve basically pissed myself? I chose to ignore it. 
 
    “Look, I knew Shtulls was an experienced man long before I ever took him. But with me, none of that matters.” 
 
    “Ohh, you mean your blood pact? That’s just cheating!” 
 
    I wanted to debate her, but right now all I felt was my arms being twisted off, slowly. Along with the sad realization that Shtulls felt this, not as a dream, but first hand. “Des, touch me, feel what he felt.” 
 
    “Calling me weak?” Des reached out, grabbing my shoulder, then screeched in horror, pulling away. She rubbed her own shoulders and her eyebrows relaxed as she looked at me. “Lain!! I...share it with me. I can take it!” 
 
    She grabbed my arm again and immediately fell limp, sobbing. “We can do it together, Lain…” She reached out her shaking hand, touching me again. 
 
    She tried her best to hold on, but I could see it was destroying her. Pity wasn’t the only reason Shtulls took her in. She was weak, but she wouldn’t give up. I watched her as she began to gag on her tears, her sloppy snot-stained face fighting and failing to hide her fear.  
 
    “I got this… Just write down what he says!” I said, thankful that she’d relieved me. But I was angry at the same time. There is an intimacy in sharing Shtull’s suffering with him. Des had infringed on us and as much as I wanted to hate her, she’d split the suffering with me. 
 
    “Oh god,” Shtulls said. “I’m a candidate to be the Demonic Emperor!!” He then relaxed and fell back into a peaceful slumber. 
 
    We both held him for a while, listening to his steady breathing as Des regained her composure and began scribbling in her book. 
 
    “Des, tell me everything. I already know about his past, but not about the women he’s been with.” 
 
    Des held up her finger, as she ripped out several pages from her disgusting book. “Kay, I’ll tell you as I arrange things. Shtulls has never had a girlfriend for longer than a few months other than Helena. He bought her from a brothel not far from where he found me. And he’s never once treated anyone like dating material other than her and you.” It was aparent that I was now speaking to Des in full glasses mode. 
 
    “Congrats, you’re great and all that, you earned my seal of approval. So stop trying to grind me away to nothing! I always knew… I knew that he and I; we couldn’t… Don’t be that sort of person. I don’t want to say it or admit it! So instead, I’ll just say we’re both here for him.” 
 
    “Oy!” Dad yelled “Are the two of you still failing Dell Beck’s evaluation? Breakfast is ready, so come and eat!” 
 
    Dell Beck was a valiant Heroine who killed the 67th Demonic emperor. She took a wife, from a small merchant company and vanished into obscurity until she became a heroine for another cause. But it doesn’t really matter to me, if Shtulls was a woman, I’d feel the same. And Des and I are talking about our only shared interest. 
 
    “Dell Beck’s evaluation,” Des said, blushing. She adjusted her glasses. “Lain, I know now’s not the time, but, have you ever thought about, you know… Being with a woman?” 
 
    “Des, I’m half succubus. I’ve tried it… The results are the same, though less fatal.” 
 
    A knock came from the door. “Girls, I have hot sausage here!” 
 
    “We’re not girls, Daddy!! We’re women!” 
 
    “Oh, then I have eggs!!” 
 
    Fuuuu— 
 
    “Lain,” Des said, reaching towards me. “Look, I love Shtulls, but I’m attracted to you for the same reasons. You feel exactly like him.” 
 
    I pulled her glasses off and she suddenly became timid. “Uh, um, I-I think you’re, um… You know, um… Like if you, if you wanted to uh… I wouldn’t be opposed to… I think Shtulls would like it if we…” 
 
    I returned her glasses as her face went from a deep red to almost purple. She adjusted her glasses trying her best to obscure her eyes. “Sorry, but I’d like to stay with both of you. So…” 
 
    “So, I’m a damn Demonic Emperor, not a candidate, no, I’m a dumbass.” Shtulls said again, in his sleep, finally reaching a conclusion as things began to repeat.  
 
    I loved Shtulls with my whole being but I don’t know how I feel about Des. She’s equally dedicated, but her feelings come from a place of deep loneliness. That being said, from nursing her back to health to watching her try her best every day to help with farmwork. Without her ever realizing, she’d already become a member of my family. 
 
    “Des,” I said, leaning towards her. “Kiss me.” 
 
    “Are you crazy, woman! If you press an opening to any other opening, people die! We can’t even hold hands for longer than thirty seconds.” 
 
    I kissed Shtulls again as he began to stir. If Des and I can come to an understanding, it would solve so much of his internal strife. Because even though he openly chooses me, he still has a deep sense of guilt when it comes to Des. We’re connected, so I feel everything he does but I also know how Des feels from talking to her. 
 
    “Kiss me, or give up now. We already saved you, so you can leave. His Master’s obligation has been fulfilled. But, if you want to stay, we have one final hurdle don’t we?” 
 
    Des adjusted her glasses again. “Don’t be uncivilized. I’m only a diligent pupil, apprenticing under a legendary master. My interests are only professional.” 
 
    “Kiss! Come on, if it’s all professional, then what about all the crap you were saying earlier? Like, taking him if I died, and training so you could...” I felt Shtulls relax and suddenly remembered my extreme need to take a bath. “You know, Green-eyes, rather than asking about the stuff we talked about before. A better question is why’re you naked? 
 
     “I-I-I’m naked for professional reasons. That’s right, I was an escort before, so this is—” 
 
    “And your wooden friend collection in your item storage. The carved figures that get larger and larger?” 
 
    Des hung her head for a second then sprung back up. “Cute figurines… nothing more.” 
 
    “Ah, then, you don’t mind if I borrow a few?” 
 
    “Why would you need them then you succubus! Er… Um, they’re a personal gift, so I’d rather keep them for sentimental reasons.” 
 
    “Alright,” Daddy yelled. “We’re going to work, I’ve saved a plate for each of you. I, Baby, let him rest, he’s been through some shit. And Mummy, play nice, we just got him back.” 
 
    Des sat back, clutching her hand to her face as she ground her teeth. “Stop, just stop! I already know you’re a succubus demi. You can stretch to fit him, and last time, you did. I’m a human mutt, mostly a beastkin demi. I-I can’t fit him without practice.” She held out a shaky finger as she continued. “But eventually, I’ll be able to match you! I’ve had years to… Years to…” She began to sob. “It’s not fair! First Helena, then you! He knew me first!” 
 
    “That’s exactly why we should kiss. If we feel nothing then that’s the end but if there’s something there then, let’s bury the axe and acknowledge that we should continue, the three of us together.” 
 
    Des began to strip her bandages away, and I helped her. Since the last time I saw her uncovered face, her skin had recovered. Des was still struggling with her own health but her lips were sweet and we had a connection through Shtulls. But the more I held her and the longer she clung to me the more I realized that behind her glasses, she was still a little girl searching for a family. 
 
    I ran my hand down her scalp. “You’re so cute, Des.” I didn’t know if these feelings were mine, Shtulls’ or a combination. But I did recognize her, Des was a sexual being, a woman. As I pressed my lips to hers, she held nothing back. She was pure, giving and greatful. 
 
    Even though she distrusted me by default, her soft lips and willing tongue told me everything she’d held back. Though we didn’t have a blood pact, I felt her, my mind was filled with everything Des. 
 
    She was a woman of endless practicality but she threw it all away when it came to my man. Then she threw it away again for my sake. 
 
    She was complicated, devout, and in her own story, she was the tragic heroine. That bizarre gratification she got from self sacrifice for Shtull’s sake made me admire her more. 
 
    She moaned for a moment before I felt my drain intensify. I shoved her away just in time to avoid disaster and she fell limp on top of Shtulls. 
 
    Shtulls wrapped his arm around her, running his hand along her head. “Des… Please be okay… For-forgive me. Because of me, you…” 
 
    I laid down, careful to avoid touching Des directly as I listened to Shtull’s even heartbeat. His nightmare was over, now we could recover together. 
 
    All three of us. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21: New Reality - Shtulls 
 
      
 
    When I finally woke up, something was different and I don’t just mean that Lain wasn’t force feeding me, there was a smell in the air and both Lain and Des were unexplainably nude. 
 
    At some point, I’d ripped free of the ropes, so I massaged my temples trying to make sense of the strange dreams I’d had. Rather than clear memories, I just had an overall feeling that I’d been reliving my time in that timeless realm. But this time I wasn’t alone. Lain and for a brief while then Des and her were both with me. 
 
    I looked out the window, I’m guessing it’s around ten in the morning. I could smell, well, mostly pee if I’m honest, but also the scent of dew, earth and along with the grease of a country breakfast. Everything told me that all of this was real. 
 
    “Demonic Emperor candidate, huh?” That bastard, he did it all for such a dumb reason. Who cares? Is it really that important to be a Demonic Emperor? I can’t remember hearing about any happy, successful Demonic Emperors in the past. Even if they beat back the human heroes, they were all ultimately usurped. But what could they expect, they ruled with fear and strength. Two things that fade with time. 
 
    Demon-kin weren’t any different to human-kin. In fact, as the name implies, they were demis. They just had a different progression chain than human-demis did.  
 
    By my own guesses, backed up by Oblex’s personal observations, Demon-kin were a combination of human and full blooded devils. And in extremely rare circumstances, high, arch or greater demons. There’s also a plethora of in betweens which I’d only recently come to terms with. Having read between the lines. 
 
    And so, I’d come to think of myself as some grand combination. A mut among muts, befouled or blessed by the very Demonic Emperor I slayed. I clenched my head as it throbbed with pain, struggling to remember my hellish dreams. 
 
    That dark, burning arse! He wanted the crown, he wanted me to help him. To back his claim. But if what the skeleton said was true, then the crown is a poison that robs you of your free will. And if I still had money, then I’d bet it all that the Human King Orsleghef was the same. God, even saying his name out loud, had me hocking a loogie. 
 
    Everything was aligned, just like Oblex had said. He was far too intelligent for this world, but even though he’d often balanced the line between outright rebellion against the gods and calm delusions, sometimes he’d slip up while in one of his trances. 
 
    You needed only to linger around him long enough before he would accidentally spew out a mindblowing theory. And there were many, many half-cocked theories of his that applied now. 
 
    Human chess, check. A demon empire formed on the premise of natural selection, check.  Unnatural war between the two, check. A world once devoid of life, populated entirely by otherworlders and their descendants...check. 
 
    But there were two variables left unexplained. The beast-kin in the north and the lizard-kin in the south-west. Also the secretive dwarves who guarded ancient halls underground and well, Elves were universal. They lived in each place, just kinda being dicks to anyone who entered their sacred domains. Yeah, they were in complete denial about the rest of the world. But there were forest Elves, Desert Elves, High Elves, Dark elves ect, ect. There were a lot of elves and physically they were similar to so many other demi’s that no one could really distinguish them unless they were full blooded. 
 
    I’d only seen a few, touted as premium offerings in brothels but I was, uh, thoroughly incompatible with them on a number of levels. Even a three hundred year old great, great, great, great grandma Elf still looked like a woman my age but still had the opening of a woman less than half my age. Normally that would piss me off, but elves didn’t really have boo— 
 
    Lain squirmed, moaning my name with a troubled face which snapped me out of my thoughts. 
 
    I decided it was my turn to take care of her. Even if she did piss the bed, literally. I’d felt her in my dreams, so I knew she likely did it because she was reliving things with me. 
 
    I rose and dressed. I grabbed a few rags and headed to the baths which were still warm. 
 
    While I cleaned, I remembered what I could about the blood pact. I’d frequented a number of brothels, it’s not like I’m proud of it, but after I began to make some real coin, I began to buy nights, days or on rare occasion weeks with certain women. It wasn’t just sexual, because when you bought a woman, sex was frequent to the point of exhaustion and with succubi-demis or full blooded succubi, well. Sometimes a guy just wants to talk. 
 
    A blood pact was a sacred act. Not only among succubi, but demis, vampires, and many other cultures that found blood or bodily fluids to be sacred. But Lain did it for me, without a moment’s hesitation. 
 
    I carefully raised her ample hips and cleaned her and the bed. I won’t say that I liked it, but I will say that’s the level we’re at. There was one time that Helena quee— expelled air from an unexpected place. I had to stop and wait for Lil’Shtulls to recover. But cleaning Lain didn't bother me. Probably because I knew why it was there. But yeah, it was gross and I hoped I’d never have to do it again. 
 
    Still, how are we this close? I care for her so much that everything else just feels so small and unimportant. My revelations, my torture, my transformations, my curse, none of that matters anymore as long as I have her. The sane part of me would say that I’d been taken advantage of, against my will. But even without this pact. I don’t think I’d feel any different. Even from the brief glances of her I had before all this. I still wanted her in a way that I’d never wanted anyone else. 
 
    I tossed the rags in a bucket. 
 
    And...I’m thinking about this now? I guess this is a test of sorts. Sorry, powers that be, but it’ll take more than that to make me see her as anything but the woman of my dreams. Also Des is here, props to her for not calling Lain out on it, I guess. 
 
    Then again, I did this for Des while she was recovering, more than a few times, it’s not like she could make it to the toilet when she was unconscious. Yep, let’s continue to never tell her about the poop duty rotation. Virtually everyone here has stared deep into her brown-eye… Should I check her? 
 
    Well, while I still have the bucket, I might as well. I raised her legs and apologized, my usual habit before I wiped her. I knew she’d already regained her senses, so I doubted she’d soiled herself but, I felt her in my dreams as well, so why not check. 
 
    I closed my eyes and readied a clean cloth but she was still clean. Instead I saw her gender at length. She was so small, and cute. Like a sweet pink lily budding defiantly among a thick grove of black weeds. 
 
    I closed her legs immediately. Okay, I checked and now I feel guilty as sin. But what made it worse, was seeing her beautiful green eyes, staring straight into mine. I blinked and her eyes closed softly. 
 
    I finished what I set out to do and took a solitary bath before changing my clothes to the summer-wear I’d purchased. 
 
    By the time I’d returned to the bedroom, Lain had already wrapped Des with her arms and legs. For all of a moment it was an adorable sight, but I remembered what Lain’s embrace does to a normal person and pulled them apart. 
 
    I didn’t know Des’s current mana level but way back when, it was a D. Given an adventurer’s normal progression it was a C or B now at best and she was never a caster, so I was worried. 
 
    I softly rolled Lain over and lay between them, holding Des as I had so many times now. She had a high affinity for wind magic but my mana was unique. I had some fire affinity thanks to a god’s minor blessing but in reality, I had no natural affinities. I also had no mana now, but I had a constant stream of 1, so with my regen alone I could probably fill her. 
 
    I focused on my mana manipulation and she began to move slightly in my arms. Her fingers clutched my wrists as she moaned. “Shtulls…” 
 
    A man shouldn’t get an erection from his pupil but I did and as she swung her leg back in an unnatural fete of agility, her hips were pressed tight against me. She rocked her hips with such a strong conviction that I leaned up to check if she was awake. But the second I felt her warmth spreading over my leather pants I jumped up.  
 
    I’m not one to shy away from women, but I’m with Lain now and Des is my pupil. So I gathered the plates from the kitchen and tried my best to wake them. 
 
    Lain breathed out my name, while reaching for ghosts. I took her hands in mine and admired her body.  I didn’t feel any guilt for looking at her with perverted eyes, especially considering what she’d done to me. If she was a man and I was a woman, then she’d be in jail and I’d be paying her conjugal visits. 
 
    But Lain was a woman of action and passion! So our sex, or even our sex-like actions were always rushed, half-clothed and furious. I loved it, but right now, this might be the only time I can see her relaxed, nude and helpless. 
 
    I looked at her breasts. The same ones I’d seen so many times but for some reason the curse wasn’t controlling me now so I took my time to feed my memory. This was Lain, the woman who declared me her husband via blood-pact. The same girl who’d molested me so much in my sleep that my body naturally sought out hers. She owed me a glimpse if nothing else. 
 
    So I confirmed everything I’d ever felt. 7/10, No! Her breasts were special because they were her’s. 9/10 my real feelings back then were based on a brief glance but those were wholly inaccurate. 
 
    Lain’s breasts were her own, which meant that they were the best. They were large, not oversized considering her height and weight, but they were perfectly shaped. Highlighted by her tan-lines, where her deep brown skin faded into a milk-white wonderland. She had puffy, pink areolas that hid her tender inverted nipples as if to protect them. 
 
    I knew, from experience, study and field medicine that a woman has several factors behind her chest. I hovered my hand over Lain’s breasts, not quite able to cross that same boundary she crossed with me. Though I knew full-well she wouldn’t mind, I just wasn’t that sort of man. 
 
    But as soon as I began to pull away, she grabbed my hand and pulled it towards her heart. Suddenly I was held tight against her breast. There was nothing as solid as fat here. Lain’s breasts were all mammary tissue, so soft that I almost lost my mind. 
 
    Lil’ Shtulls began to leak as I almost sobbed at how lucky I was to have her. Then, just as suddenly, I noticed my right hand was leaning on something hard. What is this!? It’s hot, and there’s something large and pointy in my palm. 
 
    I swallowed as I looked to my right. I definitely don’t remember putting my other hand here! Des’s eyelids fluttered and I nodded to myself. Dammit Des! You were awake after-all! 
 
    You want to play with me, well then, let the games begin! The longer I don't have to think about things, the better. 
 
    I twisted my wrist and moved my right hand, performing the Shtulls maneuver. I gripped her nipple between my middle and ring finger as I massaged her. I continued my assault as she bit her lip and moaned softly, being careful not to let out any moans that could wake Lain. Her pretense only lasted her a few minutes before she locked eyes with me and began to force my hand lower. 
 
    “Des!” I whispered. “Look, I, we… You pulled my hand to you and being the fool I am, I did things. Let’s stop there, right?” 
 
    She smiled sweetly, but her eyes looked at me coldly. “Or we could continue and I won’t scream. Your choice, Ma-st-er…” 
 
    I looked deep into her eyes until she looked away. “I would do you in a heartbeat, so hard, fast and brutally that I’d have to carry you back to the church for treatment but, I love Lain.” I raised back and relieved the burden my pants were under as they strained themselves to their limits to hold Lil’Shtulls captive.  
 
    I gave myself a shake. “See, you are still the sexiest woman who isn’t Lain, but…” 
 
    “I…” Des broke out in tears. “I get it, dammit!! I get it, Master…but finish what you started. You owe me!” 
 
    I let her pull my hand down, then, after stroking her weeds, I plunged into her Lily with my fingers. I already knew my fingers were large but given Des’s former occupation I was at a loss when two was her limit. 
 
    If I’d branded Lain as quick before, getting Des to finish only took seconds. She raised her hips, bucking recklessly and shaking the bed as I could only watch, my mouth hanging open. 
 
    Such a scarred, skinny woman… How is her voice this sexy? And why am I already on the verge of following her? 
 
    I felt my left hand being moved, dragged along smooth skin until Lain’s tongue caressed my fingers. 
 
    “I’m okay with it, with Des…” Lain whispered. “As long as I’m involved, we can...with her…” 
 
    She and Des exchanged dangerous glances. I say dangerous but dangerous to me is a better description. 
 
    I took that momentary lapse to pull away from them. “B-breakfast is ready! It’s a little cold now, but I think we all need it.” 
 
    I tossed the clean rag into the dirty bucket and left the room. I might as well have ripped off my balls and left those as well. This isn’t what Lain deserves! Not what I wanted… Des, I loved you like a daughter, but now all I can think about is that soft, extremely hot feeling of my fingers inside you. Even if it was mere seconds, I still remember your muscles twitching around me. This is bad! We need to get away from each other before I, no we, lose our way! 
 
    I lingered in the bathroom, cleaning. I knew that Lain probably felt what I’d done in my muddled state. But, it was done. I wouldn’t, no couldn’t lie to her and I certainly couldn’t take it back. 
 
    I left the bucket and washed my face. I’m doomed to ruin everything until I die, aren’t I? 
 
    I hung my head, expecting to be tossed out like yesterday’s garbage. That’s fine, I’ll just find a way to sever this pact along with getting rid of my curse. After...all… I wiped my eyes. 
 
    Huh? You can do it, Shtulls! Because all you’ve brought her is pain… You even cheated on her, you… I, I did something unforgivable. Maybe I’ll get lucky and she’ll be the one to kill me… I’m fine with death now. 
 
    I took a deep breath. We’re not that weak! We won’t allow ourselves to die without paying the piper! So I slapped my cheeks and headed back. If she did want me dead then I’ll win her back! 
 
    What the hell is this? After seeing them kiss, although briefly, I decided to hang back and listen. 
 
    “You hussy,” Lain said with a giggle as she chomped through a sausage. “So you had him do you with his fingers, huh?” 
 
    “Shut your dick-hole. He wouldn’t have gotten into any of your holes without me!” 
 
    “God, you're sexy when you're mad!” Lain said, kissing Des on the cheek. 
 
    Des began to retort but Lain pulled off her glasses as Des spoke. “Umm, I’m sorry Ms. Lain!” 
 
    “That’s Mrs. Sendarl! Isn’t that right, Shtulls!” 
 
    If I was shocked before but now I was officially sweating bullets. “Uh…” 
 
    “Shut your excuse hole and get the fuck in here to service me!” 
 
    Oh jeezus! Why the hell am I so hard!? 
 
    I pulled off my pants and thrust myself forward to shine in the midday light. I walked carefully, making sure Lil’ Shtulls swung freely. Lain is my empress, my raison d'être. When she’s strong, I’ll always be stronger. I won’t allow her to ever feel like less than a goddess. 
 
    Though her tone with Des was harsh, the second her eyes met mine… “Whaaa! Shtulls! Shtulls, my Shtulls!!” 
 
    She broke down and charged at me, ignoring my nudity, she hugged herself to my waist and cried genuine tears. Before I could express my shock she jumped up and clung to me. Wrapping her thick legs around me as her arms held firm to my neck. 
 
    “Des!” “Pupil!” 
 
    “Oh god! At least let me eat!” Des said, knowing full well what we were asking. 
 
    “Shtulls?” Lain said, gazing into my eyes. 
 
    “Plan B?” I asked, knowing exactly what she was asking for. 
 
    She nodded enthusiastically as I carried her to the bath. 
 
    Rather than five seconds this took us all of a minute. The space between her thighs was mine! That soft hot gap was made for me, and yeah. I won’t make excuses for finishing first because Lain is never far behind. 
 
    I suddenly realized something. The concept of selfish sex didn’t or couldn’t exist between us. Neither of us could ever use the other one. We proved my theory moments later as we sat across from each other pleasing ourselves. And, yep, if she finished, I finished soon after and if I finished, she followed. 
 
    Three times in all of two minutes!? To me it lasted forever but at the same time, I was counting seconds… Every guy does it, it’s a common technique, both for lasting longer and to know how long you lasted. But only a feind let’s a woman finish alone. Also, how fucked is it that I feel some of what she feels. 
 
    “My god, I need this curse gone! That’s the only way I can spend all day, every day inside her. I’ll make a special harness so I can just carry her around. I’ll work the fields, I’ll cook, eat and clean all while she clings to me, tied tight so we never have to be apart again!” 
 
    Lain shivered, blushing as she all but tackled me. “Shtulls… That’s so fucking hot!” 
 
    What is? “Wait, was that out loud?” 
 
    “You’re damn right it was! Ohh…” She shivered. “I want it! I want it so damn bad, can you feel it?” 
 
    “Oh... Lain!” 
 
    “Shtulls!” 
 
    “Lai—” 
 
    “Shut up!” A soft voice said from the doorway. 
 
    “L-Lain…” I whispered, Lil’ Shtulls pressed tight between her legs. 
 
    “You sexy beast!” Lain said, sliding along my length.  
 
    “Fuck you! Both of you!” Des’s voice screeched from the doorway.  
 
    I opened my mouth to remind her of her place but Lain leaned forward, her hips sliding down to my base, silencing me in more ways than one. 
 
    I liked Des but I was fully aware of how she saw me. I didn’t want to fan those flames, but I trusted Lain. She was smart, so damn smart that to her I was basically a caveman. No, not just me, probably only Oblex and Shan could compare to her in the slightest when she was truly focused on something. 
 
    So as the blood that was meant for my brain shifted to my… She spoke, but it wasn’t exactly a smart statement that came from her perfect lips. “Jump in Des! The water’s still warm.” 
 
    I pulled Lain down, whispering in her ear as she shivered. “What the holy hell are you doing!?” 
 
    She sat back, pressing her finger to my lips long enough to let me know that she wanted me to remain silent. But what the hell do I do with my sad boner? I guess I’ll cover him with some, eh? Why’s Lain stopping my hand with her foot? 
 
    “O-okay, we wouldn’t want the bathwater to go to waste.” Des said, dropping her towel. 
 
    “God dammit, Lain. I didn’t see Des as a woman until all of an hour ago, now all I can think of is how she feels insi… Fuck this is out loud isn’t it?” 
 
    Apparently my curse is fucking with me again, or rather it’s letting me fuck myself. I guess when it’s not forcing me to say or do something, I get no warnings. 
 
    Lain only nodded. “Without her, we can’t even, you know. So, let her try, she likes us both and I’m okay with it now.” 
 
    “Lain!!?” I said, hastily. “I’m really not into this, like seriousl—” 
 
    “Shhh, look at her. See her as she is and tell her what it feels like to be loved so strongly by your pupil. She’s grown now, five years older than me. And I can feel everything you can so don’t you dare lie when you see her!” 
 
    I felt trapped, tricked. I survived torture and, even though I’m just now accepting that my limbs are my own, I’m forced to either piss-off my girlfriend of outright reject my pupil, based on her destroyed body. “But you know what, I bet Lain will accept me not matter wha— Fuck you Curse! That was out loud again!” 
 
    “Shtulls,” Lain said, gently working her foot on my sack, flexing her toes to softly caress my lower shaft. “We talked about everything, like all of it. I’m the bandit, she…” Lain stopped, letting her foot speak for her. “She’s… Can you tell me?” She asked, pressing her heel into my boys. “Will you ever love anyone as much as me?” 
 
    “I’m a long fucking way away from okay and even farther from normality. I…” I almost began to weep, “I’m done… I doubt I can deal with anything right now… I can’t… I don’t even feel like my hands are mine.” 
 
    “Shtulls, it’s real, I’m real! You’re arms, legs and everything else… You got them back after you ate that bastard. You lived, you survived a hopeless situation! I fucking shit myself, feeling what you did! So trust your balls and look at Des! Our love isn’t so weak that a single woman could destroy us, is it?” 
 
    “Ma’am, no Ma’am!” I said as I almost saluted her. “It’s probably not a good idea to let her know that I cleaned up her p—Shit!” 
 
    Lain’s heel relaxed for all of a second as her eyes filled with tears. “Y-You still think I’m sexy though, right? Shtulls…?” 
 
    “Lain,” I said, pressing my fingers together. “You could drop a deuce in the bath right now and all I would think is how cute it is.” 
 
    Lain hid her face and clenched her teeth. “Kill me, killmekillmekillme!” 
 
    “Nope, but if you’re worried, I can always plug it...” 
 
    “No! Not until we make eachother sandwiches!” 
 
    “Huh?” I asked as Des brought my face to hers and kissed me. “Wha—Mmmph!?” 
 
    “Look, you beautiful asshole, I don’t need your heart! But I want your body, Lain too, so tell me, how ugly am I?” 
 
    I looked up into her face which was locked in a manic expression. All while Lain’s foot threatened to grind my boys into oblivion. This extreme 50/50 choice tore straight through me and invoked my curse directly. 
 
    “Sit on this D, girl! If ya can’t take it, you’ll have to get off, one way or another, ya dig, side chick?” 
 
    “But, I’m ugly.” 
 
    I pushed Lain’s foot away and looked at Des in earnest. Her scars, her black veins, her lack of hair, her small chest. 
 
    “Des, I’m not a normal man, so don’t take what I say to be from a normal perspective.” I pulled her into the tub and onto my lap. It was a position I’d taken with her many times before, but never nude and wet. I waited until she’d calmed down before continuing. “You know, I’ve never once taken a pureblooded human lover. But I’ve been with many many others. Each society has their own views of beauty. For Orcs it’s muscle, for beastkin, it’s fur and ears. For gnomes, it’s eyes. For me, it’s character.” 
 
    “Character?” Des asked, as Lain touched her foot to my leg in order to take Des’s hand. 
 
    “Yes, and not just personality. Your body was a result of you trying your hardest to protect someone.” I ran my fingers along her hardened scars and raised veins. “This isn't a body you’re burdened with, it’s a body you earned by sacrificing yourself for another. That’s sexy as hell. Des,” I said as I pulled her back. And moved my hands up her abdomen, cupping her breasts. “I don’t know what this bizarre situation is, but I can only see you as beautiful, caring, giving and persistent. You are no longer my pupil, we’ve both fulfilled our duties to each other, but I won’t let you be alone anymore.” 
 
    I looked over to Lain as she wiped away a tear, nodding for me to continue. 
 
    “Des, you’re family now. Lain and I are dedicated to each other, in a way that can’t be matched. But you’ve always been dedicated to me, and now, you’re dedicated to us. So, normally I’d say something like, if you never find a man to take you, then I’ll be waiting. But I doubt you’d even search for someone else or care if someone responded. So, I’ll just claim you now. You’re ours, not mine, not her’s. You will bear our children and there will be no jealousy anymore, or I’ll call it off. If your presence ever hurts Lain or you feel like I’m not paying you enough attention, then that’s that. I don’t want you to feel saddened by this, but that's how it is.” 
 
    She leaned back against me and tilted her body slightly so she could look up at me. Her eyes were wet as her lips quivered. 
 
    I kissed her and even though it was our first time, it felt familiar. I moved my hand up caressing her face and holding her still as we explored each other’s mouth. Her tentative tongue tickled as it intertwined with mine. I got a strange feeling, something stuck somewhere between embarrassment and lust. Nothing about this kiss felt wrong or unnatural even despite my usual preferences of big chests and thick long hair. But I wasn’t kissing her body, I was connecting to Des as a person. That’s why this was so embarrassing. 
 
    It should have only been sexual, but it was deeply personal. This kiss was our first, but it felt like we already knew everything about each other. 
 
    When we finally broke it off I stared into her eyes for a moment and Lain knelt in the tub, pressing against us. Then the three of us kissed together, as Lain cycled her mana through Des. 
 
    All I felt then was fireworks, like a huge payoff at the end of an epic dungeon. Our tongues played together and as I slid my fingers into Des, Lain grabbed Lil’ Shtulls and herself. 
 
    This was something both weird and special. We were all in perfect sync, connected and feeding off each other’s excitement. I’d had threesomes before, this wasn’t that. The actual physical acts were tame but our feelings were meshed, blended and beat together. 
 
    I began to cycle my mana into Des as well, keeping her conscious. I wanted this moment to last as long as possible. But it was all for not as we finished in an explosive chain reaction. Des was first, then Lain and me as I felt both of them. 
 
    Lain fell forward onto Des’s chest and peaked up Des then at me. Moments later the two of us shared a shocked glance as our Mana met inside Des’s body. 
 
    “H-holy,” I started. 
 
    “Shit…” Lain finished. 
 
    Inside Des we could both feel our mana mixing together, all our affinities and attunements were nullified as Des readily accepted our mana and converted it back to its neutral state. 
 
    In other words, Des had broken down our barrier of incompatible mana. With her, Lain could cycle her mana into me. 
 
    As Lain and I realized what it meant, we began to pant at each other. Des though clueless leaned back in my arms, still twitching. 
 
    “I,” Des cooed. “Feel so warm.” 
 
    Of course you bloody do! We’re passing mana through you at such a rate that any normal person would faint. 
 
    Wait, wait! This can only mean one thing… My dream is a reality now, Lain and I can… But what about Des? 
 
    Lain and I both watched her carefully as she began to moan. “What is this? It feels so good! It’s like my mana is taking a hot bath… I can feel you both inside me.” 
 
    I moved my fingers up from her crotch along her smooth abdomen and traced her veins, feeling our combined mana flowing through them. Lain took my hand and we felt it together. Des’s condition… Her hex had widened her mana paths, which would normally weaken someone as they’d have to double the mana they used but for us, it meant she was the perfect vessel. 
 
    I would call this coincidence, but it didn’t feel like that. Some force beyond us had arranged it. That was what I thought. 
 
    We stayed like that, holding each other as the bathwater grew cold. Then even though we all felt guilty about it, we took the rest of the day for ourselves and retired back to Lain’s bed after we changed the sheet and covers. 
 
    Now, Des was between us as we all cycled our mana together. We were still a long way away from a point where Lain and I could conceive, but we were so damn close that it hurt. And Des saw immediate improvement as Lain’s holy mana healed her. We’d crossed the boundary of healing magic. 
 
    “Shtulls?” Lain asked as the sun hung low. “Can you tell us again, about what’s happening?” 
 
    Des struggled to speak, through her extreme state of relaxation. “I...that feels so good! I, oh, right there… Tell me...mm, too.” 
 
    Speaking while mana cycling wasn’t that hard for me. I had a high skill for mana manipulation before. So I began my explanation. 
 
    “You have three schools of healing magic, physical, holy and temporal. Almost all heals are physical but every ten or twenty years a temporal mage is born, that’s how resurrects happen. But for everyone else, physical healing is all they have. Physical healing magic is just using a person’s mana to prioritize healing the damages inside them in a specific order while boosting their natural healing. In other words, that’s why Des lost all her muscle. It all goes back to Oblex’s magic theory abou—” 
 
    Lain kissed me. “You know you're sexy when you talk nerdy to me.” 
 
    I cleared my throat, and swallowed as Des continued to squirm in our arms, locked in some strange state of pure bliss. 
 
    “Sorry,” Lain said, caressing my arm. “I just couldn’t help it. Go on, professor!” 
 
    I ignored the extreme wants of my crotch as I continued. “Anyway, he thinks that mana is energy and energy can become mass. Therefore there is no such thing as spontaneous generation. So flames are a chemical reaction brought about by mana, and things like water, earth, ect are mana being converted into physical forms. But healing is different. When a person heals another, they’re just rearranging a person’s parts because spontaneous generation of flesh would require a degree of structural knowledge that no human mind could process. But temporal mages don’t need to process any of that. They don’t heal, they just reverse time to the point that a person who’s died, lives again.” 
 
    Lain nodded. “I get it, but what is this, you now, right now?” 
 
    “This is us, you and me, sharing mana with Des. But with your natural healing ability, we’re actually healing her. Not like a healing spell does, but we’re actually creating new cells as Oblex called them. We’re rebuilding her from the inside out.” 
 
    “But what about her mana paths?” 
 
    That’s a bad question on so many levels, Lain. Insensitive to say the least. 
 
    “Those...won’t change. A hex doesn’t only affect a person’s body, it wreaks havoc with everything. Attunements, elemental defenses and magic resistance. We’re freaking blessed that Des pulled through. But she’ll never command her wind like she did before. In fact, I think she lost her attunements almost entirely. Now, the mana she produces is just that, mana.” 
 
    “Then…” Lain activated puppy-dog mode as her eyes moistened. She hugged herself to Des who smiled sweetly. “Will she ever recover?” 
 
    “She can, but we’ll need a few dungeon cores or large beast cores if we want to force it. But which ones she chooses will affect what new attunements she gains. There’s also us, and the effects our different mana-types have on her. I have or rather had a minor fire blessing. You seem to have a bit of everything but Holy seeps through the most. So breaking it down, I’m a neutral influence that feeds your holy mana to rebuild her as your subconscious treats this like a healing spell where it has an endless supply of new cells to move around.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Yep, good times. Here, feel her back.” 
 
    Lain moved her hand along Des’s back. Des’s scars had noticeably shrunk as her body, now energized, moved and recycled cells at an advanced rate. Des had become a natural receiver or transceiver, which brought me to another hard choice. If Lain and I used her, as is, then we could have sex. Full on, for as long as we were able to cycle. But that wouldn’t do jack for Des. 
 
    My small head had long governed the choices my large head had made, but not this time. “Lain, we can fix her, or we can have sex…” 
 
    “Both?” She asked as I felt her mana waiver. 
 
    “Nope, in her current rate, she’ll be better in a few days. After that, wait… Actually, if she gains the holy element along with fire and,” I checked my status, balking at my new attunements. “Er, darkness, temporal and somehow neutrality.” 
 
    A Neutral attunement wasn’t something you had with other attunements. It was something you only had once in your life. It only existed before you gained anything else or more commonly if you had no other attunements. But there it sat, S ranked at that. With fire and darkness both at C and D rank respectively. 
 
    And Death… A Death magic attunement meant I was banned from the church by default. Of course I was already banned, so C'est la vie. The real shocker was that I now had an F ranked Temporal affinity as well. 
 
    I see, when I ate that other guy, I gained minor versions of what he had. Temporal, fire, and darkness. Come to think of it, that’s probably why he didn’t eat me. In my cursed form, I’d lost all my attunements and spells so I didn’t have anything to offer him other than my name and support as the lead candidate. 
 
    It’s too bad I have no mana to speak of or I could teach myself the spells for my new attunements. But still, it’s hilarious that I have Temporal which the church would pardon, pay and probably blow me for. But I have Death which the church would condemn me for. 
 
    And stranger still, the Crone now had a name. Lady Magnoletta. Not a goddess, but a lady. Does that mean she’s a mortal? A living person? Wait!? It’s back to The Crone now... 
 
    “Oy!” Aundre yelled, knocking on the door. “Dinner’s ready! Bring your plates back, and I’ll fill them!” 
 
    “Okay!” I answered. “We’ll be right there.” 
 
    “Son in law!! Lain wouldn’t say how you were earlier, but I saw the sheets. I get the feeling we need to talk.” 
 
    Not wanting Aundre to see his daughter nude with another woman again, I got dressed. “Lain, practice cycling with her, but break it off the second you feel like you're draining more than you’re putting in. I’ll fetch us some dinner.” 
 
    Though I only intended to fetch us some plates, Aundre forced me down into a chair. Even when wearing a flowery apron, the man was still intimidating and forceful. I could see where Lain got it from. 
 
    “Yer, a part of this family now, so even if my daughter is resting, yer obligated. Besides, I got questions, so eat with us, then come out to the porch. The guildmaster gave me a drink to drown my sorrows in, but a hero’s journey is never over so easily. And, well, we have to talk about something, just the two of us.” 
 
    The dinner was another fantastic one. Braised pork ribs, with cabbage rolls, green beans boiled in pork fat and sweet slaw made from the leftovers. I hate to say it, but Aundre might be a better cook than Lain. 
 
    In that way he reminded me of a person who’d joined my party briefly. An arch-demon that sought to form a contract with me. I liked him, he was a fantastic fighter, a great cook and generally the best dude you ever met. But he disappeared randomly one day, not long before I reached the demon's castle. 
 
    No shocker there, wanting to form a contract to get my soul just meant he was trying to cash in on my death. So when I proved myself to be more competent than expected, of course he’d give up. But still, that impression remained. An almost seven foot demon, cooking dinner happily over an open flame. I wonder how he’d react to me now, knowing I might be his boss if I played my cards wrong. 
 
    I ate my meal, savoring each morsel. Somehow after beating that nightmare, everything was better. But I was careful to gather the best bits I could for Lain and Des. I wouldn’t take anything away from the rest, but I would take enough. 
 
    Rune talked about how Lady Victoria would have a calf soon as Patric spoke about his upcoming Guard test.  
 
    Shan thrust a new magic circle he’d carved towards me and I corrected his mistakes. Then Sony asked me a new set of morbid questions, which caused everyone else to stop eating for a minute. 
 
    After that, I tutored Lund on how to sharpen the kitchenware. Then I had him work with Shan on carving his wooden buckler with a hardening rune. 
 
    After the meal, I checked in with Lain and Des. They weren’t cycling anymore. They now lay back to back, with a blanket between them. 
 
    I guess that means that Lain isn’t able to cycle without me. I left their plates on the nightstand and walked out to the porch as Aundre was sipping his evening drink. 
 
    “So,” he said, tilting his glass. “When’re ya leaving?” 
 
    I would be surprised, but Aundre was all but the bumpkin he pretended to be. 
 
    “Soon,” I said as I took my usual seat and he poured me a glass. “If I stay too long, then you’ll be caught in the crossfire.” 
 
    He took a big swig. “Succession, eh?” 
 
    “How’d you—” 
 
    “These walls are thin, and you talk, nay, scream in your sleep.” He refilled his glass and sipped it again. “Did you ever want either?” 
 
    I-is he talking about Lain and Des? “Uh…” 
 
    “I mean, being a hero or being a Demonic Emperor?” 
 
    Oh thank god! “No, not really. I wanted the coin, land and stability that being a hero would give me, but it’s only recently that I realized I was in the running for becoming the Demonic Emperor.” 
 
    “Recently, huh? I knew the moment you showed me your transformation. True, you never seemed evil, but there was some ancient force there. And your eyes, son, humans don’t got eyes like that. Ya ain’t furry enough to be a yeti, nor shiny enough to be a devine guardian, but ya got something.” 
 
    I finished my glass in a single gulp and he refilled it, even though it was my place to refill his glass. But he’d been doing this the whole time and even the times before, hadn’t he? Why didn’t I notice until now? 
 
    “Aundre, what am I?” 
 
    He let out a long sigh. “Succession is a bitch, isn’t it? Let me tell you what I told Lain. But without you, I doubt she heard a word anyone said. My wife, Patricia,” He started. 
 
    What followed next was a story that linked itself perfectly to my current situation. It was then that I learned about where his arm went and how Lain had lost her mother. 
 
    Patricia was a general to the demonic emperor before last, that meant that she needed to die for the next emperor to take his throne. That very night, Aundre had awakened in pain, his arm laying beside him. Patricia, sparing no time, burst out his window and in a brief battle had lost, defeated utterly by some random demon. Possibly my father, but that was hard to swallow. 
 
    He devoured her to gain her power. This all seemed strange given our timelines. I was already born by then, so my ‘father’ was still just a noble when he corrupted my mother. He didn't need Patricia to power up, so hopefully it wasn’t him. 
 
    I’d already killed all but one of the former emperor’s generals and the last one was 100% susceptible to charm so she had no defence against me. 
 
    I told Aundre that and he switched from a glass to the bottle. “Then, yer saying they’re still alive?” 
 
    “Probably, I mean, all but one weak general is dead now. And none of them had succubus traits, resistances or mana pools other than the emperor himself, but his spells… He wasn’t an incubus nor did he show any signs of having charm. I beat him with well timed counters and minor DoTs. My party was mostly dead by then, so he didn’t bother with AoEs. But there was one weird moment at the end.” 
 
    “Spill it, man, what was it?” 
 
    “He smiled at me. It was as if he was thankful…” 
 
    “Shit…” 
 
    “Yeah, shit…” 
 
    “It all matches up, doesn’t it?” Aundre said, draining the last few drops from his bottle. 
 
    “I’m afraid so. I’ll be leaving soon, and I couldn’t leave Lain here even if I wanted to.” 
 
    “Lain has her mother’s brains and my body. She was already stronger than either of us before her mother died. Now, she’s at a level where she could well be the next hero. But she’s afraid of everyone. Terrified that she’ll be hated so, take care of her. I’ve already accepted you, so don’t you let me down! If she dies, then I’ll seek you out until—” 
 
    “There’s no need, Aundre. Without her, I’ll die just fine all on my own. That’s not an empty statement, it's pure fact. Without her, I’ll simply die, probably in the most pathetic way possible.” 
 
    Aundre smirked sadly. “I didn’t mean… I loved Patricia more than anyone, but as she fought she pleaded with me to stay safe through our blood pact. I was already bleeding out, so the details are blurry but I can still recall the moment she died. I stayed back, so my children would have a father. But Shtulls, losing her hurts more than losing my arm. That thing, used our love against us. Along with our obligation to our kids. One of us had to live and it wasn’t after me.” 
 
    “I will protect her!” I foolishly proclaimed. “And I’ll live, myself! I know things seem similar, and I’m thankful that you finally opened up to me. But, I’m the successor and Lain and I have no children yet.” 
 
    Aundre closed his eyes tightly and ran his hand down his beard. “That’s worse, son. That only means that Lain will experience what I felt. That—” 
 
    “Nope, if that were the case, I’d be dead now. I’ve already lived through another candidate's assault and I received a gift.”  
 
    I stepped out into the yard and moved away from the other buildings as I activated unbind. I now had Four wings, four horns and four arms. I raised my hands towards the sky and unleashed a torrent of fire so large that the clouds separated. 
 
    “You see,” I said in a voice that cried murder. “I’m well equipped for a battle of succession…” 
 
    “But,” Aundre said, leaning over the porch. “What if they hurt Lain?” 
 
    My head flung back as my whole body burst into flames and my tears flowed as magma. “Then, no one, no god, no devil can protect them from me. Then after they die, I’ll plunge my soul itself into hell to drag her back. I won’t le—” 
 
    “Hell, huh?” Aundre said, forcing me to realize what I said. 
 
    “Uh, not like she’s going to hell, just uh, trying to illustrate a poi—” 
 
    “Calm down, Shtulls. I can feel your resolve, so come on back. Looking at a demonic emperor any longer’ll spoil my buzz.” 
 
    “Oh… Okay then…” I walked back towards the porch as I returned to my normal form, my large form falling away as ash. I looked back as the ash coated the barn. “S-sorry about that.” 
 
    “It’s fine son, it’ll make good fertilizer.” 
 
    By the time I reached the porch, I felt bad. I only meant to show him my resolve but now, everything was coated with ash which fell like snow. I’d expected a punch but he reached out his hand and pulled me up, hugging me. 
 
    “Son, you and I are the same. So listen closely. Protect her, not for me, but for you! Because without her—” 
 
    “I’ll lose everything.” I said as he slapped my back. “But you have your children.” 
 
    “Aye, I do, and without them, I’d be dead by my own hand. Now, I only live so they can have the lives they want. Take these, I’m sure you know what they are.” He said as he thrust a handful of greater beast-cores at me. “Do your best to form a barrier around our farm. I’ll do the rest, it’ll buy you a few days but after that you need to go.” 
 
    I placed each core as best I could, linking them together to save Aundre some trouble. I had some experience at this that stretched back to my adventurer days. But Oblex had perfected it down to a science. Five cores was all I needed instead of the usual eight. Even with the property size, all I had to do was change the angle. By linking them myself, the caster was spared both the complexity and mana needed to form a barrier. 
 
    I returned to Aundre as he nodded. “Good job, son, now let’s break out a new bottle!” 
 
    I told Aundre about Des and about how we were able to successfully cycle mana with her. Normally this would be an embarrassing conversation but Aundre loved his daughter and he liked me. So he added his two cents. Then red-faced and drunk off his ass, he handed me four mistic level beast cores and one Legendary dungeon core. 
 
    When I tried to refuse him, he looked at me as if I just punted a kitten. So after another long handshake, I returned to Lain’s room and woke them up to eat before collapsing between them in a drunken stupor. 
 
    But as they both treated me like an extremely kissable table I fell asleep, smiling and happy. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22: Preparations - Shtulls 
 
      
 
    Lain and Des had stayed up several hours past the time I fell asleep. I knew that because both their plates rested comfortably on my abdomen, along with some playing cards. They really did treat me like a table! 
 
    But as I ran my hand along their bodies I realized another fact. Neither of them had dressed. I guess we really are this comfortable with each other now. I gathered their cards first. Looks like they were playing palace and Lain was definitely cheating. Then I noticed their plates. Lain had cleaned her ribs, leaving nothing but charred bones but Des left some meat. However Des’s cabbage was all gone, actually most of Des’s plate was clean. 
 
    I looked back at the two of them, they were like opposite sides of the same coin. Des was lean, and Lain was thicc. 
 
    I knew my language was strange, because I spoke like the nuns and monks that raised me, but according to Oblex, this world as a whole spoke in a bastardized hybrid language derived from ‘Asses and Memes.’ Yeah, no clue what that meant, but I only spoke the common human collective tongue. Lain, spoke a similar variant and Des, she spoke with a few variants due to her reading habit. 
 
    Do I have two girlfriends now? Is that our relationship? No, it’s more that I have two people I care more about than myself. 
 
    I squared off some space in the backyard and trained Lund for a while, while waiting for Lain and Des to wake up. 
 
    I hoped that if I had a son, he’d turn out like Lund. The boy was bright eyed, willful and determined. He absorbed everything I taught him like a sponge. He’d already grasped the nine directions of strikes along with how to guard against them. 
 
    Then as he left to pick berries and pull weeds, Patric joined me. That young man, even if he never becomes a guard, his message is second to none. I spilled every piece of info he wanted as he rubbed my shoulders and still felt fine afterwards. I even told him about a mostly demonic profession called mouse-use. It was a job that buffed people based upon their hand movements on other’s bodies. 
 
    He didn’t care. Patric wanted to be a guard, but dammit! His hands are pure magic! 
 
    The second he left, I felt much harder, bonier hands digging into my shoulders like icicles. “How do you like it?” A hoarse voice spoke far too close to my ear. “I can make you feel better.” 
 
    “R-Rune!? I thought you already left. It’s not like I hate you, but you've not given me any reason to like you either.” 
 
    He leaned forward, placing his perfect lips next to my ear as his hot breath…  
 
    “Rune, I used to have Charm as well, you know. Charm is a rotten crutch and I think you're leaning on it far too much. The harder you lean on it, the faster it’ll break away.” I don’t know how or why, but I somehow channeled my inner preacher. “Besides, how would you feel if a sweet young maiden broke away from a fruitful engagement all because you looked at her with charm active. It destroys people. The more in love with someone else they are, the more they’ll transfer those feelings onto you. Or is it that you really just want my D in your A? You realize that without Lain, I would’ve held you down and committed a crime, right? With your looks and level of charm, with a man you will always be the catcher and never the pitcher. More power to you if that’s what you want, but don’t use charm to get it.” 
 
    “Uh,” Rune said, as his hand rubbed my shoulders softer. “I’m not using charm anymore. I won’t survive another big sister kick…” 
 
    “O-oh… Then how’s Franceska doing?” 
 
    “Oh! She’s started to do this cute thing where she…” And like that I lost twenty minutes of life, but his massage got better as he spoke. So I didn’t consider it a loss. Rune, like his brothers, wasn't a bad guy, he was just a little too comfortable with using charm. 
 
    After that, I helped Shan to finish a new glyph on one of my wooden bucklers. He mostly carved while I just watched, cleaning and critiquing his technique, then as he finished, I realized what he was carving. When he was done he thrust the shield at me and moved back, smiling after he was a few feet away. 
 
    I waved at him, bowing to him as I understood what it was he’d given me. It was his way of asking me to return, a shield with built in health regen and something I couldn’t understand. Far stronger than anything you could buy in a normal market. It was something only a genius could create. 
 
    Then Sony followed. He plopped down next to me and we sat in silence as I wondered if Lain and Des had eaten yet. 
 
    “So, uh, what’s the undead dungeon like?” 
 
    “Umm, naive, sensitive and insecure.” 
 
    “Huh!? But it’s like, no one’s beaten it ye—” 
 
    “I beat it with your sister’s help. It calls me Master now because I gave it advice when I spared it’s life.” 
 
    He looked at me, his eyes sparkling like rare jewels. Dammit Lain, why’s your whole family gotta be this damn cute!! “T-then, you got all the drops?” 
 
    “Not all, I’m missing one. I got the rest though, some of them a few times.” 
 
    “Oh! Anything cool? Please tell me there's a skull mask!” 
 
    “Not when I beat it, but I did tell it a skull helm would be a cool low level drop. So If you train hard enough in the next eight years then, you can recover one. Maybe even start your own party!” 
 
    “Oh, skulls… I wonder if I can...” Shan said, wandering off to the job he’d neglected, his mind in the clouds. 
 
    Though I’d intended to help out today, both Lain and Des had failed to come out. So I returned to Lain’s bedroom. 
 
    They were both still sleeping, so I took off my clothes and put them back into my item storage. Even though they were both nude, I still felt weird jumping in between them. But as they both cuddled close to me, my fears vanished and I closed my eyes. 
 
    But even though my body was relaxed, my mind ran rampant. I spent my time deep inside my memories as I fell asleep.  
 
    I relived everything, but Lain and Des were with me the whole way. As I played and conned the Nuns, they were in trouble right beside me. Then when I was sent away to be a monk, they came with me, wearing their own customized gi’s. My sadness seemed to vanish as my time was spent with them instead of in my lonely study. My fights were interrupted as Lain charged in front of me and beat all my enemies. Then as I studied mantras, Des was there. She gave me all the tips I needed to succeed. 
 
    By the time I awakened, I knew what we had to do. Even though it was late in the day we gathered in the backyard. Because if I based the time I had left here by the time the barrier would hold, then we had all of two and half days. 
 
    So Lain, Des and I had a brief spar. Des had lost all of her magic, and most of her strength, but her agility had increased to the point that hitting her was an accomplishment. 
 
    Lain had some agility but no matter what, she mostly stood still and either cast spells or countered. Lain was a fortress-type. Not a tank, not a caster, but the summation of both. A fortress. The undead dungeon was her bitch, but any other dungeon would bring her to her knees. 
 
    I was still the same as always. A highly agile, reactive damage dealer with experience. Yep, a dude… 
 
    As it stands, Des is in the same position as me but given her wind scouting ability she’s more valuable. 
 
    Still, somehow, I was able to win all our sparring matches, even without trying that hard. I’ll just call it a matter of judgemental differences. 
 
    At the end of our competition we shared notes, Des was the only one with actual notes, like written notes… 
 
    But after comparing everything we reached a shared consensus. Lain didn’t move much, not as a caster or as a tank. I moved way too much, finding the best methods of attack. And Des hid, observing and biding her time. 
 
    We were Rock (Lain), Paper (Des), and Scissors (Me). 
 
    We decided then that we’d beat the undead dungeon one last time, then we’d sell our loot for travel funds so we could head towards the middle of the demonic empire. Opting for rain forests instead of deserts. 
 
    I hadn’t forgotten my curse. There was an area that I needed to go to if I ever wished to be free again. I might be hated amongst humans but west of the border I was just a former hero. So my friends there would still welcome me. I hope. 
 
    We slept, we experimented, and I still wasn’t due to be a father, but after our attempts, we were each on the same wavelength. More perverse than practical. 
 
    Afterwards we talked about our plans. I knew that Des had a contractual obligation, but Lain and I had already made up our minds that we’d follow her to be there for her. So, our first stop changed. 
 
    We left that day for the dungeon. 
 
    This dungeon was still a baby as far as dungeons went so we beat it in under a day… Sorry dungeon, but, I’m happy to see you’ve implemented several of my suggestions. I waved to it as we left through the return portal. Des was surprisingly calm the whole time, even after the doppelganger battle against her previous self. 
 
    As if it was trying to make amends, it gave Des Ferdy’s final wand as a drop. 
 
    After that we headed to town, which in retrospect was a huge mistake for so many reasons. 
 
    First, I saw the damage my fight had done. It wasn’t as bad as it could’ve been but several buildings as well as the main street were damaged. 
 
    Luckily most people just thought it was some sort of terrible storm but from the large number of people gathered at the church for offerings I could only guess that some had seen our fight. 
 
    We stopped by the creepy clothing guy’s shop to get Des some new clothes. Now that she didn’t need her bandages at all, it was time she stopped being a mummy-girl. But, she still wanted something that would cover her skin. 
 
    This caused the man to wrinkle up his nose as Des refused everything he presented. Finally in an act of merchant’s pride and outright frustration he offered to sew her something. 
 
    Des picked an interesting fabric. Black, thin, and flexible. 
 
    After taking her measurements it took him all of twenty minutes to make a body stocking out of it. She put it on under her hand-me-down dress and the shopkeeper said a prayer as he disposed of her bandages. 
 
    He also made sure to charge us for his efforts… I wonder if he’ll be praying to whatever god he served in the alley again tonight? 
 
    After that we stopped by an armor shop, and bought Des and I some leather armor. I went with the cheap stuff from the bargain bin. Hardened leather vambraces, knee, and thigh guards and a partial plate spaulder for my shield arm. 
 
    Des found a full set, black leather that the armorer assured us was from a rare midnight moon beast. I then reminded the armorer that those don’t exist… 
 
    So in the end, we got a good deal on some dyed doeskin with plate inserts. In other words, poor-man’s chainmail but Des looked great in it, good enough that she didn’t need her dress anymore. And though it’s normally a demerit, the hidden plates meant they wouldn’t shine and give away her position. 
 
    Des had always been a sort of blend of things before. She could cast, she could use most weapons and she was quick. But now, she was a little slower, and all she had left of her wind magic was her ability to sense the wind’s flow. So that meant her role had changed. 
 
    She was no longer a front-line damage dealer, now she needed to stay away from the action. But that didn’t make her any less useful. It just meant she needed to hide and choose her targets more carefully. Back when I spent those weeks with her, I’d taught her about setting ambushes and when she became known as an adventurer, she put it to practice. So when we tested her new role in the undead dungeon, she was amazing. Of course the legendary claws helped, but I also decided to get her a few throwing knives and a small crossbow with a pulley. 
 
    I knew she’d gotten used to throwing her daggers a long time ago, so I wasn’t worried about the knives but the crossbow will take her some time to learn. I also chose that instead of a bow, because she wasn’t strong enough for that yet. 
 
    It’s funny, before I started adventuring, I used to think that bowmen were the skinny guys in the back, but no! They were the guys with the hugest arms. Drawing a bow, holding it for a shot and even stringing it took a great deal of upper body strength. 
 
    Then as I mused at the thought of Des with buff arms, we wandered into the adventurer’s guild. 
 
    That was my second mistake. I knew it almost immediately when the normally rowdy atmosphere fell silent other than a few nervous coughs. 
 
    “B-Boyo!?” The guildmaster leaped over his bar, toppling half full mugs as he walked towards me, turning paler with each step. 
 
    “Um, Lain?” I whispered, “what’s going on?” 
 
    “Oh yeah... teehee?” 
 
    “BOYO!!!” The guildmaster tackled me and rolled my sleeve up, checking my arm. 
 
    Well, this isn’t what I wanted to do today. 
 
    He helped me up and raised my arm in the air. “See here, folks, this is proof that drunks really do have nine lives!” 
 
    “Isn’t that cats?” 
 
    “Ah, yer not drunk enough yet! Drink up everyone, and become immortal!!” 
 
    I felt a shiver but before I could grab Lain it was already too late. 
 
    Before this moment, I never knew I could tango, but now, not only was I doing it with the grizzled guildmaster, but he was keeping up.  
 
    “La lala lala la la la. Hey!” Lain said, clapping to the beat as the rest joined her. 
 
    Is this a wedding now? Is the guildmaster the bride? 
 
    I looked down at the old man as he fluttered his eyelashes. Oh so you’re just going to play along are you? 
 
    After the dance was done, Lain kissed me, and everyone tossed coppers at us. I took a bow, gathered my coin and we headed into the back as the guildmaster grabbed an old bottle of scotch. 
 
    “Boyo! I’m glad you’re alive!” 
 
    “Uh, me too?” 
 
    Sensing that my level of drunkenness was nowhere near his, he poured four shots of scotch, then pushed all but one over to me. Both Des and Lain were extreme lightweights and I didn’t really feel like spending the night here so I quickly drank them. 
 
    But as I drained the last one, the guildmaster’s eyes flashed and the other two shots were refilled. The hell!? Was that a skill? Did he just use a skill to pour more shots? 
 
    I felt Lain reaching out behind me, and grabbed both shots at once, downing them. This asshole! Not only is he making me get daydrunk, he’s forcing me to down good scotch which should be savored. And he's making Lain look at me with a cute little frown… Well, I’m okay with that, slightly sad Lain, I’ll just save that image for later. 
 
    “So,” he said, slapping a few gold coins on the desk. “The killin’ spree’s stopped and I’m guessing we have you to thank.” He then sifted through his desk and tossed me a sealed letter. “That there’s my account of your death. Since yer a hero and all, I was gonna send that to the court but I was dragon-ass. So I’ll leave it up to you, do you want to play dead for a while?” 
 
    As I held the letter in my hand, I thought it out. It’s not like anyone from the kingdom is seeking me out and it’s not possible to change the name in my status. But, if I was going to take the same route Aundre did and just settle down on a farm somewhere it’d be perfect. 
 
    “Is it okay if I hold onto this for a while? I still have borders to cross and things to do but someday when everything’s settled,” I took Lain’s hand. “I’d love to settle down and live out the rest of my life with my family.” 
 
    Lain squeezed my hand and I watched as her lip quivered and her eyes became big watery messes. “No, I can’t just wrap her up into a cocoon and feed her smooches… Shit!” 
 
    “You can!” Lain said, hugging me from behind. “You can…” She whispered. 
 
    The guildmaster dried his eyes and downed another shot. “Of course ya can Boyo, but after all that’s happened, ya need to make yerself scarce either way.” 
 
    “No worries there, we’re headed to the Demon Empire. I have to tie up some unfinished business, then maybe I’ll send this letter.” 
 
    “Won’t it look funny?” He said, leaning forward. “The former hero going back to demon lands?” 
 
    “To the kingdom, yes. But I have a lot of ties there. Orphanages, friends, pupils and enemies. Besides, it’s not like the kingdom will stop me from leaving. They’ve all but given me the boot already.” 
 
    He nodded and smacked his lips. “Not the case Boyo. Is it okay if we discuss this with your, um, friends here?” 
 
    “Of course, Lain is my wife, in lue of a ceremony and Des was my pupil. They already know all there is to know about me.” 
 
    “Yeah, I get that, but things ain’t gonna be pleasant, so maybe they’d better go back to the bar.” 
 
    “Actually, I can’t even talk normally without Lain, and Des is, well, Des. So it’s fine, trust me.” 
 
    He sighed and closed his eyes for a moment. “Look here, Boyo. The kingdom only does two things with former heros. They employ’em or destroy’em and you ain't been offered any contracts, have ya? You did well by disappearing the way you did but when you get to a border checkpoint, that’s it. They’ll know who ya are and where you are. You’ll be labeled a traitor right then and there and they’ll do everything in their power to kill you. They aren’t about to risk you defecting.” 
 
    I slid the letter back over to him. “Then go ahead and send this in. There are other ways to cross the border.” Ways that need a bucket of gold...or not. I have a way! 
 
    But I wonder how that demon found me. Maybe when I use unbind, I’m sending out some sort of signal. Nothing precise but definitely something trackable. Well, as long as I keep moving after I fly over the border, it shouldn’t matter. 
 
    I took the gold, and he gave me the rest of the scotch as a parting gift. His warning might have saved our asses. Because if things had played out differently I would’ve been carelessly trying to pass through a well guarded gate, facing forces strong enough to take down demons. 
 
    With that, we only had one more stop to make. 
 
    This town was still small enough that it didn’t have slums in a traditional sense, but it did have a section where the poorer people lived. Parties would usually rent a place together, often starting out here, then moving to better places after they raised their ranks and began earning more. But, this party would never be able to do that now. 
 
    We went to visit the dread sorceress, Mina. Lain’s former party member and antagonist but also a victim to the demon that had baited me. We’d recently gotten another bottle of Panacea and although we could never regrow her tongue, it would at least sooth her pain. 
 
    If I could use temporal magic or if Lain somehow obtained the miracle Perfect Heal, then, we could regrow her parts, but for now we’d have to settle for this. 
 
    When we knocked we were greeted by her mother who’d moved in to help. Then guided upstairs to where Mina rested. We were reminded of Des which hit us hard. I thought back to her snide comments filled with pride then to her cheerful drunken state. In the end, she was just a person, a victim. 
 
    Her eyes lit up as she saw us, then she began to gag. The church had sealed her wounds, but she was still in a pitiful state. I raised her head, and had her drink the entire bottle of Panacea. 
 
    Lain brushed her hair, and talked with her, even though she could only respond with noises and nods. Then, after everything, we left, promising to visit again someday. 
 
    After I rid myself of this curse, I’ll be able to resurrect and restore. I knew her before, so I can still remember her. The church be damned, I’ll help her myself. Not because she deserves it, but because I saw Lain’s face as they talked. 
 
    In hard times, old grudges can be forgotten. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23: Return to Grass - Shtulls  
 
      
 
    We headed southeast, hitching a ride with a merchant caravan in return for fending off beasts and bandits. All Lain had to do was flash her status and we were hired on the spot. They were even kind enough to share some of their travel rations with us. 
 
    There were few beasts. As I said before, dungeon monsters are just dumbed down murder machines whereas beasts in the wild are more concerned with their day to day needs and survival. Bandits on the other hand, yeah… 
 
    We’d all had to kill people before but these bandits weren’t the normal sort. Rather than military deserters or private militia, they were just poor people who took up arms to feed their families. It was rough on all of us. Des more so than Lain and I. I guess she saw a bit of herself in them. 
 
    What the hell is the king doing? How could he let things get so bad that farmers would turn their tools into weapons? I did gain a warscythe from it, but it wasn’t something I was happy about. It was more a promise made from my Blademaster roots. A promise to honor a weapon forged from sacrifice. 
 
    That night, we didn’t fool around like we normally would but we still held each other and mana cycled. Sometimes it’s easy to dismiss Des as being calloused or jaded but she wasn’t, not at all. She was a person who’d lived a very hard life and her sense of empathy was the real deal. 
 
    She had her coping mechanisms, her pride but that night, she cried and I was reminded of how precious she was to me. This was a woman that I’d saved, that I’d mentored...that I’d left. No matter what life threw at her, she still held on, fighting tooth and nail but when she cried like this, she was suddenly a girl again. 
 
    Lain gave me permission to hold her as we slept and I’ll never forget how her tears felt on my arm or how she tried her best not to wake us with her crying. None of us slept well that night, and halfway into the next day, we’d reached our destination.  
 
    The Lands of House Grass. ...Grassland, yep they’re super creative. 
 
    If Lain’s town was small, this place was tiny. The merchants we were traveling with were only here to trade fabrics for grain. Even in the large square there were few peddlers and of those present, most were selling vegetables. It’s likely that for whatever reason, this place was overtaxed and underfunded. 
 
    Des told us a bit of history as we started our long walk to her former master’s estates. 
 
    Once upon a long time ago, there were several low level dungeons in this area, making it a sort of low level hub for adventurers and merchants. But the Grass family, having earned their nobility through military valor, had a certain tradition. I’d heard this part twice now, but this time was different. Now I was mad. Yes, dungeons kill people, that’s a well established fact but, they also help out local economies. 
 
    By crushing all the dungeons here, House Grass had traded their people’s livelihoods in exchange for what? Pride? Perceived honor? Screw House Grass! 
 
    I was fuming all the way up to the gates where Des had a breakdown. She not only had to face the memory of Ferdy’s death but also the realization that it actually happened. That this wasn’t some sort of dream and now she would have to tell his mother that her son was never coming home. 
 
    We rang the bell and waited for upwards of an hour as Lain and I sat with Des. As her former Master, it kills me to see her like this but as her current lover, it felt like someone had reached their hand inside me and ripped out my stomach. It’s a feeling that I actually knew now.  
 
    Rather than dwelling on things, I pulled her into my lap and held her tightly until she regained some semblance of sanity. This person was my responsibility now and I’d be damned if she continued to spill tears for some dumbass house with it’s foolish traditions. True, Ferdy was innocent, but everyone else, they could take a long hike off a short cliff. Des never cried before, not when she was an abused kid selling herself and not when I pushed her to her limits while training her. 
 
    Her tears are more precious than diamonds and rarer still. 
 
    Finally, a butler greeted us. Des had to show her status before they’d believe it was her but the second she did, the butler’s face went white. 
 
    What followed was a long slow walk as Des struggled to put one foot in front of the other. I could tell she wanted to run, but she’d already made her mind up to face the music. 
 
    We were guided to a small room beside the antechamber and served tea that mostly consisted of hot water while the butler went to fetch his master. 
 
    I held Des as she shook like a leaf in my arms. If Lain hadn’t allowed things to go as they did, I can’t imagine Des facing this alone. I looked at Lain and mouthed a thank you as she just stared at us with her puppy dog eyes. 
 
    Lain and I are closer than any two people can be, but right now we both knew that Des needed us. 
 
    “Ehmm!” The butler cleared his throat and I separated from Des. “The mistress of the house will see you now. Right this way Ms. Desdemona.” 
 
    “I’m coming with her.” I said as I stood. 
 
    “No, no you certainly are not! The mistress will see her and no one else.” 
 
    “Then the mistress will see no one!” I said. 
 
    I took Des’s hand and started to pull her away but she stopped me. “Mas— Shtulls, it’s okay. I need to tell her, she’s not a bad person, so.” 
 
    “Shtulls!” The butler said, his cheeks flushing slightly. “That, Shtulls?” 
 
    “Yes, that bloody Shtulls, so know now that if anything, no matter how small happens to her, you will face the man who took down a Demonic Emperor. I’ll tear this mansion apart brick by bloody brick then rebuild it using your entrails as mortar. Ya dig me, Jeeves?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Right this was Ms. Desdemona,” he said, purposely ignoring me. 
 
    I watched as he guided her up the stairs with a sinking feeling in my gut. Something felt wrong here, very wrong. Rather than answering my statement he didn’t even acknowledge it. 
 
    Des hesitated for a second on the stairs but he just shoved her as if her feelings didn’t matter. I understood that this house had lost a son, but Des had done all she could to save him. 
 
    I didn’t know what awaited at the top of those stairs, but I knew it wouldn’t be pleasant for her. I struggled to fight away my urges to rush to her side. But the harder I fought, the stronger I shivered. A cold feeling crept up my spine, so fervent and relentless that it caused me to bend backwards. 
 
    I desperately turned to Lain and she ran over, kissing me. But this time, that wasn’t enough. She had to hold me in place, pinning my arms and what was normally easy suddenly became a contest of strength. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24: The End of a Life - Des 
 
      
 
    Thank you Master, Lain...but whatever happens to me, I deserve it. Ferdy was a good boy and it’s my fault for letting him rush me. As my contract dictated, all decisions about provisions, preparations and rather or not to advance fell to him but if I’d pushed, he would’ve listened. In the end, I knew better, his life rested in my hands and I let him down. 
 
    I still fulfilled the contract, but I’d lost that sweet boy. He didn’t deserve to die like that, screaming in agony as he… 
 
    I had to stop or I’d vomit. I saw Shtulls looking up at me, his eyes wild. Somehow that gave me the strength to go on. I’d finally won him over, that once stoic master. The only man to show me that I was in control of my life. Other’s took where he gave, and now, he gave me everything. 
 
    I swallowed my bile as the butler shoved me. Jeeves? I would laugh, but if I tried, all that would come out would be tears. 
 
    From the noises below, I can tell that Shtull’s curse is running rampant. What was it he told me? That it gets worse when he’s tense, or nervous or scared.  
 
    So his curse is like my glasses. When he bought me my first pair, that was when the world finally changed for me. I could suddenly see, and the first face I saw was his. Smiling and suddenly sheepish, he was like some big dumb dog. It was clear that he wasn’t wanting to be thanked, I think he was just happy that I was happy. But it gave me a certain sense of self that I never had before. 
 
    Those glasses were gone now. I don’t know why I never bought another pair. No, I do know…but I’m just hiding, aren’t I? Burying myself in memories to avoid facing things. 
 
    The butler knocked on the door and I heard the mistress say “enter,” but her voice lacked its usual warmth. It was so cold that it sent chills down my spine. 
 
    If I had Shtulls’ curse then maybe I’d barge in and say something terrible yet liberating but I don’t. Now there’s only me, and what I’ll say is anything but funny. 
 
    The butler opened the door and I stepped through. She had two fully armed guards flanking her, and the butler locked the door behind us. 
 
    She looked up at me with large bags under her eyes, her cheeks still stained with tears. “So, what happened to my son?” 
 
    As I recounted things, she sat in silence. I told her about how we’d all but defeated the first dungeon but failed to find the core. Then I told her about what happened afterwards. 
 
    After going all the way through a young dungeon, Ferdy’s confidence had overtaken his judgement. So we charged forward to our next target. He was over-eager so he didn’t buy a map and even though I’d normally research a dungeon, we didn’t do that either. If we had, then there’s no doubt that we would’ve been fine. Especially since Shtulls was there all we had to do was reach out to him. 
 
    Instead we rushed headlong into a status inducing fiend. Physical armor meant nothing, and even magic wards were melted away. The undead Chimera didn’t have that much going for it in terms of regular attacks but with three heads, all inducing debilitating statuses, we were doomed the moment we stepped into the room. 
 
    She listened patiently, her eyes resembling a dead fish. It was obvious that she’d known for some time. Probably from the moment I entered town. I’d already shown my status to the merchants along with Lain. We were being careful about showing Shtulls’ status after what the guildmaster said but mine should’ve been fine. 
 
    She opened one of the drawers on her desk and held up a silver blade. She lightly pressed her thumb to it and watched as her blood trickled down. 
 
    “I have nothing…it’s all gone. No husband, no heirs. Our town is dying, and I’m alone.” She bid me to sit, then slid the blade towards me. “You know what you have to do.” I picked up the knife as the guards leveled their halberds at my throat. “If you don’t do it, then they’ll do it for you.” 
 
    The butler sat a bucket in front of me and guided my hand to my throat. “If you would Ms.” 
 
    I see, they don’t want me to make a mess. Makes sense, I wouldn’t want to sully her study… I guess I’ve had my fill, no… noo… I don’t want this! Ferdy was a good boy, but this isn’t how things end for me! 
 
    My hand began to shake as the guards pressed the point of their polarms to my throat. 
 
    I took a deep breath remembering that Shtulls and Lain were waiting down below. I wasn’t expecting to be saved but instead I was thinking about what would happen when I was gone. Ferdy’s mom wasn’t a cruel woman but right now, she was distraught. If I put myself in her shoes then I know fullwell what she’s going through. 
 
    I moved the knife to my wrists as the guards backed off a bit. 
 
    If I was killed, then Shtulls would probably use unbind and tear this place apart, so it had to be like this. It had to be me...  
 
    I thought back on the past few weeks and I couldn’t do it… I couldn’t bring myself to die… I looked up at the mistress but she was already staring out of the window. To her, my death was just an afterthought. 
 
    “M-mistress, please—” 
 
    “Why are you still breathing!” The butler said, grabbing my hand and forcing the knife into my skin. 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “What!?” 
 
    “I won’t do this, not after everything Master’s done to keep me alive! I won’t—” 
 
    The door shattered into splinters as a pantless man burst through causing everyone to gasp in shock. 
 
    “Caw caw! It is I, Cocke-man!” 
 
    Suddenly all seriousness went out the window as Shtulls stood there wearing a ridiculous rooster helmet waiving his, uh, self around like a chain weapon.  
 
    He petrified one of the guards. “I see you're hard, but I’m harder still!” He looked at the other guard then pecked at the air. “Show me your worm, I’ll give it a gobble.” 
 
    He used a heavy handed shield bash on the butler who crumpled like a wet piece of paper. He then grabbed the other guard’s halberd and began stroking it. “You like that big boy, Cocke-man likes it, he likes it a lot. Maybe we rub them together with a little oil… Mmm, I’ll take real good care of it.” 
 
    The guard dropped his weapon in shear revulsion and drew his side-arm. 
 
    “Oh, you wanna pierce me with that little stubbly thing? Cacaw!!” 
 
    I won’t say what Shtulls did next, but as the guard crashed through the window I saw Shtulls’ tears glisten, falling like shooting stars in the night’s sky. 
 
    I don’t know if it was shock, relief or disbelief but I burst out laughing. He’s so sad, but he’s saying and doing these things! He’s...the Mistress is traumatized but her eyes are glued to his crotch. 
 
    This is my Master, the man who saved me, now cawing and pecking at nothing while calling himself Cocke-man and openly sobbing. Where did we all go wrong? 
 
    “Hello, misses, you can bend over or I can take someone else in trade. Either way, this worm’s looking for a forever home…” 
 
    Rather than dealing with Shtull’s crazy, she moved slowly towards the window. She picked up a piece of glass and, Shtulls stopped her. Then in a moment so awkward it even made me cringe, he held her hand up, forcing her to release the glass. “It’d be a shame to waste that booty, girl. You got all right curves in all the best places. Imma wreck your shit, full frontal, forced! Imma pull that hair and—” 
 
    “Stop, Sh--er, C-Cocke-man… Um… Release her!” I said, suddenly playing a part. I could see his eyes, eyes that cried, kill me now! “Spare this fair damsel for I shall sacrifice myself in her place!” 
 
    Lain was a few minutes too late to stop what happened next. Shtulls was forceful with me, as he stripped me. But it was clear he was relieved as he bent me over the desk. Both of us already knew that our parts wouldn’t fit together so he faked it. All while the Mistress watched, wide eyed and a little too interested. 
 
    Even though she’d just received the news she never wanted to hear. People have an instinct tied closely to fear. I knew that better than most because I’d lived it. When faced with certain death, then immediately granted survival, that’s when a person wants to breed the most. And right now, with her blood full of adrenaline, she was helpless in front of Cocke-man. 
 
    I was too, for the same reasons. Just moments earlier, I was weighing how I should die, but now Shtulls was slapping his meat between my thighs in an effort to appease my mistress. And Lain was just standing in the doorway making a donut face while holding Shtulls’ pants.  
 
    Somehow during his pantomime play he accidentally pulled back too far and thrust in too readily. The feeling that followed reminded me of when I first lost my virginity. It was a mix of pain and pleasure that only lasted a second before he tried to pull away. But something stopped him, and that was when I felt Cocke-man’s wrath. 
 
    Tears filled my eyes as I looked towards my former mistress. She swallowed heavily as she edged around the room to see where we were connected. Lain hung back with a knowing smile and suddenly my wooden friend's collection lost all meaning. 
 
    This was the real deal, the thing I’d always wanted but it came at the worst time. Even if it was to save my life, I, no we had lost someone. I began to cry, as my insides were ravaged. I felt thankful, sad and excited. But more than anything else I felt guilty. What was running down my legs? Was it my blood, his seed or my piss? I didn’t care anymore. 
 
    I knew that Lain was behind me and the mistress stood to the side. Yet neither said a word. When I focused, I could feel everything. Most of what I felt was pain, but as my heart beat harder, it turned into warmth. 
 
    Shtulls had turned my terrible fate into something different. He’d perverted it into an exhibition. From the gaps in his steady thrusts, I could almost feel the very moment when he regained control but that didn’t stop him. Instead he just rolled me over on the desk so we could look into each other’s eyes. 
 
    His thrusts changed, he was suddenly more gentle, pulling back when I winced. I could tell that he was going to finish what his curse had started. 
 
    “Des,” He said, bending over me. “I’m not hurting you am I?” 
 
    “It’s fine,” I said, realizing that I was finally one with him. This wasn’t a fantasy, right now we were doing it. I’d somehow managed to take some of him in and he was struggling to last. I wrapped my legs around his waist. “Come, just finish inside… I want to feel it! That moment when you fill me!” 
 
    “I can’t,” he said, panting. “This isn’t how it should happen!” 
 
    “But it is happening… How do I feel?” 
 
    He let loose a long moan and suddenly it felt like my insides were sucked out as he pulled back. Moments later his seed coated my stomach as he ground himself between my legs. 
 
    Then, we ran as he carried me, Lain chasing behind us yelling “Pants!” 
 
    We dressed at the gate, and Shtulls removed his helmet showing his face to me. His cheeks were flushed and even after we rejoined the merchant caravan, each time he looked my way, he’d suddenly find a spot of ground to focus on. 
 
    I guess he wasn’t lying earlier. Even as I am now, he definitely sees me as a woman. Though everything that happened in the Grass Mansion was traumatic, he stood up for me in his own way. And from our lack of pursuers, I could gather that the mistress either forgave me or was too shocked to move. 
 
    Lain offered to use Greater Heal but I refused. As my blood dripped down, I finally felt whole. I’d left my time there behind and moved on, taking a step towards my goal.  
 
    Ferdy was gone and somewhere inside me I knew that but today I’d passed my final hurdle. Now I could remember him as he was without dread or foreboding. I don’t think he would’ve wanted me to slit my wrists into a bucket and honestly I don’t think his mother wanted that either. 
 
    Shtulls held me in his lap again but now that we knew that we could, join. I felt like it should’ve been awkward but it wasn’t. There was something pure between us. When he held me, there was no lust there, no negative feelings at all. I only felt calm, like suddenly all was right in the world and I was safe. Protected by some special bond. 
 
    I looked up at Lain, expecting her to say something like: ‘Bitch, you done took my man!’ But she only smiled back, blinking softly as she leaned on Shtulls, her eyes gently closing. 
 
    “Is this okay? I mean, any of this?” 
 
    “Des,” Shtulls said, holding me tighter. “We’re all a long ways away from okay. But this place…” He stopped and tilted my face towards his. “It doesn’t matter. I didn’t hurt you did I? I mean, when we—” 
 
    “Honestly,” I answered. “That situation was so chaotic and sad that it was hard to focus. How would you feel if you fell off a cliff and an angel showed up, then had rough sex with you while you fell. It’s not like I hated it, but the timing…” 
 
    “Yeah, sorry about that. I really never wanted to hurt you but I could feel it. There was something wrong there. They treated you like a cow off to the slaughter and well, I guess they won’t be sending any letters to the royal court about this at least. I—” 
 
    I leaned up and kissed him. Before he’d jerked back, but this time he met my lips, pushing back and tickling my tongue with his. 
 
    I’ve met Shtulls twice now. Both of those times, I was at my lowest and both times he’d pulled me back up so I could stand again. But tonight was the first time I felt like I stood beside him. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25: Pet - Shtulls 
 
      
 
    I don’t know when, but somehow we’d all fallen asleep in the carriage. If this was a paid job, then we’d all be fired right about now but it wasn’t and we’d already saved their bacon once. 
 
    In my dreary state as the morning light colluded with the merchant’s loud voices to rob me of my slumber, I remembered yesterday. 
 
    If I could erase one day in my life, it wouldn’t be mooning the queen, it wouldn’t be making out with her holiness, it would be yesterday. 
 
    Nothing about yesterday was right, not a single damn thing! It was— 
 
    “Mm...Master…” Des said, rubbing her eyes as she smiled up at me. “Is it time to get up?” 
 
    Well, one good thing happened yesterday, but even that was bad. 
 
    I looked down into Des’ bloodshot eyes as a turbulent mix of horrible emotions flooded me. She didn’t deserve what I’d done to her, even though she played along, giving me her consent. What I did then may have saved her life and given house Grass an adversary so terrible that Des would be forgotten, but I’d still pushed things too far. So to speak. 
 
    Either way, it didn’t sit right with me. 
 
    Des had fallen asleep in my arms, so as is my habit with her, I held her. A Master and Pupil have a certain bond. It should be a distant one, but it never was with us. Maybe because when I first met her, she was just a seventeen year old girl who needed love and approval more than she needed training or maybe it’s because it’s just comfortable. 
 
    Either way now that we’re lovers and I’ve obliterated the last wall between us in a spectacular fashion, holding her feels right. 
 
    After staring into her eyes a moment too long, I spoke, “you should have Lain heal you before the damage becomes permanent.” 
 
    She sighed and nestled into the crook of my arm. “No.” 
 
    “No!? Why the hell not? Des, your neck, your wrist, your—” 
 
    “Exactly. What was it you said? Our scars are like signs of our character, badges. I will bear these scars and no one will take them away!” 
 
    Ever the pupil. 
 
    I kissed her. I didn’t want her to feel like a mistress or a concubine. Lain had accepted her, and had me do the same, so I know she cares about us both and honestly I’ve always cared about Des. It was never sexual until just recently but she was a person that I never wanted to fail. If I hadn’t cared about her and saw myself in her, then I’d never have taken her in. 
 
    “I made excuses like ‘I’m paying it forward’ and ‘she’ll be fine’ but was she fine? I blame myself for her behavior with Helena and her manic attraction to me because I showed her favor when no one else would. I dragged her out of the same slump I’d been in before and… Screw you, Curse!” 
 
    Des looked up at me, completely awake now. “The same slump?” 
 
    “No, not exactly, but the look in your eyes was the same as mine. The look of someone who saw the world they had to live in and said ‘ah, is that all there is.’ Someone to whom death not only loomed but was welcomed.” I ran my hand down her face and behind her neck massaging it. “It hurts there, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “How did you kno—” 
 
    “Because you clench your jaw too much. And now that you’ve gotten older I can see the start of frown lines where dimples should be. I’d never compare my measly hardships to yours but somehow we’ve both ended up the same. But, at least things have changed between us, now. I won't look down on you anymore. Now we live and die together, and though death still looms, I’d like to think we’re better off alive. At least if we stand together we won’t die alone.” 
 
    “Says the old man,” Des finally smiled. “To a woman ten years younger. 
 
    “Schtuuls!!” Lain said, slapping me hard enough that I saw stars. “Look! BACON!!” She smacked her mouth a few times before her eyes shot open. “Did someone say Bacon!?” 
 
    “Yeah Lain, you did…” I responded, kissing her forehead. 
 
    “O-oh, sorry. Did we stop?” 
 
    “Yep, I think we’ve gone as far as they’ll take us. If we stay longer then we’ll be right back where we started. We should—mmph!” I stopped short as Des forced a kiss on me. Well, not forced, she just kissed me without warning and while I was speaking. 
 
    There was a dynamic between them that I was mostly oblivious to. It’s obvious they’d spoken at length about what they wanted and how to get it. But things like this made me uncomfortable. I cared for Des, more than almost anyone else. But I loved Lain, as far as I was concerned, Des’s feminine charms were a new thing and even though I knew her before Lain, our connection wasn’t as deep yet. 
 
    But that was all a one-sided thought. To Des, our connection was deeper than the ocean. She knew everything about me, but I only knew bits and pieces about her. Only time can fill these gaps and I was willing to give her whatever she wanted because even if I didn’t know her, I wanted to. And I can’t deny that ignoring her physical state, she was gorgeous.  
 
    “Des is feminine, loyal to the point of obsession, confident, only when it comes to me, honest enough to face death for her mistakes and gracious enough to forgive me for what I did. She worked the farm, when even the slightest task made her wince in pain—dammit!” 
 
    “Mas—Shtulls… Have you been watching me this whole time?” 
 
    “Don’t be a fool, of course I have. I’ve cared about you from the moment I first saw you but things couldn’t have become anything other than what they were. You understand that, don’t y—” 
 
    “They could have.” Des said, looking at me with her honest eyes. “If either of us had really tried. But you were married then and you made it clear to me that you weren’t looking to replace your wife. Even to the point of charming our waitress for free food all those times.” 
 
    “Shhh!” I whispered into Des’s ear as she quivered. “After all of Runes shit and my preaching… Lain’s going to go ape-shi—” 
 
    “Free food!!” Lain slapped me on the back. “Fuck yeah!” 
 
    And I’m reminded again why I love this woman. 
 
    “Lain…” I said, staring into her eyes. 
 
    “Shtulls…” She said, her eyes beginning to water. 
 
    “Lain!” I said louder, proclaiming her name! 
 
    “Shtulls!” She said with a suddenly serious expression. 
 
    “Lai—” 
 
    “So,” A merchant said, peeking in. “You lot’s awake then, yeah? How’s ‘bout getting some grub then helpin’ us unload. We ain’t all goin’ the same direction from ‘ere. So after that, Toodaloo ‘n shit! Get goin!” 
 
    We hopped out, and after establishing where we were, we helped them exchange cargo and wished them well as we parted ways. 
 
    From here, we’d be traveling on foot towards the border. Originally I’d joked to myself about leaving from the capital, but in all actuality, I couldn’t even enter the capital. Likewise with any of the trade cities close to the border. I’d prefer to venture a little farther north but it’s not like it made that much of a difference. 
 
    None of us were pure human and the number of mutts grew the closer to the border you got, so only Lain would be held apart but in a good way as she was a demi with her subrace identified in her status. Des and I could always pretend to be her slaves. 
 
    I tried not to realize how true that probably was. Instead I thought about how we’d need to branch west before we hit our first trading city. Even if the demon-kin didn’t know my face, they’d know my name and after that who knows what would seep up to challenge me. 
 
    I still have one of each forms of demon currency, kept as a souvenir. Four crystals, so roughly 180 in value, or ten nights in a shitty inn plus food expenses from cheap stalls. 
 
    We’d need to hunt as much as possible from here on or we’d end up falling short. I still had a good surplus of dried fish and Lain had her cured meats but that wouldn’t last forever. 
 
    I guess we could find work over there, but I only had a loose idea of what that was. They didn’t have an adventurer’s guild instead they segmented everything as much as possible. So if we wanted to kill beasts we’d join the hunter’s guild. If we wanted to kill people/demons then we’d join the assassin’s guild and if we wanted to protect stuff we’d join the mercenaries guild. 
 
    We had one small tent. A fact neither Des nor Lain seemed to care much about but when going over the eight hour rotation, with one person being awake for sixteen hours between shifts, they complained. 
 
    I had to explain it to them, if we all just took turns sleeping then we’d just be stationary. We still needed to travel. Of course we could also do 6 or four hour shifts but with Des' body, Lain’s needs and my being drained, we settled on eight with Des taking the middle shift. 
 
    Sorry, but that’s just how it has to be. Beasts don’t care if you’re awake or asleep. To them we’re all just tasty cakes with legs. That being said, they too are tasty and plentiful. If stewed with my salted fish or Lain’s cured meats...oh yeah! 
 
    However, unlike a dungeon, from this point on, water wasn’t guaranteed. I’d saved what I could, not from planning, but just because when I was living in a dungeon, I had the bottles and the boredom to test the limits of when holy fonts stopped healing. Still eight bottles split by three is less than three bottles per person per day. Shit, we need to hurry! 
 
    We ran through the forest towards the border wall which loomed in the distance as tall as any mountain. Though it normally served as a strong deterrent, to us it was a beacon.  
 
    We were all well aware that we were a long way away from a church. If we were injured, then we’d be completely reliant on Lain’s healing and Des’ claws (for her). 
 
    Nothing new to me, but for them, it was a hard realization. 
 
    “Wait!” Lain said after a half day’s travel. “Shtulls, what’s that? Is it one of those cute things!! Oh my god, yess!!” 
 
    “No! Stop…” I spoke as I barely managed to stop her from hugging a suspicious slime to death. “First of all, it’s blue. Do you see any blue vegetation around here? Also, there! It’s nucleus. If you look close enough, it has a little face.” 
 
    “Oooh~ I want it! Lain smush!” 
 
    “No, Lain doesn’t!” 
 
    “Awe...why not!?” 
 
    “Because, blue is the color of Shumareteth, god of tamers. In other words, keep low and watch. Blue Slimes and Fenrirs are granted to his chosen warriors. Also, if you happened to kill them, then you’d invoke Shumereteth’s wrath which would make all beasts hostile to you until the day you died.” 
 
    Pop! 
 
    We all watched as a person suddenly poofed into existence a few yards away. He was a small guy, maybe fifteen years old. 
 
    “Yes!! I’m in a fantasy world!” He moved his hand through the air manipulating some unseen thing, then as he looked around, he froze. “Woah! Is that a slime!?” 
 
    He drew his sword and attacked it, killing the friendly slime in one stroke as he celebrated, swiping through the air again. 
 
    Pop! 
 
    “Fuuu—” Lain started but I held my hand over her mouth to stop her. 
 
    This poor bastard was definitely a tamer, and that slime existed as his first pet. God knows how I envied this guy. I had more than a few offworld tamers in my squad and if I learned nothing else, I at least learned that if trained correctly then a slime can make for fantastic fake boobs to sleep on… But this fool just showed open hostility to the god that summoned him, turning all beasts against him, including that massive blue fenrir that just poofed into existence right behind him. 
 
    None of us stirred as the massive wolf ate the very person it should’ve served then just as suddenly vanished. 
 
    “Shtulls,” Lain said, digging her nails into my arm. “We could’ve saved them, we could—” 
 
    “No, after he killed that slime his—” 
 
    “Not him, the slime! It was so cute and bouncy! It could’ve been like a tit-pillow, but he...he… Shtulls? Why are you—mmph. I love you to—mmph…” 
 
    I couldn’t help but to smother her in smooches, this woman, she is truly my other half. “Lain…” 
 
    “Yes…” 
 
    “As long as I have you, I don’t need any slimes.” 
 
    Lain looked up at me in full puppy mode and I— 
 
    “Mas—Shtulls! That fenrir, is looking our way.” Des said. 
 
    “But I thought it vanished whe—” I couldn’t even process things as the artificial wolf launched an attack behind us. 
 
    Shit! If it’s fast enough that I couldn’t even see it get behind us then how can we defeat it without killing it? 
 
    “Oh great Faf, er, Fenrir. I Shtulls, the last hero command—shit! Calm down and—dammit!” I was dodging wind attacks, fangs and claws, spammed at the same rate you’d expect from a dungeon boss. “You know, I didn’t ask for this, and I could give—fuck! Less than two craps about you or who you killed but I won’t die just because you want me to.” 
 
    It opened its mouth to growl. “That man, he was supposed to be considerate, caring and faithful to us but he killed one of my famil—” 
 
    “I ain’t him, blue. I’m ju—” 
 
    “Ah-aah! You named me!? How could an inferior being like—” 
 
    “Wifey kick!!” Lain called out, drop-kicking the fenrir. It took the brutal impact of Lain’s full on physical attack and smashed through several trees before hacking up blood and folding into the fetal position. 
 
    “Noo!” Des screamed gently scratching the fenrir with her claw weapon as it blinked at her in utter confusion, it’s hind leg twitching. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Uoogh…” It whimpered. “Named, defeated and treated as a pet… This is why I hate locals…” 
 
    After it was clear that the fenrir wasn’t hostile anymore, Lain healed it. 
 
    “You,” it said. “Armored woman, you may pet me now.” 
 
    Lain squealed and buried her hands in the fenrir’s soft fur, making me a little jealous. Des on the other hand had crawled on top of it and was peeking out at me like some sort of fenrir pup. Or maybe it’s closer to when you see a cat sleeping on a dog, either way it gave me a strange happy feeling. 
 
    Though I’d wanted to make it to the border wall today, I guess it can’t be helped. 
 
    “Alright, we’ll set up camp here tonight.” I said, to mostly def ears. 
 
    As we cooked, the fenrir watched us, and I watched it. Though it didn’t seem hostile, it was still extremely dangerous. 
 
    “Hooman! What are your intentions for this one.” It said, staring at me with its golden eyes as if appraising me. 
 
    “First of all, not a ‘hooman’ and secondly, I have no intentions. You were poofed here by your god, probably in retaliation for your tamer’s transgressions. Why you’re still here, how’re you still here, I have no clue bu—” 
 
    “Form a contract with me!” It more demanded, than said. 
 
     “Ooh, ooh!” Lain said, doing a little hop. “Do it, doo iit!!” 
 
    I sighed struggling to not be swayed by her cuteness. “Lain, a pet is a huge responsibility. I mean we’ll have to feed it, brush it, walk it and pick up its poo when we’re in a city. And my god, just imagine that thing’s poo, it’d be the size of your leg. Not only that, but—” 
 
    “Oy,” It said, but I shushed it. 
 
    “I’m speaking to Lain, wait your turn. Then there’s the expenses, Troll bones for its dental hy—” 
 
    “Dammit hooman! I’m not some do—” It stopped as Des scratched it’s weak spot on it’s side and it began to kick involuntarily. “Sto—Oh! I-I’m trying to—right there…” 
 
    Lain pouted as she looked at the fenrir. “But it’s fur feels so nice, and…” She scratched her cheek, her brows furrowed in deep thought. “Please?” She finally said, pouting. 
 
    Must resist! 
 
    There’s no freaking way we can afford a bloody fenrir. It probably eats more than all of us combined. Not to mention that it’s a human offworlder’s pet and we’re going to be traveling through demon territory. It’d be like painting a target on our backs. 
 
    “No, I’m sorry but with what we’re doing, there’s no way we can take this fellow along.” 
 
    “But Shtulls, look at him, he needs us!” 
 
    It growled. “Madam, I assure you I can—Aagh!” It stopped as Lain hugged it way too tightly. 
 
    “See how helpless it is!” 
 
    “...The indignity…” It managed to whimper out as it looked at me with eyes that begged for mercy. 
 
    I looked at the three of them, all intently staring at me and the pressure was on. Keeping it is a bad Idea…  
 
    No, not again! 
 
    I picked up a stick. “Come here boy… You want it? You want the stick?” 
 
    “No, I can honestly say that I…” It froze as I began to toss the stick and catch it. “I will not be made to, um, to… Yes I want it! Give me the stick, hooman!” 
 
    “Then go get it!” I said as I threw the stick into the forest.  
 
    It ran off with Des clinging onto it in confusion. 
 
    When it came back, it sat down and dropped the stick at my feet, it’s tail wagging hard enough to put out our campfire. “Do it again! Do it! Are you going to do it? You’re going to throw it aren’t you! Throw it!” 
 
    I threw the stick again, this time the fenrir practically vanished in a blur of wind magic and fur as Des screamed, “Why?” 
 
    Lain kissed me, knowing that most of this was my curse and with the tension dissolved I was myself by the time it returned. This time I waited for a shaking Des to get down from it’s back and wobble over to me. 
 
    “Fine,” I said, “we’ll keep him, but both of you are taking care of him!” 
 
    Several happy smooches and a rebuilt fire later, we all sat down to eat and I began to flesh out a contract with the beast. 
 
    “So, though I’ve seen your kind frequently in the hero’s forces, I’m still not too sure about what it is you can do. Are all of you unique, are you still bound to your god even though your hero is gone? Did you exist before this?” 
 
    “You ask many questions, hooman, I—” 
 
    “Shtulls, like the supports in mines but with an H. Call me that.” 
 
    “Shtulls? Strange name.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess I was a sturdy baby.” 
 
    “Sturdy bab—nevermind… I’ll answer your questions if it’ll help in establishing a mutually beneficial contract.” 
 
    Mutually beneficial, he just leaked something he shouldn’t have. Saying something like that means that the power to decide is in my hands not his. I waited silently for him to continue and his mouth opened as he realized his mistake. 
 
    “Uh… Anyway, I was supposed to return to Shumareteth’s realm after cleaning up any witnesses but you know how that went. And then, you just had to name me didn’t you?” 
 
    “It wasn’t intentional, and according to the tamers I’ve worked with, naming is a two way street. So you had to have accepted it.” 
 
    “I’m not a young-blood. I’ve been summoned before, but those times were… I was a pup back then. Defiant, too sure of my strength and too uncaring when it came to my master’s safety. Then after losing one person too many, I stopped caring and took on a different role. Enforcer, killer, eraser of mistakes or whatever you want to call it.” 
 
    “Kay… So… When I was a kid, I got a tick on the head of my dick, and I still remember the horror of Mother Masoline’s shaking hands as she tried to pull it off with tweezers. That was also the first time I had an erection. Maybe that’s why—” 
 
    “What are saying, Hoo—Shtulls?” 
 
    “Sorry, I thought we were just shooting the shit about traumatic experiences in our youth. I could go on, that is, if you’re not going to answer my questions.” 
 
    “Ah fine!” It growled. “Shumareteth’s realm is real, it’s a place where the unabsorbed souls of beasts converge to be shaped by his hands. I am unique, as all of us are. I was bound, but this was my last chance. Having failed so much in the past, I am no longer graced with Shumareteth’s favor. And I accepted the name, subconsciously. I’ve killed many, many beings. Some looked at me with horror, some with hate, other’s with sorrow. But you, you! You looked mildly inconvenienced. It really killed my murder-boner.” 
 
    “Uh… Nice terminology, and sorry about that, I guess. I was just trying to think of a way to incapacitate you without killing you so I wouldn’t get cursed by your god. I’ve already got enough stuff going on without that crap. So here we sit, we’re going into demon territory tomorrow and I need to know how that’s going to play out with you. A giant blue wolf is a huge no-no and a solid indicator that we don’t belong there. So even if I promis—” 
 
    “Not an issue.” It growled, panting slightly as it waved it’s status over to me. 
 
      
 
    —————————- 
 
    Name: Blue 
 
    Race: Fenrir 
 
    Job: Beast 
 
    Class: Unique 
 
    Strength: 900 
 
    Defense: 403 
 
    Agility: 805 
 
    Intelligence: 910 
 
    Mana: 2,838 
 
    Charisma: 2,000 (Snuggly Fur) 
 
      
 
    Skills ——————————————- 
 
    Unarmed (Natural Claws): S 
 
    Quick Step: S 
 
    Bite: S 
 
    Dodge: S 
 
    Detect Life (Sense of Smell): S 
 
    Stalk: S 
 
    Telepathy: F (Can communicate with nearby people as if speaking out loud) 
 
    Mana Manipulation: F 
 
    Mana Regeneration: C 
 
    Limit Breaker: F-Inherent (This skill is a beast inherent version of the normal one. It’s far less powerful and is always enabled.) 
 
      
 
    Spells —————————————— 
 
    Attribute Boost (Wind): A (Boosts wind damage for the entire party.) 
 
    Wind-step: S (Allows almost instantaneous movement in the direction the wind is blowing.) 
 
    Wind Blades: S 
 
    Howl: S (Psychological attack, could cause fear, paralyzes weak foes.) 
 
    Summon Pack: S (Calls any lesser wolf type beasts in range and conscripts them to the caster’s will.) 
 
    Unbound Form: S (An inherent spell unique to elder-beasts of Shumareteth. It can be taken in place of Evolution. It allows for a free transformation into another compatible form. Limit 2/lifetime.) 
 
      
 
    Blessings————————————- 
 
    Greater Blessing of The Bestial Goddess of Wind S’soleph: S 
 
    Greater Blessing of The God of Beasts Shumareteth: S (Revoked) 
 
      
 
    “Huh,” I said, looking at his status. “Somehow I expected to see higher stats but given how many tamers I’ve seen die, it makes sense. One question though, why did you pick Unbound Form instead of Evolution? If you’re as old as you say, then by now you could’ve become something god-like.” 
 
    “More of the same Shtulls,” it said eyeing my bowl, “are you going to finish that?” 
 
    It’s my cooking, not Lains, so… “I guess you can have it, but don’t stop there, actually, wait.” Lain and Des were both already asleep, leaned against the fenrir. “I have something good for an occasion such as this.” 
 
    I pulled out the guildmaster’s Whisky and after the fenrir drank his bowl of soup in a single gulp, I washed it, and filled it halfway. “This is something special, so sip it slowly, don’t down it.” 
 
    I then poured myself a glass and wondered how Aundre was doing. 
 
    Blue took a few licks from his bowl and jerked back. “Scotch!? For a fenrir?” 
 
    “Drink it or don’t, either way let’s continue.” 
 
    “N-no, I wasn’t saying it was bad, it’s just unexpected. Normally we’re treated as pets, occasionally we’re revered as gods but to give me liqueur when negotiating a contract… You’re a clever man, aren’t you?” 
 
    “If all goes well, then you’ll find out who I am over time but despite what happened earlier I don’t intend to diminish you in any way. In fact, this whole contract business is unnecessary in my opinion but I take it that you need it to stay in this world.” 
 
    Blue took another few licks from his bowl. “I do… You’ve negotiated contracts before, have you?” 
 
    “Not so much, negotiated, It’s more like they were thrown at me left and right. More and more, the closer I got to the Demonic Emperor’s castle.” 
 
    “Demonic Emperor… I see, you’re not young either.” Blue sighed, then finished his bowl. “I took, Unbound Form, because it promised me a bit of control. The ability to look fate in the eye and spit in its face. Who wants to be the same thing over and over again, but bigger and with more frills?” 
 
    I laughed sadly. “You know I have a similar skill now, Unbind. I’d show you, but then we couldn’t have a good night's rest. You'll see it tomorrow. So are there any limitations to Unbound Form or can you become anything?” 
 
    “It’s hard to say. I haven’t used it yet, so who knows. Supposedly, if it’s compatible with me, I can become it but there’s no telling what that means.” 
 
    I nodded, as I finished my glass and yawned. “Well, if you don’t mind, I need to mana-cycle with them, then I’ll be spent. Normally I wouldn’t trust someone so quickly but I’ve seen your status and no offense but as you are now, you’re nothing too threatening. Both Lain and I could beat you without breaking a sweat. Even Des, if she got her claws in you. So I’d say I trust you because we are men that shared a drink together, but instead I’ll warn you. If you hurt any of us in any way then you’re dead. Shumareteth’s curse or not.” 
 
    It chuckled, panting in a way that looked as if it were smiling. “Are those the terms?” 
 
    “Yep, don’t hurt any of us in any way. Those are the first of my terms.” 
 
    “Clever hooman, I’ll take my shift, you rest.” 
 
    I looked into his eyes long enough that I could tell he wasn’t about to break, then I took my spot between Lain and Des. I pulled them both close and joined their hands as I moved their mana inside me. I drew from Des as Lain drained me. If we were all conscious then this would be a whole lot easier so I stopped halfway and leaned back into Blue. His fur really was comfortable, it’ll be a shame when he has to lose it. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26: Up and Away - Shtulls 
 
      
 
    I awoke to Blue’s low growl. “Shtulls, we’re surrounded…” 
 
    “By what?” 
 
    Blue sniffed the air. “Hoomans,” He sniffed a few more times. “They smell like old blood and leather.” 
 
    “Ah, bandits again. Well, none of that matters now. What’s a light form you could take, preferably demonic?” 
 
    “Uh…Pazuzu maybe?” 
 
    “What do you mean, maybe? Do it, we’re leaving the second I gather our supplies and wake up Lain and Des.”  
 
    “Wait! Do we have an agreement?” 
 
    “The terms of not hurting any of us in any way, knowingly or unintentionally along with the additional condition that if I give you an order, it’s absolute.” 
 
    “They’re moving to enclose us…” Blue growled, sniffing the air. “Very well, I agree, but with the condition that I can declare my freedom at any time.” 
 
    “Denied, if you wish to declare your freedom then I need a two week notice. That should preclude any treachery. In return I extend the right to dispute any orders but I retain the rights to veto any recommendations. I also offer to feed and shelter you, your form permitting.” 
 
    A grizzled voice shouted from the forest, “Oy!! They’re stirring. Form ranks and enclose!” 
 
    “Agreed!” Blue said, his body shifting into a strange hybrid of man, bird and wolf. His head stayed wolflike, but he sprouted four wings, feathers and his back legs turned into talons. “Ahhh! This feels great!! Yes! I can fly!” 
 
    I used Unbind and Blue looked up at me, suddenly less pleased with himself. “I see… So you weren’t a hooman… Well…” 
 
    “Stop moping! I told you I wasn’t ‘hooman’ so you take Des, I’ll take Lain, it’s time to fly!” 
 
    By now Lain and Des were already awake and confused but they understood things fairly quickly as we flew upwards, avoiding arrows. The bandits shrieked below, scattering in terror. But in our frantic departure, I still heard a few good tidbits that made me chuckle. 
 
    “Holy fuck, call the guard!” 
 
    “Idjot, they’d arrest us!” 
 
    “Who cares, Demons!!” 
 
    As the wind ripped through my fur, Lain laughed in my arm. “Wooo! Yeah!!”  
 
    Beside us, Des flailed wildly in Blue’s claws. “What the hell!? What is this thing? Are we—Eeeyaahh!” 
 
    “Morning Des,” I said in my demonic voice. 
 
    Her head whipped to the side, her eyes growing to the size of saucers as Blue and I accelerated to clear the wall. “Nooo! What is this!?” 
 
    “Woooo!” Lain said, raising her hands with a bright smile. “Calm down B, we’re safe, so just look at the scenery and enjoy it!” 
 
    “W-Where’d the wolf go and who the hell is this guy!?” 
 
    “I am said wolf, but who the hell is that guy?” Blue responded with a chuckle. 
 
    “Shtulls.” They both answered. 
 
    My eyes began to water, all four of them. They were both so calm when seeing me in this form… That’s true dedication. I mean if Lain suddenly erupted into a huge demoness, with massive tits and hooves. Wings and horns… 
 
    “Shtulls, you’re falling behind—gross…” Blue said looking back. “You apparently have some additional wind resistance.” 
 
    “Shut-up, I was just thinking about Lain in a demonic form… I’ll own that shame!” 
 
    As we passed over the massive walls, spell enhanced ballistas shot their homing arrows at us. 
 
    Lain matched each shot with holy javelins and fireballs. 
 
    “Incredible,” I said, looking down at Lain. 
 
    “No one hurts my man!” She said with a smirk. 
 
    Thanks to Lain’s quick spellcasting we were able to avoid most of the rounds barring a few that got through. But Blue, even in his Pazuzu form still seemed to retain his dodging skills and I, well, I just got hit… But it didn’t seem to hurt that much. Whatever my vulnerabilities were, balista’s arrows, even magically enhanced ones, weren’t one of them. 
 
    “Hold on,” I said. “Let me try something.” 
 
    I’d already experimented with fire, so now let’s try dark. In this form, spells weren’t spells, they were just a feeling you got, something like when you’re about to sneeze. So I unleashed ‘dark’ and a massive black cloud erupted from me, blocking all visibility not only for them, but for us. Luckily we were flying so all we had to do was head straight. Whichever direction that was? ...Shit! 
 
    As we flew through the cloud I’d created, I lost sight of Blue and Des, and everything else. I held Lain up close to my face when I heard her begin to cough. 
 
    We need to get out of this dark haze. Whatever it is, it’s making Lain ill. I dove until I could see the landscape below. Here, the lush forest changed into a more barren one. There were still evergreen trees scattered about but demonic Spurr Trees overtook them, spreading wide and tall with their dangerous thorns and black leaves. They not only absorbed the sun, but also the ambient mana of the forest. 
 
    The first time I came to the demonic empire, I thought they looked sinister, but they actually provide a service. Wherever they were, magical beasts weren’t, meaning they’re like safe zones. 
 
    I looked around for Des and Blue, spying a speck in the distant sky. 
 
    As I flew towards them, Lain shouted and Blue waived. Lain climbed my arm like a feral kitten and straddled my neck, gripping my rear horns like handlebars, she steered me towards them. 
 
    I think there’s a metaphor here but I’ll drop it. 
 
    We finally drew close enough to see Des bombing the forest below with her vomit as Blue transferred her to his talons to distance himself from my puking apprentice. 
 
    “Heeey! It’s me, Laain! Hey!” Lain shouted, completely over her coughing spell. 
 
    “We, knoough!” Des said, in tears. “Oh god, when will it Stoough!!” 
 
    Lain wrapped her legs around my neck, letting me feel her powerful thigh muscles contract as she held her hands to her mouth and shouted. “You’re Blue, right?” 
 
    “Yeah!” Blue responded trying his best to keep a grip on Des who hung like a limp ragdoll. 
 
    “Toss her over here!” 
 
    “Wait, wha—AAAAH!” Des screamed as Blue tossed her through the air, offering only a shrug as an apology. 
 
    Des and I both panicked as I plunged down to catch her. I fumbled a few times, tossing her and losing her as she tumbled in my claws. Finally I managed to get a good grip on one of her legs. 
 
    She hung there, half shrieking, half crying as I became well aware that she wasn’t wearing underwear. Thinking back, she was wearing bandages before and I probably ripped her last pair when I… I also destroyed parts of her body stocking. 
 
    “Des,” I said, flipping her right side up and holding her. “I’m sorry, for everything.” 
 
    Her hands desperately gripped onto mine as she struggled to feel secure. I held her to my chest, letting her know that she was safe and gradually she stopped shaking. 
 
    “Ooh! Over there! What is that?” Lain said, unaware of Des’s ordeal. 
 
    “A town,” I answered. Probably a mining town by the looks of it.” 
 
    “How can you tell?” 
 
    “The rock walls are black. That indicates they’re made of iron stone, a form of block created using refined Iron sand. As we get closer, you’ll be able to see red streaks where it's rusted. In the demon empire it’s a sure sign of either wealth or a mining town. And there are no wealthy towns by the border. Let’s land, we’ll restock and maybe take on a few jobs to get some crystals. Besides, I don’t think Des likes flying much.” 
 
    “Why!? It’s a hoot!” 
 
    It’s a hoot? I haven’t heard that in years, I’ve now received my cuteness quotiant for the day. 
 
    We landed in the forest not too far from the border town. I returned to my normal form and we lingered there for a while. 
 
    I walked towards the shade as Des joined me, or rather wouldn’t separate from me. She’d latched onto me with an unholy grip, so I sat, leaned against a tree with her in my lap. Lain sat beside us, still in high spirits from our earlier flight and Blue just looked at himself before he circled around a patch of gray grass three times and laid down. 
 
    I moved Des’s legs over my right thigh and cradled her as Lain leaned against me. 
 
    “Mana cycle?” Lain asked? 
 
    “Mana cycle.” I answered. 
 
    I’d all but forgotten why we started doing this, but I remembered the second I felt Lain’s mana flowing through Des, and into me. It was so that Lain could get good enough at mana manipulation so we could start a family, curse or no curse. Of course her getting good at mana cycling also meant that I’d lose my special place with her. Des too, by taking in Lain’s mana she was healing from the inside out. 
 
    If this continued neither one of them would need me. But as I looked from Lain to Des, I was reminded that they weren’t with me because I had something to offer, they were with me because they wanted to be. 
 
    I’d talked to Des about using cores to help her along but she shook her head. She wanted our mana instead. 
 
    I relaxed, and soon we heard Blue’s soft snores. I guess he didn’t really sleep last night, he said he’d take the shift and I guess he did. 
 
    I looked at Lain, as I gently took her hand. “Let’s rest here for a while.” 
 
    She nodded and kissed my cheek as Des breathed out a sigh of relief, enjoying the feeling of our mana mixing together inside her. It must feel good, being held, healed and supported. Both emotionally and physically, I think it’s something special to her. 
 
    I think that even after she’s all healed up, we should continue this practice, our comfortable three-way ritual. Because for us, it’s more than just mana swapping. 
 
    We listened to the caws of crows, and the soft whistling of the wind as it gently blew and before we’d even realized it, the sun had begun to set. 
 
    Blue stretched, yawning as he looked at us. Des was asleep, like an infant in my arms and Lain gently nudged me, whispering in my ear. “We should go if we’re not camping here tonight.” 
 
    “Hoom—Shtulls…” Blue said, “will this form suffice to enter the city?” 
 
    “A pazuzu, yeah, that’ll be fine. It’s a rare sight this close to the border, but further in they’re not that uncommon. Still, we will gain some attention for having one as a pet.” 
 
    “What about us?” Lain asked. “We all look human.” 
 
    “Mutts are common here, and as a demi-succubus you’ll get special treatment. But the farther northwest we go, the worse we’ll be treated. We’ll have to wear cloaks or personas and keep our heads down at that point, but right now, all is fine. Let’s get an inn, preferably one near a bath house.” 
 
    “Wait, Hooman. Will you change my name? I am no longer blue, but green, white and gold, so the name you’ve given disagrees with me.” 
 
    I blinked a few times, wondering why that should matter but I guess he has his pride. “Alright, how about Paz?” 
 
    “That’s as generic as Blue, but I doubt I’ll be changing forms again any time soon, so I’ll take it.” 
 
    I felt a drain on my mana, hard enough that if I hadn’t been mana cycling, I’d have passed out. “What did you do!?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Blu—Paz said, with a wolfish grin. “I asked, and you bestowed.” 
 
    “Show me your status!” 
 
    “I debate that, it’s unnecessary fo—” 
 
    “Vetoed, show it!” 
 
    “Bah!” Paz growled waving his paw as his status turned towards me. 
 
      
 
    —————————- 
 
    Name: Blue Paz 
 
    Race: Pazuzu 
 
    Job: Greater Demon Beast 
 
    Class: Unique - Contracted Pet 
 
    Strength: 1800 
 
    Defense: 313 
 
    Agility: 1,005 
 
    Intelligence: 910 
 
    Mana: 3,838 
 
    Charisma: 2,550 (Fluffy Dander/Fur) 
 
      
 
    Skills ——————————————- 
 
    Unarmed+ (Talons): S 
 
    Quick Step: S 
 
    Bite: S 
 
    Dodge: SS 
 
    Detect Life (Sense of Smell, Enhanced eyesight): SS 
 
    Stalk: S 
 
    Fly: A 
 
    Telepathy: F (Can communicate with nearby people as if speaking out loud). 
 
    Mana Manipulation: F 
 
    Mana Regeneration: C 
 
    Limit Breaker: D-Inherent (This skill is a beast inherent version of the normal one. It’s far less powerful and always on.) 
 
      
 
    Spells——————————————- 
 
    Attribute Boost (Wind): S (Boosts wind damage for the entire party.) 
 
    Wind-step: S (Allows almost instantaneous movement in the direction the wind is blowing.) 
 
    Wind Blades: S 
 
    Wind Omission: F (Allows the user to pull air away from a target, adding it to their next wind spell.) 
 
    Catastrophe: C (Wind-based spell that forms several small tornadoes around the user. 1/month) 
 
    Possession (Minor, Beast): F (Allows the user to possess birds for a short period of time.) 
 
    Howl: S (Psychological attack, could cause fear, paralyzes weak foes.) 
 
    Summon Pack: S (Revoked) 
 
    Summon Flock: F (Can command a small number of birds to attack a target.) 
 
    Unbound Form: S (An inherent spell unique to elder-beasts of Shumareteth. It can be taken in place of Evolution. It allows for a free transformation into another compatible form. Limit 1/lifetime.) 
 
      
 
    Blessings————————————- 
 
    Greater Blessing of The Bestial Goddess of Wind S’soleph: S 
 
    Greater Blessing of The God of Beasts Shumareteth: S (Revoked) 
 
    Blessing of The Crone, Watcher of Death: S *New* 
 
      
 
    “Two names, huh? I guess you’re some sort of pet royalty now? But why the drain?” 
 
    “Did you not see it? I got a permanent mana bonus. It’s the least you could do for me considering you forced me to accept terms while sleep deprived, under duress and partially inebriated.” 
 
    “That applied to both of us, you arse! Well, I’m fine, everyone’s okay and we lived another day, so just don’t do it again! You’re just lucky you didn’t hurt me or you would’ve voided our contract and Lain would’ve punished you.” 
 
    “That muscle-madam, what could she—” 
 
    Lain grrred, “You don’t even want to know what I could do to you now that you aren’t so fluffy… I’ll hurt ya good~” 
 
    Paz laughed for a while, then realized that no one laughed with him. He swallowed and licked his paws, giving Lain a thousand yard stare as he suddenly remembered her ‘wifey kick’. 
 
    “Well then,” I said, breaking up the awkward silence. “Let’s go to town. I could use some down home demon street food and a good night’s rest. Paz, it goes without saying that you’ll be sleeping in the stables ton—” 
 
    “But I’m no mere beast, I’m intelligent—” 
 
    “No,” I interrupted. “No you certainly are not, Lain, show him your status, then maybe he’ll chill the hell out and realize that even though he made a contract with me, you aren’t restricted.” 
 
    Lain let out a “Ha!” and showed him her status as he whimpered. 
 
    “That’s right big bad greater demon beast, you’re still a puppy and she can snuff you out like a candle. So be a good boy and come along. Besides, treachery doesn’t suit you, but I do like your new form! You’re much smaller yet more powerful, good job!” 
 
    “R-really? You think so?” 
 
    I patted his head now that he only stood as tall as me. “I do, we’ll be doing a fair amount of Dungeon delving, and a great big Fenrir would’ve gotten in the way. Now you go where we go and your wind boost will help Des out after she regains her attunements.” 
 
    “So, I’m a good boy?” 
 
    “Yes, you’re a good boy!” I said, ruffling his feathers and fur. “Who’s a good boy, who’s a good boy?” 
 
    “I am! I’m a good boy!!” 
 
    “That’s right!! You’re a good Pazuzu!” 
 
    Paz panted excitedly as he jumped around in circles and rolled over so I could rub his tummy. 
 
    I realize he’s probably smarter than me, but seeing him like this reminds me that he’s still an animal, and probably one that’s never known any real affection. Maybe his former tamers were a little scared of him or maybe they were just complete dicks who treated him like crap, either way it’s their loss. This goodboy is our’s now, and I’ll be damned if he isn’t growing on me. 
 
    We arrived just short of nightfall. The gate wasn’t guarded. Most border towns on either side of the border weren’t too big on guard presence. Instead, the gates would only be sealed when war was declared or there was some sort of looming threat like an orcish invasion or a beast stampede. Also a dragon attack, but why? It’s not like a dragon is going to waddle up to the gates then be like ‘oh shoot! Guess I can’t destroy this place, they closed the gates.’ 
 
    Neither the human kingdom nor the demon empire fully accepted border towns. They still taxed them all to hell, but because the citizens were all mutts or demis and they were always the first places destroyed in each war, they gave no shits about them. Even the nobles that were granted control over them were uncaring. 
 
    Order in anarchy, they formed their own rules and governed themselves, not by what would benefit their lords the most but by survival. The people here fought hard, loved harder, and lived for themselves. It was my kind of place. 
 
    As we walked down the street, even though day turned to night, the air was still filled with the greasy exotic smells of unrestricted food stalls. 
 
    “Do you smell that?” I asked. 
 
    Lain’s nostrils flared as she spoke with soft hazy eyes. “I do… It’s like heaven…” 
 
    Paz frothed at the mouth, but said nothing and Des, Des dry heaved. I guess she still hasn’t recovered. 
 
    I looked down the main street which was so crowded with stalls that you could only walk shoulder to shoulder. 1,000 year soup, kababs a plenty, spiral cut potato skewers, presh green mango salad with peppers! All paired with fine local treats that even I’d never seen before. 
 
    “What do you think?” I asked, turning back to gauge everyone’s reactions. 
 
    “Oh, oh! I want that stuff, and one of those sticky things, then um… whatever that good smelly stuff is!” Lain said, her attention split amongst everything. 
 
    Des just buried her face in her hands and Paz seemed transfixed with the meat stalls. 
 
    “Got it! Wait here, I’ll be back with something for everyone.” 
 
    Lain and Paz probably wouldn’t be too picky but Des was still a bit ill. 
 
    I got two bowls of thousand year soup, twenty skewers and a large side of pork intestines. I then picked up some refreshing mint and green mango salad along with some rolled egg wafers, carrots and cream. Then the drinks, three steamy mugs of broiled bone broth and one Ice magic infused medicinal tea with cilemon and crushed basil. 
 
    By the time I was done, I could barely see over what I was carrying as I dodged people to get back to my party. 
 
    “Schtulls!” Lain called out from a table. “Over here!” 
 
    They’d taken a table set in front of a greasy kebab stand, not knowing that they were expected to buy some food from there. So after setting the food down and completely filling the table I bought another twenty kebabs from the owner. It’s not a loss, anything we don’t eat, I’ll put in my item storage for later. 
 
    Even though Lain had already chumped through a handful of kebabs I divided everything and handed out plates along with a few complimentary handfuls of Cilemons and a small container of spicy vinegar oil to share. 
 
    Lain had mostly meat and one serving of thousand year soup. It was so fatty that it was gelatinous. Something that I knew Des couldn’t take right now. I took my own bowl and dumped in spicy vinegar oil before squeezing half a cilemon into it, being careful to scoop out the seeds. 
 
    Lain copied me but Paz sneezed whenever he smelled a cilemon. Also he hated spice, and vinegar. Well, he’s a beast at heart so fat and meat is all he needs. 
 
    Des on the other hand smiled sweetly as she ate her mint and green mango salad. Then she coveted the rest of our pilfered cilemons and heaped on a few spoonfuls of spicy oil. 
 
    She hated fat, but loved spicy and fresh foods. I was happy to see that I’d chosen correctly for everyone. As we walked off our meal, I hit up a few of the raw food stalls, both to finish filling Paz and to store some ingredients for later. 
 
    Then after asking around for a while we found an inn with a communal bath in the more decent part of town. It cost a little more, but it still cost less than an inn without a bath plus a visit to a bathhouse and even though food wasn’t covered, I still agreed. 
 
    We opted for a room with a single bed and a space in the stable. It was five crystals for each of us, coming to a total of twenty crystals per day. Which was thankfully still within budget. 
 
    Though I’d like to say we slept well that night, I indulged Lain quite a bit and though Des was still healing from before, she demanded my attention as well, so by the morning knock, we’d only gotten around six hours of sleep. But waking up with each of them in my arms made the morning feel special. 
 
    We dressed, and headed off to the baths to wash the travel dirt off our skin. They had a mixed gender bath so Lain and I went in together. With all the other people around, our usual ritual took seconds where it took minutes before. I won’t deny that I finished first, but Lain followed immediately and I have to admire her cute, squinched up face as she blushed and bit her lip to stop herself from moaning. 
 
    It still amazes me that each time I look at her, I see something different. Though she’s such a strong person, she’s still a woman and a damn cute one! Her body, her face, her personality, everything about her just speaks to me in a way that I never knew anyone could. 
 
    The need to share your seed with a strong partner is what Oblex would call it. But it wasn’t just her strength that attracted me. It was her vulnerability, her less confident side that she showed only to me. That wild sense of sensuality that only she had, along with the taboo we couldn’t overcome without a third person. 
 
    “Shtulls,” she said, still straddling me. “Everyone’s looking at us.” 
 
    “Why does it matter? As long as I can hold you, can kiss you,” I kissed her. “Can look into your eyes, I don’t care about the rest of the world.” She turned to look around but I gently pulled her gaze back towards me. “Are you ashamed of me?” 
 
    “No! It’s just, I think we’re about to get kicked out…” 
 
    We were then kicked out by an extremely vocal grandma who quieted down a bit after I pointed out that she’d been yelling at my junk rather than looking me in the face. 
 
    Des met us some time later as we sat together on the benches. She’d opted to go into the woman’s bath alone so her scars wouldn’t cause a fuss but looking at her clothes, I decided we needed to go shopping again. 
 
    The clothing stores here weren’t about quality, they cut every corner possible in order to work with what they had. 
 
    Finding her some new undergarments was easy but a new body stocking, no. The man in Lain’s town went out of his way for her, but here, the shopkeepers only sold what they had, they weren’t seamstresses in their own right. So we had to seek out an actual seamstress and the cost to fix her clothes was almost as much as it cost to buy them in the first place. Either way I gave in. I didn’t want to see her wearing bandages again. 
 
    So, as Des waited in the dressing room, Lain and I left to pick up Paz. He was irate because they attempted to feed him oats, so I gave him some meat from my item storage and he perked up. After that we picked up Des and traveled to the hunter’s guild. 
 
    There wasn’t much work to be had here, so close to the border but there were a few odds and ends. Registration only took a few minutes as they just had you sign some papers. They didn’t care who you were, they only wanted results. So after picking up one minor extermination job for ten crystals we left. 
 
    It was a job to exterminate giant rathmole’s in a house on the outskirts of town, just outside the walls. 
 
    Rathmoles were a kind of giant rodent beast. They weren’t smart or strong, but they were usually plentiful and huge. They were a pest in these parts, often accidentally burrowing into a person’s cellar and eating their grain. 
 
    This was no exception. But what was an exception was the client. It was a pure Feline-demon/beastkin demi woman. She was small, and catty in all the wrong ways, and hearing her speak made me go ‘cat’s shouldn’t own houses’ but I stayed my tongue. 
 
    “Silly girl,” Lain said, petting the client. “Cat’s shouldn’t own houses.” 
 
    Shit Lain, really!? 
 
    “Wyaat!!” The woman said, leaning into Lain’s hand and purring softly. “My hyouse is my prrride!” 
 
    This woman had charmed me. I’d like to say she was some agile minx ripe with exotic sex appeal but no, she literally looked like a large bipedal cat in a dress. She really shouldn’t own a house. 
 
    Still we went to her basement which was entirely filled with fish bones and… “Ma’am are you using this room as a bathroom?” 
 
    “How rude!” She meowed. “I bury my waste like a refined lady.”  
 
    Each time she spoke, with her big eyes and waiving tail I couldn’t help noticing Paz panting behind me, his tail raised as if ready to pounce. Yet the client was oblivious. 
 
    “We got this!” Lain said, waiving a weed in front of the client’s face. 
 
    “I...I Mer! Meowr! Prrrprrrr... Meowr!” The client swiped at the weed which Lain held just out of reach. 
 
    Lain looked at me using her wifey telepathy to ask if we could keep the client. I shook my head, sending her a message of no, no we can’t keep the middle aged cat person as a pet. 
 
    We wiped out the vermin in record time and sent Paz down their tunnels to finish off their nest. He emerged some time later, his fur and feathers stained red. 
 
    When I asked him how it went, his only response was a belch that smelled of sadness. So I dropped it. 
 
    “Ahh! Are you dyone already! So quick! Do ya want some tea?” 
 
    Lain was shaking as she tried to control herself. She looked at me and this time her wifey telepathy was all exclamation points. I couldn’t even respond as she scooped up the client in her arms. I could only look on in horror as she began tickling her. 
 
    “Nyahaha, stop! Hahaha, stoppit! Nyahaha, meowr!” The client curled up and bit Lain before jumping away. Her tail flicking impatiently behind her. “Gyet out!” 
 
    When we turned in our task, we received half pay. The reason cited, client molestation… Well, at least we weren’t arrested and I guess the cat lady forgave us for most of it as she still offered to pay half. But five crystals was like a large copper coin. It was chump-change. 
 
    After that, Lain and I went to the Mercenaries guild, looking for a steady short-term gig that didn’t require travel, yes, that’s right, we were searching for a unicorn… 
 
    Des and Paz split with us before we went in, saying something about exploring, but as the day went on and Lain and I lingered in the merc guild, it became more and more apparent that unicorns didn’t exist, so we opted to return to the Inn. We found Des outside washing her claws in the horse trough as Paz licked his lips. 
 
    Des handed me a small fortune in crystals and hugged me, telling me not to ask her any questions. So, knowing her past, after she and Lain went into the baths I asked Paz. 
 
    “I’m sworn to secrecy…” 
 
    Normally, I wouldn’t describe myself as an insecure man. I’d married a brothel woman! But this was different, It was less about infidelity and more about concern. If my actions had led Des back down the path I tried to save her from then, that’s that. It’s over, I won’t watch her self-destruct and I certainly won’t be the catalyst for it. 
 
    I grabbed Paz by the scruff readying myself to use unbind. “Tell me!” I said in a demonic voice. 
 
    “I won’t say what she did,” Paz said, whimpering. “I’ll just say what I did and that she was with me the whole time. I went to the assassin’s guild, and I took a high paying job. With help, I assassinated a man. Then we got paid… Just keep in mind that, I, don’t have pockets.” 
 
    I let him down. “I get you, thank you Paz.” 
 
    “I, also don’t have dinner…” 
 
    I removed more raw meat from my storage and gave it to him. It worked out fine because he was happy and I was relieved. Is it strange that I’d be jealous? I know it was silly of me to think that Des would throw away everything she’d fought for just for a few nights stay but when it comes to women other than Lain, I have issues and secrets are a huge nono. 
 
    Des is my cute pupil… I’ll never hate her, but the thought of her returning to her old ways tears me apart inside. If she felt like she had to do that, especially for me, then... 
 
    I paced back and forth outside the women’s bath. Lain and I were barred from the communal bath now, but I could enter the men’s bath at any time. However, my mind couldn’t rest. I was angry with Des. Why couldn’t she tell me that she’d killed a guy? I might personally be opposed to killing people but I knew it happened. Did she want me to think she was selling herself again!? That makes me even more angry. What was her reasoning? 
 
    A cold shiver went down my spine. 
 
    Please don’t do this to me, curse! 
 
    When they emerged I grabbed Des and pinned her against the wall. “What are you trying to do to me!” 
 
    “I-I wasn—” 
 
    “Bullshit! You worry me half to death then go one to have a nice leisurely bath after handing me enough crystals to buy us a few days here! You want to play coy, you wanted what?” 
 
    “I…” She began to tear up. “I—” 
 
    I kissed her and pressed my head to hers. “Don’t you ever dare to worry me like that again! There are no secrets anymore, if you take on a job that swears you to silence, then I better be there. If you want to leave me, to sell yourself again, then just let me know. But never leave me hanging like that again! Not if you want a life with me, honesty is the only thing I want from you, so trading my trust for money, is that what you want?” 
 
    “Noo… Shtulls…” She began to sob. “I didn’t…” 
 
    Lain pulled me away. “Schtulls…that’s enough.” 
 
    I took a deep breath as Des slumped against the wall. She knew that she’d not wronged me, but she hadn’t been clear with me either. I guess it all came down to trust. Somewhere deep inside me, I didn’t trust her yet. There was no blood pact for mutts like us. No way for me to just toss aside all my insecurities and instincts, to throw away my logic when she hides something. 
 
    My whole life, I’d mainly dealt with working girls, tossing all emotions aside. Des was one of them, so even though we’ve been through some shit, how was I supposed to see this situation? 
 
    I picked Des up and carried her to our room. I didn’t care that everyone stared at us, laughing and gossiping as we passed. I kicked open our door and tossed her on the bed, then lay beside her. 
 
    I worked my way down her rosy cheeks to her soft throat. I sucked on her tender flesh making sure to leave my marks as I gently bit her. I ripped off her towel as I pulled off my pants and pressed myself between her thighs. 
 
    “You’re mine now, there is no you, no me, there is only us. From now until you tell me to stop, we share everything!” 
 
    I pushed in as her sharp cries of pain became soft moans of pleasure. I didn’t make it far, even after what happened the other day. I wasn’t trying to hurt her but I wasn’t exactly calm either. As much as I wanted to say that I was fine with everything, I wasn’t. Helena had left a scar, and Des had a similar history, but unlike Helena, I didn’t want to lose Des. 
 
    As I pushed into her in shallow thrusts, I kissed away her tears and grabbed her hands, holding them above her head causing her to moan more. 
 
    The whole thing only took moments, the second I felt her tender muscles give, letting me press farther in I was already on the verge of finishing, then as she began to shake and her legs stiffened, that was the end for us both. 
 
    I knew Lain might be angry with me, but I didn’t pull out. Tonight, with Des, I was no gentleman. 
 
    Even after it was over, I stayed inside her, pulling her leg over my hip as I lay to face her. I ran my hand down her face, to her neck. I massaged her briefly before gently traced her side coming to a brief stop on her hip before I massaged the back of her leg down to where her knee wrapped around me. 
 
    She adjusted herself and rested her head on my arm as she looked up at me. “So you thought someone would pay to sleep with this?” She gestured at her body with a sad laugh. 
 
    “Y-yeah…” 
 
    She smiled, as her eyes watered. “Schtulls, I wasn’t even that pretty to begin with. And now, I look like thi—” 
 
    “Shut up! Shut right the hell up! You may not have had large breasts, or child bearing hips, but that was never your charm point.” I flicked her forehead. “What makes you special is the way you move, the things you say and do. If you tried, you could be with anyone. So, I never stopped to think if you could get a client, I only wondered if you did. I’m sorry, Lain and I have a pact but you and me, we don’t have anything like that. So I worry, I just don’t want to lose you, especially not like that.” 
 
    “You won’t!” She said, as we shared a slow kiss. “After meeting you I’ve never looked at another man the same. But I have had partners, when you were away, women, just women who worked the streets like I used to. But other than you, I’ve never wanted a man.” 
 
    “It’s not just about that. How would you feel if I disappeared for a few hours then returned with a fist full of coin. Then without offering any explanation just waltzed away into the baths?” 
 
    Even though the room was dark, I could feel her glaring at me. “I-I wouldn’t like it, but I was sworn to secrecy, I…probably should have thought about how it looked. I just thought it was a given, considering everything, I mean I look like a piece of dried meat, and you already know I’m crazy about you, even Lain understood me. So I never thought you’d think that I could do that, anymore.” 
 
    I grabbed her behind the small of her back and pulled her close, scooting her towards the wall as I heard the door behind us. 
 
    Lain slid in behind me and covered us all with the blanket as she held us both. Things had been more complicated than they should’ve been; that was the message I got from Lain’s simple embrace. She didn’t even need words to tell us how she felt. 
 
    She just ran her fingers through my hair and kissed my shoulder. 
 
    “Things got complicated, didn’t they?” Des said, reaching her hand over to Lain. 
 
    Lain took it as she spoke. “Nope, it’s simple, you both just overthink things.” She yawned and kissed Des’s hand. “Mana cycle?” 
 
    “Mana cycle,” We both responded. 
 
    It had been a stressful day, and I wanted to apologize but I’d been doing that a lot lately. I was slightly worried about Des getting pregnant and more worried about the rift that might cause between the three of us but Des was still healing, and she’d not gotten pregnant before so… She’s probably afflicted with the mutts' curse. That is to say she might not be able to bear children. 
 
    Everyone is so diverse genetically that only a few races can breed consistently. Humans, demons, and succubi/incubi. But with us mutts, there’s no guarantees. 
 
    I traced Des’s scars with my fingers, causing her to shiver as we finished cycling. I kissed her forehead and turned over to kiss Lain. 
 
    Then, embraced by their warmth and tinged with guilt, I fell asleep. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27: Jealousy - Shtulls 
 
      
 
    I awoke as my morning man was pressed tight between Lain’s slick thighs as she rocked her hips. I wasn’t sure how long it’s been happening for, but Lain shh’d me the second we made eye contact. 
 
    She moved slowly, careful not to wake Des. I knew it wasn’t shyness after everything we’d done, but consideration for Des and probably me… I’ve never been so molested in my life, but because it’s Lain, it’s fine. 
 
    “I wonder, does she do this every morning and I’ve only caught her a few times or—” 
 
    “Yes, I do…” She whispered. 
 
    “You damn mind reader,” I said as I adjusted myself to hit her good spots. 
 
    She put her hand on my hip and pulled me in time to her thrusts. “Your eyes, and our link is all I need to know what you’re thinking, and feeling… Ah! This is why I forgive you… Mmmm!” 
 
    Her whole body tightened. She locked her legs and kissed me, biting my lip as her nails dug into my hip. 
 
    We moaned together as Des snuggled close, slurring something that might be considered ‘good morning’ but in that moment, I was out of it. 
 
    I continued to kiss Lain for a while, feeling her hot breath on my face as the aftereffects of her orgasm made her shiver. 
 
    It took a while after that for my mind to clear up again. During that time, Des had already got up, bathed, returned and dressed. But I was in Lain country now, and time here didn’t pass normally. I used to hate married couples, especially the ones who flaunted it, but now I understood. And all it took was a ripped demi-succubus molesting me and forcing a blood pact on me after she almost killed me...huh. Yeah, let’s never say that out loud. 
 
    “But she’s cured me, my curse, my depression. Without her, I doubt I would’ve ever known happiness again, I—I’m saying my thoughts again...” 
 
    Lain blushed and gave me a kiss, her eyes already misting over. 
 
    “Hey…wait a minute, all those times I thought something and you seemed to read my mind was it the cur—” 
 
    She silenced me with another kiss as Des cleared her throat. 
 
    I snapped out of Lain-obsession mode and looked at her as she held up her broken mask. 
 
    “Oh yeah,” Lain said. “I almost forgot about that thing since you don’t really wear it around us. What happened?” 
 
    “I'm sworn to…” She looked at me and sighed. “I broke it on a job, so I need a new one. I know it’s a strange question but do they sell masks here?” 
 
    Hmm, masks in the demon realm. I shivered remembering them. They weren’t really masks per se, but they’d hide your face. 
 
    “Uh, yeah, in a manner of speaking but here they’re called personas… If we ask around we could probably find some, just make sure to equip your weapons when we end up heading down dark alleys.” 
 
    We all donned our armor, and headed out. After getting Paz from the stables we had a good fatty breakfast and were pointed towards a back alley. 
 
    I stopped them before we entered. “Ready your weapons, these people are usually cultists.” 
 
    “Cultists!?” Des asked, “For a mask?” 
 
    “Yep…” 
 
    Lain donned her helmet, took out her mace and grabbed my hand. I’d all but forgotten that I was her mana accessory now. I have mixed feelings about that but most of them are good. 
 
    It didn’t take us long, and although Paz sniffed the air nervously, we weren’t mugged or assaulted. Instead we came to a back alley stall where a thin man in a thick cloak smiled a toothless grin at us. 
 
    “Have ye come to buy?” 
 
    “Yeppers!” Lain said, her voice echoing in her helm. 
 
    “Ah, then have a gander at this!” He said, ripping open his cloak. 
 
    “Oh god!” I said, turning away. “Oh, it’s just your wares, well Des, pick one.” 
 
    Personas were leather masks made from demons, assassination targets and pretty much anyone who’s skin could be used for leather. This merchant in particular seemed a bit lazier than the rest as he didn’t craft anything. These were just faces, at least they were all from demon beasts rather than intelligent things. I’m assuming he got them cheap from the hunter’s guild as face leather shoes don’t really sell. 
 
    Des browsed his selection and oohed as she settled on a persona that fit her face perfectly. From it’s mat black color, two small horns and wide grinning mouth, I could tell it was from a Serpocorpres, a thin beast that hides and stalks its prey. 
 
    When Des put it on the man and I both shivered. It fit her too well, with her black body stocking and claws… She was practically the spitting image. 
 
    The old man cleared his throat. “That’ll be 20…” 
 
    I paid him, and we left. Unfortunately Des was so happy with her mask that she wore it out of the alley. “I like it! I wonder how they made it with so much detail, it’s almost like it could come to life at any time. What do you think? Do I look menacing?” 
 
    “Way more than you know. Maybe don’t wear it out in the open so much…” 
 
    “Why,” Lain said. “I think it suits her!” 
 
    “It does, and that’s why she shouldn’t—” 
 
    A woman’s scream interrupted me as a villager dived behind a stall. 
 
    Des took off the mask and grinned. “Yes...this will do nicely.” 
 
    The village-woman sat there relieved that it was only a petite woman and not a Serpocorpres but she glared at Des in a way that made me a little agitated. “Des didn’t know what she was doing, if she knew that she was wearing the actual face of a children snatching stalk-killer, then—ah…” 
 
    “Shtulls…” Des said blinking up at me. “Is there something you want to say about this mask, especially considering what happened last night because I was ‘dishonest’?” 
 
    I looked up at the sky, huh, that cloud looks like an old woman’s boobs… And there, just there, I can see Paz’s face, ears and all… Yep, clouds… 
 
    I cleared my throat as Lain gripped my hand. “Okay, so it is leather, but it’s directly from the source. Just be happy this guy was buying from the hunter’s guild and not the assassin’s guild.” 
 
    “So it’s a face!?” Lain said, shuddering. 
 
    “Why didn’t you just say that.” Des said, admiring the mask even more now. “Wow, you can even see the eyelashes. What’s this Serpicoless thing?” 
 
    “Serpocorpres, it’s like the serial killer of the demon beast world but people often forget that it steals more often than it kills. It’s weak, but it’s hiding, ambushing and relentlessness have made it something of a terrible legend. I’ve only ever seen one, but I’m sure I’ve come across many.” 
 
    “Ooh, neat.” Des said, running her claw around the edges of her mask. 
 
    Neat? “Did Des and Lain get lessons from an old lad— I mean wow, these women are so beautiful and refined in their vocabularies…” 
 
    They both looked at me with slight frowns. 
 
    “You know what, honey, sweety, my darling man…” Lain said with a sinister grin. “Why don’t we all get one?” 
 
    “Because it’d cost a bloody fortune.” I answered without hesitation. Our blood pact works both ways, Lain! 
 
    She sighed, her bravado deflated with facts alone. “You’re right… How about we—” 
 
    “No, we’re not killing people. Neither you or I will feel good about it afterwards, and honestly I’m surprised Des is okay with it after how she reacted with the bandits.” 
 
    “That was different,” Des said. “Those were obviously just townsfolk trying to survive after their lords crushed their dungeons… None of us took that well. The targets in the assassin’s guild are all terrible people, criminals, murderers and corrupt noblemen. You can review their info, minus their personal details, before you take the job.” 
 
    “But how can you be sure they aren’t lying, before you go off and kill someone?” 
 
    “We confirmed it…” Paz growled. “I smelled blood, and heard the cries from their cellar. After our task was done, we unlocked the cellar and hid. An injured young woman came out with a child in her arms. Logic would dictate that lying would be against the assassin guild’s long term interests. If they really lacked integrity, then how would they remain in business lawfully?” 
 
    “The hell does a beast know about an assassin’s guild?” I asked, cocking my head. “Just because you had that job before—” 
 
    “Alot, hooman,” He snarled. “My skills aren't all inherent. I served an assassin, though in the end he became greedy and took unsigned jobs from black guilds and cultists. He was my last regret but watching him die...was fun.” 
 
    I swallowed and looked back at Lain. I’ve done well not to needlessly kill people, I’ve even let shitty people go so I could sleep well at night. But Lain’s only ever killed in self defense. She killed because people were trying to kill her. 
 
    As the hero, I was a soldier, and a soldier has to kill. I killed to protect my kingdom and to protect what I thought was right at the time but I’d alway regretted it. I regretted it enough that I did all I could for the demon empire afterwards. I staved off slavers, I put my unit to good use rebuilding border towns up north and I killed yet again. Bandits, slavers, looters, human, demon, demi, mutt… My hands were dark red, muddled with their foul blood. 
 
    If I have to kill again, I can live with it as long as they deserve it. 
 
    “It’s okay, Shtulls.” Lain said, feigning a smile. “I’ll just go to the hunter’s guild again and this time I won’t molest the client.” 
 
    “No,” I said. “Let’s ask around first, I have a feeling that there’s a dungeon here or at least one close. This might be a mining town, but from all the street stalls and everything else, they obviously see tourism.” 
 
    We went to the hunter’s guild again and the receptionist cringed as she saw us. So instead of asking her, we asked the other hunters. 
 
    There wasn’t a dungeon but there was a labyrinth. What’s the difference, a person might ask. The difference is that a dungeon has a core. A labyrinth is man/demon made, unlike a dungeon which seeks to entice you, a labyrinth seeks to dissuade you. 
 
    Labyrinths don’t want you entering them, they don’t try to reward you but they do employ monsters, traps and mazes. And most importantly they usually have a much bigger payout, mainly because they were made to keep you away from some great treasure. They also lack holy fonts, healing streams, safe-zones; respite of any kind really.  
 
    Even if you find the hidden treasure, a labyrinth will persist, and as long as you don’t tell anyone, no one will ever be the wiser. 
 
    “Are we all in?” I asked. “If someone already took the treasure then other than the loot from monsters, it’ll be a bust. But we don’t need to be honorable here, we can use every dirty tactic possible to bring this thing down.” 
 
    Lain’s eyes gleamed and I’m sure mine looked the same, Paz groaned and Des nodded. 
 
    We went to our inn to clean up one last time and get a refund for the rest of the week. 
 
    They tried to haggle with us, but when I told them we were headed to the Wrought Iron Tomb, they did a weird gesture where they crossed their arms and bowed their heads. After talking with them, we found out that the labyrinth and the mine overlapped in a few places and that people that opted to clear the labyrinth were considered heroes of sorts because clearing monsters helped out the miners which helped out the town. 
 
    And so we got our refund, along with three packed lunches and some oats for Paz. Which will probably be eaten by us instead. Paz is not a horse. 
 
    So before we left, I inspected everyone’s weapons. I already had plenty of spare shields and swords thanks to Lain’s family and Des. Lain’s mace, though flanged, didn't need sharpening or refining and Des had kept her claw weapons clean and sharp. Paz, well he might need a manicure, but that was beyond my expertise. 
 
    After checking and rechecking everything, we were set to go. A large dungeon might take a month to get through but provisions weren’t an issue. But with a labyrinth they were, so I spent the rest of our rent-crystals on kebabs, raw meat, and barrels of water. 
 
    When it finally felt like we were ready, Lain pointed out a shop with a glowing sign. I hadn’t seen a sign like this before but the illuminated words read: ‘Enchanter’s Weapons and More!’ so we stopped in. 
 
    Their weapon selection was horrible, a one-of-each sort of place with none of them looking good or well maintained. It was a horror show to me, ravaged, desiccated remains of once pure weapons hanging in shame for all to see. If my master was still alive he’d be weeping. 
 
    However in stark contrast, the glass cases around us held beast cores and precious gems all polished to perfection.  
 
    I rang the bell on the counter and after a thud and a groan a woman emerged, half dressed and wearing a pointy velvet hat. 
 
    “We’re here to—” 
 
    She held up her finger and waved her hand before running back into the dark room she emerged from. Moments later we heard retching and tried our best not to focus on it. But for Des it was too much, she ran out of the shop and now, the retching came from two directions. 
 
    Eventually the shopkeeper reemerged, this time fully clothed and Des rejoined us as well. 
 
    “Do ya, gonna buy something, or…” The shopkeeper belched, “ Um, look, I had a long night and forgot to put up the closed sign, so what do you want?” 
 
    “Just browsing,” Lain said, looking at the shiny stones behind the glass case. 
 
    The shopkeeper slumped on the counter and began to hiccup. “Kay...tell me if you like one of my shiny’s ooh, look at that one, you like, ya?” 
 
    “Lain likes, Lain wants shiny!” 
 
    I coughed. “Can you please stop hypnotizing my wife? Truth be told, we saw your sign and I’ve never seen magic like that so we stopped in. We have no clue what this place is or what you do here other than enchanting.” 
 
    “Good eye, mister!” She said as her elbow slipped and she face-planted on her glass case. She made a cute whimper as she rubbed her forehead, then continued. “Sorry, what we do...what we do… We enchant things, weapons mostly. Want a poison dagger, a sword of haste? We can do it all, as long as you have the right beast core. What’s that? You don’t have any? Well worry not friend, for we also sell beast cores, their prices and effects are listed below them in these very cases! Don’t like our weapon selection, well why not use your own! Just provide us the weapon you want enchanted and give us the time and poof!! You got yourself a magic sword, buddy! So are you in or what?” 
 
    “What. We’re just checking things out before we go into the labyrinth.” I peeled Lain away from the cases and began to walk away. 
 
    “Oh, so you’re going to take the challenge? Well then, bring us back a core and we’ll give you a lesser one, enchanted for free! Sound like a deal?” 
 
    “Yeah, we’ll keep it in mind. Thanks, and try not to party so hard.” 
 
    “Shuddup! I mean…thank you for your future patronage!” 
 
    After we left, Lain gave me a peck on the cheek. “You did good, Shtulls!” 
 
    “Huh, in what way?” 
 
    “You saw an attractive half naked woman and you controlled your curse.” 
 
    “You know what? You’re right! Ha, well I guess seeing a full naked you every night, morning and day cured that problem.” 
 
    Maybe because the curse acts on my emotions, using my own mana to manipulate me and Lain’s cured most of that. But there was last night, I still can’t tell if that was me or the curse. Either way it feels a little awkward when I look at Des and—WHAT THE HELL!! 
 
    “Grrr,” Des growled in my ear, wearing that damned persona again. 
 
    I dived away out of reflex, barreling into a pile of dung as Lain fell on the ground laughing. 
 
    I spent the next few minutes cleaning myself as the two of them high fived. Do they love me or do they hate me? 
 
    Des joined me by the well and helped me clean my back. 
 
    “Sorry, Master, you just had this look on your face. It’s the same look you’ve been giving me ever since what happened in Grassland… I...there’s nothing you could do that would make me hate you, and without you there, things would’ve been a lot worse. And last night, I enjoyed it. From how passionate you were for me to carrying me through the lobby and kicking down the door. No one’s ever cared for me like that.”  
 
    “You say as you wash horse poo off my back. And call me Shtulls, dammit!” 
 
    “Nope, I’ll call you Master, and you’ll live with it! I’ll take that as your penance.” 
 
    The rest of the time was spent in silence. I wasn’t sure how to feel but I was sure that Des seemed a little happier now. 
 
    I grabbed her hand and pulled off her persona to reveal her blushing face but the second I did, her glasses immediately replaced it. 
 
    Masks, glasses, Des likes to hide her emotions behind something. 
 
    I gently reached up and removed her glasses, and ran my hand across her rosey cheek. 
 
    “Des,” I said, as she nervously looked into my eyes. 
 
    “Y-yes, Master?” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I, think I just accidentally wiped poo on you…” 
 
    And that was the first time Des slapped me. 
 
    Though she wasn’t a strong woman, even when compared to a normal villager, she managed to hit me square on the chin. The next thing I knew, the world spun and… 
 
    “Is he heavy, Lain? It’s my fault, so I should be the one to carry him.” Des said, as I became aware of my predicament. 
 
    I was tossed in the air and caught again. “Noppers, he’s my man, if I can’t carry him then I don’t deserve him. Besides, you’re 90lbs soaking wet so how would you even—” 
 
    “I’d crawl on all fours…” Des panted. “You could tie him to me and—” 
 
    I coughed. “Thank you Lain, I think I’m okay now.” 
 
    “Okay,” Lain said, giving me a kiss. 
 
    We kept going towards the massive looming gates of Wrought Iron Tomb. True to its name it was covered with rusted iron in intricate yet beautiful patterns. It twisted, forming shapes of trees and flowers along with horrible images of mutilation. 
 
    “Uh, Lain?” 
 
    “What is it?~” She said, smiling down at me. 
 
    “Could you let me down now, I can walk.” 
 
    “Hmm, nope.” 
 
    “B-but, there’s guards up there and—” 
 
    “HA! The hooman’s worried about his pride.” Paz Scoffed. 
 
    “Not a hooman, and being carried by Lain is an honor! But, I don’t think they’ll let us in like this.” 
 
    “I-I’ll carry him!” Des said, pulling a red rope from her storage. 
 
    “Why does she even have that, and why’s it red?” I said, speaking my mind, courtesy of the curse. 
 
    “I thought we could use it,” Des said innocently, yet blushing. 
 
    “What would you even have—” 
 
    “Master! You always told me to bring rope when going into a dungeon, so I always have some.” She adjusted her glasses. “But, there’s several ways we could use it…” 
 
    “So why’s it red?” Lain asked. “I’ve been meaning to ask since the last time we used it.” 
 
    Paz hung back as if ashamed to be seen with us. “Oh god…” 
 
    “It’s made with Ariani silk, and red is pretty…” 
 
    “So you do have a girly side!” Lain said, hefting me again. 
 
    “You’re one to speak, you damned amazon!” 
 
    “I’d think they hated each other but they’re both smiling so… I have to pee, and I wonder what I’ll cook tonight. I hope Lain cooks. Can Des cook? Maybe Paz has some… Why are they all staring at me? Ah.” 
 
    Lain walked over behind a tree and… I can’t urinate with an erection so this doesn’t work. With that logic in place, she thankfully left me to relieve myself. 
 
    After that I equipped Lain’s father’s shortsword and the buckler Shan gave me, I returned and the rest followed suit then after a brief nod from the guards, we entered The wrought Iron Tomb. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 28: The Wrought Iron Tomb - Shtulls 
 
      
 
    At first everything seemed straight forward, the labyrinth was prettier than you’d expect of a murder-pit. The walls were immaculately designed as if it was one large ironworker’s mural. Though a very homicidal one. Still, you couldn’t help but to admire it and so we moved slowly at first, then growing more confident, we moved faster.  
 
    After an hour of retracing our steps and seeing the same designs in the walls over and over again, it became apparent that we were getting nowhere. 
 
    “Let’s use the Duke’s strategy.” I said. 
 
    “What’s that?” Lain asked. 
 
    “It’s—” I started. 
 
    “It’s where you just follow the right wall until you finish the maze. It’s slower, but it’s certain.” Des said, interrupting me. 
 
    “There, there,” I said, rubbing her head. “You listened afterall, didn’t you? You’re a good girl.” 
 
    Des made a cute face then adjusted her glasses returning to her more stoic demeanor. “Of course, I remember everything you taught me.” 
 
    Paz whimpered and rested his head on my shoulder. 
 
    “Oh, and you’re a good boy!” I said, giving him a pet. “Who’s my good boy?” 
 
    “I am!” 
 
    “Yes you are! Yes you are!” 
 
    Lain stopped and looked back at me, her eyes saying. ‘You never pet me!’ 
 
    Damn you wifey telepathy. 
 
    I gave Lain a pet as well, but since we’re the same height and she was looking into my eyes the entire time, it became awkward so I had to stop before petting became heavy petting. 
 
    “Still,” Des said as we followed the walls. “We haven’t encountered any monsters.” 
 
    “Oh, they’re here, if they weren’t then this place would just be a maze.” 
 
    It was maybe an hour after that when we encountered our first monster. 
 
    “Holy hell, is that—” Lain started. 
 
    “It sure is!” I finished, holding my hand up to stay everyone. “It’s an iron golem… None of us can deal with that.” 
 
    We backed away slowly, being careful not to alert it of our presence. Then when we were far enough away we spoke. 
 
    “What do we do?” Lain asked. 
 
    “We pit it!” Des said. 
 
    I shot her a thumbs up. “Pitting is where you dig a hole. It doesn’t work as well in dungeons because they can repair themselves but in a labyrinth it’ll be more effective. Basically, we dig a big hole then lure it to fall in. Like a pit trap.” 
 
    “Clever hoom—Shtulls, I can dig it!” Paz said, wagging his feathery tail. 
 
    “Good, I’ll leave it up to you. Des—” 
 
    “I’ll lure it,” Lain interrupted. 
 
    “No, Lain, you’re basically a turret or a wall in battle. You lack speed and finesse, Des is the best fit and she’s done this before. I could do it as well, but I’d be guaranteed to take a few hits. I’ve fought metal golems before, and despite how they look, they’re fast.” 
 
    “Aww…well, Des, you are flexible.” Lain said with a shrug. 
 
    “T-Thank you?” Des said, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “You do have a part, Lain. Once we have it trapped, you need to use a greater ice spell, then follow it with a greater fire spell. I recommend Ice Barrier, then Fire Wall. It’ll be stuck, so they’ll be damned effective.” 
 
    “Right!” Lain said with a stern expression. 
 
    And, Serious Lain 2, I’ll save that image for later. 
 
    The Iron golem was about two feet taller than me and several times wider, so digging the pit took us some time. This definitely wasn’t an every day tactic, but it was a safer one than charging in and hoping to survive. 
 
    If we had three or four elemental magic users with fire and ice specializations and a tank with high elemental resistance then we could probably take it head on. But even in my hayday at the height of my strength when I took on the chromium golem in the mythical dungeon, I still had to run away. 
 
    “Wait a minute, Lain, you have all four elements right?” 
 
    “Yep!” 
 
    “Do you have terraforming?” 
 
    “Mmm, lesser terraforming… My magic is mostly offensive.” 
 
    I took her hand. “Then let’s use it, my mana is yours.” 
 
    With all of us working together we finally, finally dug the hole then used Terraforming to cover it with a weak crust. 
 
    “Des, you’re up.” 
 
    “Got it!” 
 
    She leaped and jumped off the wall to clear the hole. With her speed and agility, her lighter frame that robbed her of her strength suddenly became an asset. She vanished around the corner, and we all got ready for the worst. 
 
    After a minute Des came frantically running, she leaped the pit and I caught her as the iron golem came hot on her trail, it’s eyes glowing orange as it vented steam. 
 
    It ran headlong into the pit but still managed to grab the ledge on our side. Lain kicked it and it fell in. 
 
    After that she didn’t waste a second. Gripping my hand, she cast her spells one after the other until we heard a loud crack. Then as the golem made one final attempt to escape, it crumbled. 
 
    “High fiv—” 
 
    “There’s more!” Des interrupted. “That room was full of them.” 
 
    “Well, that’s unfair!” Lain said, lowering her hand. 
 
    “Par for the course,” I said. “But this guy’s crumbled, and we can reuse the pit. So let’s get its core and store its scrap. Pure iron sells well. Then we rinse, wash and repeat until the room’s cleared.” 
 
    I was wrong when I thought that the only payout here would be the treasure at the end. Whoever built this place, they spared no expense in defending it. No wonder the lady at the enchantment shop had so many cores to display. If we’re up against golems then each and every one will drop a core. 
 
    We kept going until the room was cleared but by then we’d all been awake for more than a day, so we opted to rest. Paz took the first shift to let us Mana cycle but we were all already spent so we fell asleep without even fixing dinner. 
 
    Somehow it ended with me being the last shift and Lain getting the short straw of splitting her sleep. So I took some tender, coal and several ingredients from my storage to cook us a good breakfast. 
 
    It was a stew, most of what I made was stew or soup but I think with the ingredients I have, it’ll be good. Plus when paired with the crusty bread we bought at a discount… Yeah, good stuff. 
 
    Rather than adding salt, I used a chunk of salt-preserved pork fat and tossed in one skewer for its spices. I then used a few leeks and some forest mushrooms that I’d been saving. Then I added in a handful of oats, some barley and raw beef along with a few cloves of garlic and a small handful of rice. 
 
    I peppered it to taste and hollowed out the crusty bread, using it as a bowl. 
 
    I then tossed a few pieces of almost rancid venison over the coals for Paz. I hate to admit I cut some corners, but he did cost a fortune to feed. He’s a demonic beast now, and cooking the meat should make it edible. But wow, it actually smells good, irony, gamey and charred, everything's better when barbecued. 
 
    I divided the salted pork fat into Lain and Des’s bowls, then woke them up. Paz can sleep a little longer, he deserves it. 
 
    Lain’s eyes lit up as she took the bread bowl from me, her mouth watering. Her hands shook as if I was handing her some holy object. 
 
    I shook my head, until I saw Des, sleepy and without the protection of her glasses. She looked up at me, her lip trembling. 
 
    Right then and there, I promised myself that I’d protect her. If a man fixing her a meal brought her to tears, then she deserved to be spoiled as much as possible. 
 
    It was easy to write Des off, saying she was fine because she was alive. But in reality, she had more trauma than Lain and I combined. “Des deserved to be coddled, treated like fine china, and respected to the point that she’d learn to see herself like I see her. A brave, charming person, so smart and graceful that she’s already earned my respect several times over.” 
 
    “M-Master…” Des said, reaching around for her glasses while wiping tears from her eyes. 
 
    Lain held her glasses up so I could see them, then hid them before Des noticed. 
 
    After searching for a while she sniffled and hugged her knees still holding her soggy bread bowl in one hand. 
 
    “Eat it, Des,” I said, sitting beside her. “Before it turns to mush.”  
 
    “It’s salty…” She said as she leaned against me and we all finished eating together. 
 
    Then when Paz finished his second breakfast, we resumed our trek. 
 
    After a while of using the Duke’s strategy we hit our first snag. 
 
    “Hidden doors,” I said after we walked past our former camp fire for the fifth time. “That’s the only explanation.” 
 
    Then what was formerly a walk became a slog as we tapped on every wall and pressed every decorative detail we saw. 
 
    “There, wind!” Des said, pressing herself to the wall. 
 
    “I agree, I smell…” Paz paused. “Hoomans! Shit, leather and blood, hoomans are close!” 
 
    I pressed myself to the floor and saw an orange light flickering underneath the wall. “It’s true, someone either has a torch or a campfire. We need to get through here!” 
 
    “Hey!” Lain yelled. “Can you hear me?” 
 
    “There’s a voice,” Someone said. “Hey!! We’re over here!” 
 
    “How do we get to you?” Lain yelled. 
 
    “On the wall, do you see a rose?” 
 
    “Yeah!” 
 
    “If we call the top petal 1, then go clockwise. Press 1, 8, 7!” 
 
    Lain pressed it wrong a few times then got it right. 
 
    The wall swung open and we were suddenly face to face with six strangers. 
 
    Lain stumbled and a blonde man, wearing armor similar to Lain’s caught her. 
 
    “Careful now,” he said.  
 
    “Oh, thank you… Mr.?” 
 
    “My apologies,” he said, bowing briefly, and immediately making me hate him as he took Lain’s hand. 
 
    “My name is Gavin, the vanguard. Over there is Rex our shaman, Bogard, our rogue and the twin mages are Essary and Issory, then there’s Goglob, our porter.” 
 
    Gavin was a young handsome man, slightly shorter than Lain and I, but the way he carried himself said that he was in no way our inferior. Next was Rex. Rex was likely a full blooded dragonewt, having a long neck, scales and wings. Dragonewt shamans were rare, especially this far south but their strength was legendary. With their innate skills alone they were on par with the best martial artists, add to that, that they could summon totems to buff, heal or empower their companions and you have the world's best support class. 
 
    Then there was Essary and Issory, from their ears and heights alone, I could tell they were demis. Gnome/elf hybrids, so their mana levels likely brought mine to shame, if I still had mana. Then from their garb, I could tell they’d each chosen opposite specializations to balance each other out. Thereby canceling out each other’s weaknesses. 
 
    And Goglob, he was a troll, an especially large one, maybe half orc or giant-kin. I gathered from his title that he was their gatherer, but from his build, all I could see was a man, standing as strong and tall as a rock wall. Despite his title, I had a feeling he was the most powerful one among them. 
 
    But as much as I wanted to gauge them more, I couldn’t help but notice how Gavin kept hold of Lain’s hand. He didn’t balk, he didn’t shy away. That meant two things, Gavin was a succubi/incubi demi, and he was pissing me off to such an extent that… 
 
    My curse hit me so hard that my spine popped. 
 
    But as suddenly as it started, it vanished as Lain pulled me in close. She forced her tongue into my mouth and drained my mana to nothing as she kissed me, letting our saliva mix, leaving a strand as she pulled away. 
 
    “This is Shtulls, my husband, behind him, although she looks like a Serpocorpres demon, is my girlfriend, Des and the Pazuzu demon is our pet, Paz. He’s a good boy.” 
 
    “Oh,” Gavin bowed. “I’ve been untoward. Mr. Shtulls was it?” 
 
    “Er, yes,” I said, still recovering from Lain’s sudden kiss. 
 
    “Your wife is enchanting and I’ve dared to touch her hand. I apologize! But I must say she’s the most beautiful person I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    I looked to Lain, fast enough that my neck popped but she looked nonplussed. 
 
    With dead eyes, she bowed to Gavin. “I thank you, sir, but I’m a married woman, so I’d prefer it if you didn’t talk about my appearance.” 
 
    Through our blood pact I felt her disgust. I didn’t fully understand it, Gavin seemed like the sort of guy anyone would like but Lain seemed angry at him. 
 
    “Lain, huh…” He said, running his hand through his thick hair. “Lain...Lain…” His eyebrows scrunched up as he rubbed the bridge of his perfect nose then shrugged. “Well, let’s all get along together, and Shtulls was it?” 
 
    “Yeah.” For the second time, you arse! 
 
    “You’re a lucky man. How about we all work together? A labyrinth is a lot harsher than a dungeon, so there’s no reason we should stick to the five person party limit. Are you guys a party?” 
 
    “We’re—” I started. 
 
    “We’re the S-Executioners,” Lain said, squeezing my hand. 
 
    “All right, we’re Team Bright-Star Dominion. It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance.” 
 
    Lain nodded, plastering on a fake smile as we all proceeded on together. 
 
    I could tell that something wasn’t right but every time I tried to look Lain in the eyes, she turned away. 
 
    Then there was Gavin’s party. They were basically mute, though the twins hung close to him, their eyes looked… Those aren’t the eyes of happy party members, those eyes belonged to fish, pulled fresh from their ocean homes and fried alive. They were the eyes of victims, so used that they’d discarded their bodies, treating them as a tool. 
 
    “Wait,” I said as the rest began to set up camp. “Lain, I think I hear something, let’s go check it out.” 
 
    Lain nodded, a shell of her normal self as I pulled her along down a hallway we’d already traveled. 
 
    I hugged her close, kissing her neck. “Tell me, I deserve to know.” 
 
    “What do you want me to say, Shtulls?” She said as she pulled away, but I forced her back, locking her in my arms. 
 
    “Everything! Why does this guy irritate you so much?” 
 
    “Do you really want to know?” She asked, looking at me with a stern expression. 
 
    “I do, you already know my past and I thought I knew your’s, so tell me. We’re connected and I won’t judge you for lovers passed.” 
 
    “It’s not that, “ she said, returning my embrace. “He just reminds me of someone, after Hershal died, there was a man who dated me, then tried to kill me for my armor. I never had sex with him, but we were fine holding hands, so I, trusted him. He spoke like Gavin, with wide smiles and subtle embraces, but I killed him. I’m sure I killed him! I’m sure...I…” 
 
    She began to cry, and I pressed her face to my chest letting her sob into my jerkin. Whoever that guy was, he was likely a demi, who abused his gift to charm others. Lain was immune to charm, but he treated her like a target all the same. 
 
    What she’s feeling now is likely because she recognises what he’s doing. She knows from experience when she’s being deceived. 
 
    “I get it,” I said, kissing her forehead. “I’ve been fooled before as well. So let’s observe them, we’re in this together now, you’re not alone. We’ll figure it out and before they betray us, we’ll kill the mastermind.” 
 
    “I don’t want to kill, Shtulls! That was the second worst experience of my life.” 
 
    “I don’t mean literally, but if he is pure scum then I won’t hesitate. If you or Des are in trouble, I’ll kill that man, I’ll kill him in the worst way, even if I have to use Unbind. But you should feel happy, you’ve recognized a trend. And I hate to say it but, it all checks out. From the looks in the twin’s eyes to how the dragonewt and the troll act around him. He’s bad news.” 
 
    It could be some inborn hate or jealousy, more than facts that made me hate Gavin but after talking with Lain, I somehow felt justified. 
 
    Still, what he said wasn’t wrong. The more people we have, the better. If I assume the worst, then they’ll likely cooperate until we get to the final room, then they'll try to off us. And old Mister Goglob is likely the one who’ll do it. Probably from behind since his Job is Porter. 
 
    “Alright, let’s go play nice for a while and pump them for information. It seems like they’ve been through this place before.” 
 
    “What about Paz?” Lain said, “He speaks into our minds, so there’s no way they know he’s intelligent, they probably just think he’s some dumb birdoggo. He could be a spy!” 
 
    I looked around the corner to see Paz licking himself and snorting. 
 
    “Damn you’re sexy when you’re being all smart!” I said. 
 
    She looked a bit angry, but she still smiled as I kissed her. 
 
    When we walked back in, Gavin hopped up and met us. “Was there anything there?” 
 
    “Nope, probably just an echo.” I said, still holding Lain’s hand. “So, I have to ask, what’s a human like you doing in a border-town? You don’t exactly fit in.” 
 
    He rubbed the back of his head and laughed shyly. “I get that a lot but I’m not human, not even a little, but talking about my race is a bit… It’s not exactly well liked, on either side of the border.” 
 
    “Oh?” I said, “well, I won’t pry any farther, we all have our secrets.” 
 
    He let out a heavy sigh. “I appreciate it,” he said, turning to walk away. He stopped suddenly and raised a finger after he was a yard away. “Shtulls, huh… You wouldn’t be, that Shtulls would you?” 
 
    “Nope, I was born in a mining town just like this one but my father was a drunk so I was named Shtulls after mine supports… That hero guy ruined my life!” 
 
    He laughed again. “I see, sorry for your luck but I kinda wanted to meet the other Shtulls. He’s still a hero in these parts.” 
 
    Shit! I forgot that the common folk and border-towns still liked me. The nobles hated me, and with a war for succession underway every would-be Demonic Emperor was out for my blood but he’s right. And I just revealed all but revealed that we’re from the human kingdom. 
 
    Before I could say anything else he walked away and rejoined his party around their campfire. 
 
    “Lain,” I whispered. “I screwed up.” 
 
    She pressed her forehead to mine and rubbed my shoulder. “It’s okay, we still have the advantage. I’ll go talk to Paz, do we have anything to bribe him with?” 
 
    I smiled as I pulled a large femur from my storage. “A troll bone.” 
 
    “Shtulls!” She smacked my back playfully, knocking the air from my lungs. “Oops, but you deserved it, you’re awful!” 
 
    “No, this’ll be fine, let them see it.” 
 
    Lain went over to Paz and leaned against him, offering him the bone. I sat by Des but she scooted away. Des...scooted...away!? 
 
    I looked towards her, but she quickly looked away, her cheeks flushed. 
 
    No… Don’t tell me! 
 
    “Des,” I said, trying to pull her into my lap like I’d always done but she shoved me. “While we were investigating the noise, did Gavin speak to you?” 
 
    She looked at me for a moment, her eyes wide, then she adjusted her glasses and cleared her throat. “No, why would someone as handsome as him ever talk to a creature like me?” 
 
    He fucking did! 
 
    I took a deep breath and stood up. I could feel my pulse in my throat as I fought against the curse. I knew that if I screwed up here, then we’d be up against an elite team with two mages and without Des’s support. 
 
    My eye twitched, as I struggled to walk. Lain jumped into action and soon we were both resting against Paz. 
 
    “Shtulls, what’s wrong?” Lain asked, breaking off our kiss as Des sat down beside us. 
 
    I pulled Lain back in for another kiss then looked into her eyes. Wifey telepathy isn’t actually a thing, but we can share our emotions, even physical sensations, so please, Lain! I can’t say it out loud, if I do then we’re all screwed! 
 
    Lain seemed to understand something, as she searched my eyes, but I knew she didn’t grasp it. I could tell by the feelings of confusion and anger that came through our link that she knew something had happened just not what. 
 
    I closed my eyes. I couldn’t even look at Des, if I did then I’d do everything in my power to beat the holy snot out of Gavin until… What? Charm had already transferred all her feelings for me and Lain to him. It wouldn’t last forever but the fact he’d done it, the fact he had the balls to… 
 
    “We should leave,” I said to Lain, still struggling against my curse. 
 
    “I’d like to keep going.” Des said, “Even without you.” 
 
    “Des!?” Lain said Grabbing Des’s head and shaking it. “Are you crazy?” 
 
    “No—oo-ough!” Des heaved as Lain let her go. She took some time on the floor, holding her head as she regained her bearings. “I just think we can do it, especially since we met a man like Gavin! Lain, you should join us too! Leave this dusty old piece of crap and—” 
 
    Lain slapped her, causing her to fly off. Luckily she hit Paz who oofed with the sudden impact and the two of them slid until they hit the wall. 
 
    “Is everything okay over there?” Gavin yelled, starting to walk over. 
 
    As I felt myself giving in to my curse, Lain yelled back. “Des is sick, she’s hexed, so we’re backing out here. Sorry to cut things short, but maybe we’ll meet again later.” 
 
    Lain threw Des over her shoulder as Paz whimpered and we were forced to withdraw. 
 
    “I see,” Gavin yelled after us. “Was it something I said?” 
 
    It was something you did, you piece of crap! 
 
    “No,” Lain said, forcing a smile. “We just thought Des would be fine, even with her contagious Hex.” 
 
    “A what now?” Gavin said, a hint of fear in his voice. 
 
    “Oh, her hex? It eats away at the life force of any male that touches her. It’s small at first but over time, their appendages will rot off, from smallest to biggest. So toes, fingers, then… Well, you can imagine what’s next. Either way when she speaks to a man, it’ll happen. Luckily I know Greater Cleanse, so we’re safe.” 
 
    “W-wait!” Gavin yelled, running after us. “I-I spoke to her!” 
 
    “Oh?” Lain said with a sadistic smile. “Well, that’s too bad. My services don’t come cheap, 10,000 crystals or forty beast cores. Take your pick.” 
 
    “You conned us!” Gavin said, breaking character as he stumped the ground, his hand on his sword. 
 
    “Conned you?” Lain said. “How so? We never forced you to talk to her, and the hex only activates when someone uses a skill of a spell on her. It’s not like we could’ve predicted that. So what did you do to her?” 
 
    Gavin released his sword and took a deep breath, bringing up his status. “Ahh, so you realized.” He cackled, holding his face in his hands. “My god! You played me for a fool! I can’t even hate you for it. But, you can’t blame me, there’s no way I could’ve trusted you otherwise. This place is dangerous, but the people that come here are worse. I was only protecting myself, and my party.” 
 
    “Then you’ll forgive us for leaving. Or rather, we’ll forgive you, this one time,” Lain said. 
 
    I wanted to speak, I needed to speak, to protect everyone, but I knew from the tingling in my spine that reached out through my arms and legs that if I said or did anything right now, then that would be the end for us. My curse would do who knows what and a full on battle would erupt. 
 
    If I still had mana, if I wasn’t cursed, then things would be different but as it stands Goglob and I are probably even, let alone the rest. And Lain is no match for the twin mages that Gavin keeps on a short leash. 
 
    “Just go,” Gavin said. “I don’t cooperate with cowards anyway.” 
 
    Lain nodded and turned away as I shook, my very muscles fighting against me. 
 
    I-I can’t walk! 
 
    Lain grabbed me, throwing me over her other shoulder and as we started to turn Gavin mused. “Did you see how that old man was shaking! We’re better off without them!” 
 
    Lain stopped and I could feel her rage but when she looked at Des, she continued. 
 
    With each step we took towards the entrance, I shook more. This is just like that time in Grass Manor. When me and the curse agree, it can’t be stopped. 
 
    “La...in… Please sto…” 
 
    “Shtulls?” 
 
    I leaped off her shoulder and stood in front of her. I twisted my body back and met her with a manic grimace. “Caw caw!” 
 
    “Shtulls, no! NO! This is not happeni—Ouch!” 
 
    She said as I tossed my pants at her and donned my coketrice helm. “The Cocke Man cometh, baby!” 
 
    “Shtulls… Can you not, please? You know I love yo—” 
 
    “Caw caw!!” 
 
    “Oh god, what about Des?” 
 
    “Girl, I protect my chicks, so you get on out, I’ll show’em what fucking with a cocke is all about. I’ll teach’em, I’ll teach’em real good. It’ll be long and hard, but I’ll work it in soft and slow. No one circumcises my curriculum!” 
 
    “Shtulls?” Lain said, pulling up my helmet and kissing me. “Or rather, Stulls’ curse, don’t you dare let him get hurt, or I’ll find you. You know I can, and even though it might take me some time, I’ll end you.” She kissed me again. “So, cocke man, please be careful, and use unbind if you have to. We won’t be by you, so we’ll be safe. I just don't want to be your widow. I won’t recover from that…” 
 
    “Looky here, chickadee, ain’t no one badder than me! I’m the Cocke of the walk; the put your mouth where your money is; the king dick! Honey, pussies and asses are gonna know my name! For the Cocke man comes again! Cawk caw!” 
 
    Oh god… Please let it stop… I know I kinda wanted it, but no… This is too horrible! I mean what the hell is this, I’m speaking like Disco Don, an otherworlder who was in my squad once. He came from what he called a digital world where he was a Discomancer. 
 
    Before this curse hit me, he was the cringiest person I ever met, now that honor belongs to me. 
 
    But I am confident! And even though my balls are cold, I will settle matters with Gavin and his party. 
 
    Lain looked me in the eyes and sighed. “I can’t stop you, you’re still stronger than me, but I’ll be back. As soon as I get Des a room and tie her to the bed, I’ll be back! Rather you’re Shtulls or… uh… Cocke man… I still love you, so just wait for me!” 
 
    “Cawk caw!” 
 
    “Right…” She said, forcing herself to smile as she turned away. 
 
    Physically speaking I was stronger than her, but not by much. In Grass manor, the only thing that let me triumph over her was the fact that she didn’t want to hurt me. 
 
    But none of that mattered now. Inside, there was a man, a man who dared to charm Des! A man who I now had no doubt had enslaved two twins, a man who needed to get cold-cocked. 
 
    I had no clue why I was pantless. I also didn’t understand why I cawed periodically. I just knew that with this helm I’d gained an ability and a sizable defense bonus even without my pants. 
 
    Normally I would be flabbergasted, disgusted and reviled, but right at this moment, no matter my state, I knew that retribution was coming. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 29: Retribution - Cocke Man 
 
      
 
    “You two will comfort me again, won’t you?” Gavin said as he lay between his twin mages. 
 
    “Cawkcaw...Bakakaw! Bawk, bawk!” 
 
    “Is that, a chicken? What the hell is going on? Bogard, go check it out, if it’s a chicken, then dress it and we’ll eat well tonight. But wow, how absurd, I must be blessed by the gods to find a good meal in a place like this.” He unfastened his belt. “Use your mouths, yeah, yeah! That’s what I want!” 
 
    The rogue rounded the corner, and I rendered him unconscious with a mighty mushroom stamp. 
 
    Somehow, as Cocke Man, I’d regained a measure of my mana. Not enough to cast spells but enough for physical hardening. I cringed as I dragged the rogue away, tossing him in the pit we’d dug for iron golems. 
 
    He fell at a strange angle and with a crunch I realized I accidentally killed him. 
 
    “Bawkaaw! Cawkaw!! Errorooo! Cawkaaw!!” 
 
    “Fuck!” Gavin yelled. “Bogard! Booogard?” He waited for a response then when none came, he pulled up his pants and fastened his belt. “Rex, get ready, something’s not right.” 
 
    I peaked around the corner, pecking at nothing. “Caaw, caaaawkcaaaw! Cocke!” 
 
    “What the—” 
 
    “HAHA! You thought it was a chicken, but it is I, Cocke-Man man, man, maaan…” 
 
    “What the fu—” Gavin said as he leaped up, readying his sword. Goglob charged after me and I led him back to the same pit, shaking my hips on the other side. 
 
    “Caaaw, caaaw, cokewad!” 
 
    He looked down at the pit and smiled, walking back slowly. “Hey, Gavin, it’s just some big shlonged asshole, he lured Bogard into a pit! So you go get him, I’ll prepare the twins.” 
 
    “As you say, boss!” Gavin said from the other room, the sound of his sabatons echoing on the stone floors as he charged towards me. 
 
    The second Gavin saw me his expression changed. He looked at my dangling bait and took it, treating me as if I was a dungeon monster. 
 
    “Holy slash!” He called out, unnecessarily. 
 
    I dodged around the wall and after it passed I peaked my head around the corner. “Caw, caw… Bakaww!!” 
 
    He met my gaze and I petrified him. Then I dragged him around the corner and shoved him in the pit. Even though I didn’t look back, the cracking noise I heard told me that he wouldn’t be okay afterwards. 
 
    Next I pecked my way into the room and scratched at the ground as Goglob looked at me, his hand on the twin’s backs. “Get him, girls!” 
 
    Fire and Ice bombarded me as I dodged back, barely evading them. 
 
    “Hecaw! Cocke-shield!” I yelled as I charged into the room. There was no shield… Instead I brandished myself and dived forwards, rolling as I rose in front of the mighty Goglob! 
 
    “Cockeyaaah!” I said doing a daring thrust maneuver. 
 
    Goglob evaded it masterfully before drawing a club undoubtedly made out of a dragon’s fang. 
 
    “You amuse me, little man! But I’m not here to play. Twins!” 
 
    One activated Fire Wall as the other launched rock bullets at me. 
 
    Without being able to see them through the fire, I was hit. Luckily their line of sight seemed to be below the belt as the bullets hit my thigh and my pelvis, fracturing them both. 
 
    I limped away, but Gogglob came charging through the flames, his club raised high. He smiled, as he noticed my wounds. 
 
    I couldn’t dodge anymore but I still grinned beneath my helm as I activated Counter. 
 
    He fell back, bloody and gagging. He tried to call out but I silenced him, don’t ask me how! 
 
    After that, there were only Rex and the twins, the strongest among them, so I limped off. Of all of them, I knew that they were victims, or at least I assumed it. For all I knew they were the masterminds. But I couldn’ prove it, and I didn’t want to. So I slinked off to bleed alone. 
 
    I held on, growing dizzy as my blood pooled around me. I knew I was lucky when they didn’t pursue me. I looked down in the pit as Gavin began to stir. The cocketrice helm’s petrification effects were negligible; they only lasted for a half hour at best but hearing him scream ‘My arm! My arm!!’ was worth it.    
 
    Apparently he survived, but would I? Either way, those twins would be free of the effects of charm and so would Des. It all boiled down to time, now. 
 
    I pulled off my helm and peaked over the ledge. Gavin had already tied his belt around his right stub and slumped in the corner. “Old man Shtulls!? I knew you were him! The goddamned hero, knew it!” 
 
    I coughed, my throat still dry from the massive Fire Wall the twins put up. “I was, several years ago. And you tried to seduce my pupil and my wife.” 
 
    He laughed, his skin turning the color of fine parchment. “I met Lain, back on the other side. She damn near killed me, but I never forgot her. “ 
 
    I coughed, wrapping my leg with a bandage. “Why did you do it? Why did you throw her away?” 
 
    “I couldn’t charm her, so I couldn’t control her and she was stronger than me. Shtulls?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    Gavin laughed, as he continued to bleed out. “My race...I’m a doppleganger-demi. I retain my...skills and gender, but I was never able to lo...ve…her. Tell her, I’m sor...” 
 
    I waited a while for him to continue but eventually there was only silence and I was left alone again. I didn’t want to die, but I knew, even before I gave in to my curse that the odds were stacked against me but I succeeded. This dopple-bastard was dead along with the thief. I did what I set out to do. No one will be a slave anymore… I… I feel so warm all of a sudden, so tired.  
 
    This comfortable feeling, like strong arms and warm tears. I can rest now. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 30: Recovery - Lain 
 
      
 
    I returned to our inn and bought another week. I tied Des down to the bed and ran as fast as my legs would take me. Paz joined me, and I rode on his back as he whimpered under my weight. 
 
    I knew where to go, because I’ve already traveled this labyrinth. So we wasted no time finding our way back. But what we found was Shtulls half naked over the pit we’d dug together. Inside, there were two bodies and beyond, there was nothing. 
 
    “Shtulls!” I held him in my arms as I used Greater Heal. Then after a while, I bit my finger and forced it into his mouth. I wasn’t sure how the blood pact worked, but he was dying! I knew after talking with Dad that it split our lifetimes between us. I was a succubus demi and Shtulls, no one knew how long he could live. But If he dies, then I don’t have much left to live for! Dad always told me to live for love and die for what I believe in, so I have no regrets. 
 
    Shtulls, I don’t regret meeting you and I won’t regret dying with you. But Des and Paz will be sad…and my brothers. 
 
    His eyes snapped open and he stopped me. He handed me one of Des’s daggers. “Before you finish healing me, you need to dig them out. Two rock bullets, you don’t have to get it all, but get as much as you…” 
 
    “It’s too late! The holes have...” He passed out. I guess that’s why he handed me the dagger. 
 
    But seeing him this close to death. Does he really want to, to… 
 
    Come on Lain! Where are your ovaries! This is your man, and you have to save him! 
 
    I removed his bandage and found a small indention where the skin had sealed but something inside was keeping the rest from healing underneath. 
 
    I pushed the dagger in slowly until I felt something hard, I worked the blade around it and began to pry it out until I could grab it with my fingers. I used Greater Cleanse on myself and pulled it out. It was a small jagged piece of blackened rock. 
 
    I wanted to heal him, but I knew he had another wound. I found the second spot on the opposite side, I just followed the blood trail and pushed the dagger in. This one was bigger than the first one and closer to his organs, so I began to sweat as my hand shook. 
 
    His thigh was gushing blood where I’d removed the first rock. This was worse than bad, Even Greater Heal can’t save someone who’s lost too much blood! 
 
    I took a deep breath and carefully dug out the second stone. Then I used Greater Heal and covered him with our blanket. I braced him on Paz’s back, and we ran outside. 
 
    Rather than taking him back to the inn, we ran into a large thicket of trees. I remembered when he gave his blood to Des. Afterwards he used Unbind and got better, he was weak then, but he’s dying now. He has to use it! I don’t care if we’re in the papers or if some strange demon comes after us, this is do or die, and I’ll make him do it! 
 
    I slapped him gently, then waited. If kissing him, weakens him then, why don’t I try giving him mana. Aww, but I suck at that! And there’s no time to go get Des. 
 
    I looked down at his face, that same face I’d seen so many times now. So handsome and caring, yet, harsh and intimidating. He had small lines on his forehead from worrying too much and dimples from smiling. That salt and pepper stubble that never went away even though he shaved regularly. 
 
    I ran my fingers through his soft, thick hair. He’d told me once that he always had white streaks in his hair, even in his early twenties when he decided to regrow it. Was it stress or was it natural? It didn’t matter, Shtulls was just Shtulls, and after I finally met him, I felt whole for the first time. 
 
    I wiped away my tears. I couldn’t blame him for risking himself but I should’ve been there with him! Des! This is...all… I can’t blame her, even though she’s older than me, she’s still naive when it comes to dealing with other people. She’s easy to push around and socially terrified of people. 
 
    I shouldn’t blame anyone, I should just do what needs to be done. It’s not like I’m selfish, but my body naturally seeks to drain others. It’s something embedded deep within me, an instinct as natural as breathing. 
 
    So I held my breath. I placed my hands on his head, and breathed out as my mana went wild inside me. I felt a massive resistance, then, something gave and finally parted as my mana began to fill him. 
 
    I did it, but it hurts! 
 
    It burned the whole time but I kept holding on. I did it until I felt his mana wash back into me. That primitive savage mana of his filled me with lust and adrenaline. It was the most beautiful mana I’d ever had and for a moment I lost myself as I began to drain him again. 
 
    I pulled my hands away, shaking. “No!! I won’t do it again! I won’t kill someone I love!” 
 
    Shtulls took my hands in his and smiled up at me, half conscious. “You won’t kill me, Lain, you can’t.” He held them together in his and kissed them, his eyelids struggling to stay open. 
 
    I smiled for a moment, then fear set in. “Shtulls, use Unbind!!” 
 
    “B-but…” His head lulled back. 
 
    “Do it or I’m leaving you!” 
 
    His eyes shot open again and I was suddenly straddling a huge demon, with white fur and gray skin. He breathed out embers and black smoke before sitting up. 
 
    “Lain,” he said, in a low menacing voice. “Why am I like this, and where are we?” 
 
    I hugged him, my arms nowhere near long enough, so I just tucked them in and he held me close, cradling me with all four of his arms. 
 
    I know this isn't normal, but I feel so safe here even if he is a demonic being right now. I’m surrounded by him, and I know he’s okay now. 
 
    He canceled Unbind and returned to his normal size but he continued to hold me but as I took a deep breath, feeling so relieved now that he was okay, the world seemed to blur. “Shtulls…” I said, my body going limp. “Thank goodne—” 
 
    The next thing I knew I was surrounded by softness and warmth. I smacked my lips, raising my head and wiping my drool off Shtull’s arm which I’d been using as a pillow. My leg was wrapped around him and as I reached around him, I felt Des. She took my hand in a lover’s embrace and I lay back down. 
 
    We lived, but I only saw two bodies in that pit. One was the thief, but the other, he looked like Nevin, the man who I almost dated back home. The same one I killed. 
 
    I took a deep breath and looked at Shtull’s arm where I’d been laying. It had a perfect imprint of my ear. It’s small things like this, that I’ve never had before. Little things like being held until I leave a mark or being able to sleep with someone, knowing they’ll be alive the next day. But now I have two people, two people who love me enough to risk it. 
 
    I let go of Des’s hand before I began to drain her, and ran it down Shtull’s back. He was every bit as muscular as me, especially his back. My muscle came from farmwork, dungeon delving and training with my father. But his, I doubt he ever worked on a farm or trained to gain muscle. His was all from fighting and practical experience. 
 
    I can’t even imagine fighting enough to get muscles like these, specialized for the tasks they’re used for. His left arm has a slightly bigger bicep for holding up a shield or buckler. His right forearm and tricep are thicker from using a sword. His hips are narrow, another sign of not working out, but thanks to that, my legs fit perfectly around them. 
 
    And the best part about him is that he doesn’t even know. That’s the same thing he told me once, that I didn't understand how attractive I was. But if I was ignorant, then he’s in denial. I snuggled in closer, pressing my face to his chest and tracing his collar bones. I gently kissed his chest causing him to murmur in his sleep and roll onto his back. 
 
    I heard a muffled cry from Des as she struggled to free herself from under him. He naturally grabbed her as if she was a doll and rolled her over on top of him. 
 
    He’d done that to me once as well, moved me on top of him as if I were a blanket, me! I’m not light, last time I weighed myself at the church I was over two hundred pounds but he moved me effortless— 
 
    I laughed as he did it again, practically laying me over Des. She shrunk back, mumbling something and somehow fit into the tiny area of the bed between Shtulls and the wall. 
 
    She was such a tiny person, not height wise, but she lacked muscle and fat. When we first saw her, with her magically enhanced breasts and her ruffled dress and padded armor, she looked a lot more substantial, but apparently how she looks now is closer to how she looked when Shtulls first met her. 
 
    It was hard to tie the her I knew now together with the person I met that first time.   
 
    She wasn’t pretty or sexy in any way, instead she gave off scary vibes that said, stay away! Even that first time, she seemed removed. But seeing Shtulls again had loosened her up and she and I had spoken at length about several things. 
 
    I didn’t hate the female form, women were attractive, it was like they always had something I never did. Probably because I was raised in a house full of men, I never learned any womanly behaviors. But they came naturally to Des, every gesture she had, every movement she made, caught my attention. She was so feminine and so unintentionally seductive that I wanted her. 
 
    I wanted to learn from her, to hold her, to protect her. Then I cursed my own nature. The church frowned on such relations because a baby couldn’t be born. And I didn’t feel the same for her as I felt for Shtulls, but I wanted her. Then, when she said she was attracted to me, I felt like I could eat my cake and have it too. So, I did and Shtulls seemed alright with it as long as I was. 
 
    The blood pact is a special thing, one that...yeah, okay! I forced it on him, but you know what, he was happy with it! And now our happiness, as well as our… intimate senses are connected. Right along with our pain, fear and dread. 
 
    I wonder if doing it a second time will change things? 
 
    I know it’s not sexy, but in many ways it reminds me of my mother. She did this with my father and even though I was young, I still remember how in love they were. That’s why now, when I look at my dad, I can’t help but feel sad. I wish he’d find someone else, but having experienced the blood pact myself now, I know that he’ll never find this kind of love again. So I don't blame him for giving up. 
 
    Their story was so beautiful, a one in a million connection that even if he found another succubus, I doubt he’d ever feel the same about her as he did for my mom. 
 
    The saddest part is, that if he shared my mother’s life force then he’ll probably outlive all my brothers. Not me though, whatever Shtulls is now, his life force seems mega huge. With that last blood-pact I felt a feedback. Something that said that I couldn’t take it all. 
 
    And this is my man without mana. I could only imagine him after he’s restored. I knew that we couldn’t have children right now without Des’s help but is that really so bad? I longed to lay with him, just the two of us, sweating through the night. But… If he was free of his curse, then, what was left to bind him to me? I’m a brute of a woman and even though he tells me how sexy I am with each waking breath, it might just be the honeymoon phase. 
 
    I went on this quest with him to cure him, but I’m scared of what comes afterwards. I’m not weak! I’m not dependent, but I don’t even want to imagine what it’d be like if he pushed me away. If he got tired of my desires and refused me. 
 
    I’m sure it could happen, given enough time. I’m sure he’ll grow bored of me forcing myself on him every chance I get. And...he came in Des. No, they came together, that’s worse! It means that even without a blood pact, they’re connected. I watched it, feeling every second of his arousal. 
 
    I took some sick pleasure in it, that my god Andritia wouldn’t forgive as I gave my man to another woman. But, Des was sick, there was no way she could bear a child. And I loved her as well, so I allowed it because they both needed it. I knew that no matter what, Shtulls still loved me more than anyone else. 
 
    Even now, as he softly embraces me, he calls my name out in his sleep. His arm pulls me so close, he’s practically crushing me against him. 
 
    “Shtulls,” I said, running my hand down his stubble. “Do you promise to love me, until we die?” 
 
    He gripped my hand, his eyes half open. “I do, for now and forever. There is only one you, and that’s the person I want. A woman that can stand with me, defend me, and love me all the same. I promise you, Lain. When all this is done, we’ll get married with a ceremony, officially.” 
 
    “We already are,” I reminded him. “The blood pact plus my father’s consent, we’re married Shtulls! Do you regret it?” 
 
    He kissed my hand. “No, this is our life and I’ll be with you from now on. So don’t ever say you’ll leave me, again.” 
 
    “I’m so happy right now.” I said, returning his embrace. “Is this a dream?” 
 
    He smiled again as he closed his eyes, never letting go of my hand. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 31: R&R - Shtulls 
 
      
 
    Things got blurry there for a while. I remember bleeding out, then I remember Lain. After that I have a brief memory of using unbind then carrying Lain back to the inn. 
 
    But right now, with Lain and Des both draped on me as we’re covered up with the comforter I got from the undead tomb. There’s something so pure and comfortable about it, as if I were a bear curled up in my cave for the winter with my loved ones. 
 
    I vaguely remember Lain reminding me that we were married the same way she always did, though with a few more tears. But when we were done, I worried about Des. Was she over the charmed spell? 
 
    No wait? How the hell was I not dead!? 
 
    I’m sure I lost enough blood, but from the brief flashes of memory I had, I remembered Lain. Healing me, then waking up as a demon. 
 
    She threatened me, a threat that all but destroyed me in my semi-conscious state, but now that I’m awake and aware, I realize that she just said that so I’d live. 
 
    Normally, I’d feel relieved and I did to some extent, but I also realized that Lain was my biggest weak point. If anything ever tried to separate us, I’d give anything, even my life to stop it. But, she wasn’t my only weak point. I couldn’t use unbind in confined spaces which is why I almost died. Just picturing my body growing that much in such a narrow hallway… The thought isn’t pretty. 
 
    Thankfully, I survived. ...Lain. I ran my hand down her side, feeling her dense muscles as they thinned near her ample hips. Sexy, thy name is Lain! Then, as a thin arm wrapped itself around my neck I felt Des and my mouth began to dry up. 
 
    Was she thinking of me now, or was she still hung up on Gavin? 
 
    I looked down as my morning man saluted, locked tightly in the space behind Lain’s knee. This bastard! He’s cost me far more than he’s ever given me. Because of him I’ve never had a normal relationship and Des… He’d hurt her, I’d hurt her. 
 
    I wouldn’t blame her for loving another man. At least that way, it wouldn’t hurt every time we, you know… 
 
    Even the thought of her laying with another man brought me to despair. But she’s laid with many, many men before. It’s not the thought of her sleeping with others that truly saddens me. It’s what it means. 
 
    I knew, from the very depths of my soul that Lain and I were bonded. But Des and I? I only had her word and in a lifetime filled with betrayal and false loves, I didn’t want that experience again. I dreaded it. 
 
    But as I looked down at her, her eyes fluttered open and she looked at me as if I was the only person in the world. I held her close, to the point that I felt her ribs against mine and she blushed. 
 
    “Shtulls… I’m,” She said as she began to cry. “I don’t know why I...I, rejected you...for nothing, for some arse with a pretty smile. I d-don’t know…” She buried her face in the crook of my arm as she sobbed, unable to speak. 
 
    “Des, do you remember our waitress, that time?” 
 
    “Mmhmm…” She mumbled, too afraid to look at me. 
 
    “I know what charm does, and you were charmed. Given how much you suddenly loved him, you must feel strongly about me. Do you remember Rune, Lain’s brother?” 
 
    “The guy who charmed you?” She asked, still muffled as she buried her face in my armpit and breathed in, in a way that told me she was back to her old obsessive self. 
 
    “Yeah, anyway, I was charmed by him, so it can happen to anyone even if you’re in no way attracted to the person who does it.” 
 
    “But Rune was pretty hot. If you pulled his hair from behind him as you—” 
 
    “Ebebebah! Ew, forget all of that, I’m just glad to have you back! I—” 
 
    “Don’t you blame me!? I-I was unfaithful, even if only emotionally… Punish me, make me regret it!” 
 
    “Des,” I said, cradling her head. “I don’t blame yo—” 
 
    She cut me off by placing my hand between her legs. I held my hand up, a sticky substance stretching between my fingers. 
 
    We both began to pant as she removed her body stocking and pressed her narrow butt to my crotch. 
 
    “Punish me,” She said again, sandwiching my girth between her cheeks. 
 
    I looked back at Lain who still slept with a soft smile. “I won’t, not without—” 
 
    “Hey!” Des yelled, sitting up and locking me against her sex. “Lain...Lain!!” 
 
    Lain opened her eyes and smiled as she hugged the air out of me. “Hmm? Des? What is it, I was having the best dream, about…” She looked at me and blushed. “Umm, nevermind. What’s wrong?” 
 
    Des crawled over me to whisper something to Lain. 
 
    Lain smiled as she replied. “And you don’t want him to make you a sammich first?” 
 
    What the hell is this whole sandwich nonsense? I mean really, I’m so confused and turned on that— 
 
    “No, I want him to dominate me, you too, call me names, tell me I’m a slut, a whore, slap me, hate me, then love me. Lain, I want you to watch and pull me back, force him in. Please, Mistress?” 
 
    I don’t know why but my morning man now stood higher. To my surprise, Lain agreed and moment’s later, after grinding myself between Des’s legs and letting her juices coat my length, I pressed firmly against her rear entrance. 
 
    Despite her determination, I only managed to get in just passed the head and the rest happened in a lust filled daze as I forced her open. 
 
    Lain grabbed her hips from behind and pulled Des back slowly, forcing me deeper. 
 
    Des cried as her body shook and it was done. I filled her, where no children would be conceived and she pressed herself back as hard as she could, taking more than she could. 
 
    I kissed her, staying inside her as her muscles quivered. 
 
    She curled up into a ball but was careful to keep me inside her as she began to reach for her glasses. I grabbed them and handed them back to Lain. 
 
    “No you don’t! Look at me, Des.” 
 
    She rolled over, finally letting me slide out of her as she faced me, still curled into the fetal position. 
 
    Lain cooed, “She’s so damned cute! Can we keep her?” 
 
    “I-I don’t know,” I said, still throbbing from our earlier embrace. “I...wow…” 
 
    Lain leaned over and slapped Des’s narrow ass. “You fucking worthless bitch~ Did that feel good? Did you actually come from being fucked there? Clean it off, lick him clean, you stupid whore!” 
 
    Holy freaking shit! Good god Lain, is this your first time at playing a dom or— 
 
    All thoughts vanished as Des’s mouth met the morning man who now stood at half mast. 
 
    This all felt so wrong yet so right, so good that… I finished again in Des’s mouth as Lain rubbed my back while forcing Des down, making her gag. 
 
    All together, we all loved each other until noon hit and we ended up in one big sweaty pile, our legs and arms intertwined as we all kissed each other. But instead of starting the day, we just stayed like that, too spent to move. 
 
    Lain had learned to share her mana a little more now, so we were able to do things we couldn’t before. This was a perfect threeway. I won’t say it’s my first, but I will say it’s the best. I won’t elaborate but, by the end we all knew enough about each other that all our walls, our defenses, had crumbled away. With our fetishes laid bare we were able to connect in a way none of us had ever done before. 
 
    Lain was a sadist when it came to other women, Des was a strong, strong M and could take anything, anyone did to her and I was in the middle. I loved the feeling of Lain’s feet on my morning man, but also loved pulling her hair as I used Des’s mana to enter her. 
 
    Through the sweat and tears, we finally understood each other. Lain and I both lusted after Des for the same reasons and Des welcomed us both equally, basking in our abuse, knowing full well how we really felt about her. 
 
    “O-Oy!...” The innkeeper’s daughter said from the other side of the door. “Your horse-dog-bird thingy is throwing a fit and scaring the horses! A-And...don’t call me crazy but I think it asked for meat...” 
 
    “Then give him some!” I said, as I laid back enjoying the feeling of Lain and Des’s soft skin on mine, their legs wrapped together around my waist. 
 
    “Sorry, sir, but that costs extra!” 
 
    I tossed a crystal which stopped short before reaching the door. Cursing to myself, I got up. As I began to force the crystal under the door, there was a click and I was suddenly face to face with the Landlord's daughter. 
 
    Her eyes traced my sweat slicked body as she looked back at Lain and Des. “It-it’s-It’s, um… Nooo?” 
 
    As she turned in mock fear to run, I forced a few crystals into her hand. “Feed him meat, and don’t think too hard about what you’ve seen. Or what my ‘horse’ says.” 
 
    She stopped and looked back, her eyes focused solely between my legs. “Um… Okay… I’ll give him meat… I’ll, uh...I’ll, umm, yeah. People have complained about moans and, uh...I-I thank you! I’ll save it for later!” 
 
    “S-save what for lat—” I started. 
 
    “Invite her to join us!” Lain said, caressing Des. “I’m sure her reactions would be adorable!” 
 
    “I-I...can’t,” She said, staring. “No, I really can’t! I’ll just. I’ll give your pet some brisket! Then,” She met eyes with Lain. “But will you tell me all about it later, first hand? I-I’m trying to become a writer.” 
 
    “I will,” Lain responded. “But are you sure you don’t want to feel it first hand?” 
 
    “N-no, I’m engaged, but I love to fantasize. So,” she said, tracing her eyes around my groin. “Later!” 
 
    She waved at Lain as I closed the door. 
 
    It’s always like this, women see it and boy do they like to see it, but they always refuse. Even the ones who try, can’t imagine marrying a man like me because they’d have to put up with my size. I sighed as Lain burst out laughing behind me. 
 
    “Lain, it’s not nice to tease the locals.” I said, smiling back at her. 
 
    I leapt into bed between them and held them both, playfully tickling them. Then, for some reason, everything became blurry and I closed my eyes as my cheeks became wet. 
 
    “Shtulls…” Lain said, nestling in close. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    I swallowed hard. “Nothi—” 
 
    “Shtulls!” She said, pinching my nipple with that freakish strength of hers. 
 
    Now I was crying for a different reason. ...Goodbye my nipple, you always did your best to alert me of the cold. 
 
    As I imagined it floating up, it said, ‘goodbye, Captain!’ and saluted me. 
 
    “...All my body parts call me Captain, don’t judge me it’s my damn imaginati—Who the hell am I talking to and when did I start this, it’s all out loud again, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Sorry, Captain!” Lain said, healing me while she chuckled.  
 
    She also started to heal Des, but Des backed away, wedging herself in the corner. Whenever Lain would reach out to heal her, she’d bat her hand away. 
 
    “I still remember this one time I found a kitten in an alley. I kept trying to give it food, and it did the same thing. So adorable how it thought it was so menacing…” I don’t even need to say that, that was supposed to be a thought do I? 
 
    Des’s mouth hung open as she equipped her claws and stared at them like ‘is that what I am?’ 
 
    Lain entered puppy dog mode as she nodded with approval then tried to pet Des. 
 
    Des struggled, but it was a no contest fight, so she just gave in and let Lain pet her. 
 
    “Meow for me.” Lain said, cradling Des like a baby. 
 
    “M-Meow…” 
 
    “I don’t know if this is erotic, cute or awkward, but I’ll cherish this memory…” I said unintentionally as I crawled in behind Lain and rested against the headboard. Gradually we slumped against the wall and the next time I woke up it was dark out. 
 
    We’d all slid down in the bed and there was a slight chill in the air, even though it’d been a warm day. I covered us all up as Des began to stir. 
 
    She scooted back against me and pulled the blanket up to her chin, shivering. 
 
    I rolled over and pulled her into my arms as I spoke. “This is kinda like last time. Why didn’t you let Lain heal you?” 
 
    “My answer is the same, Master. I don’t want to be healed. This pain is a gift, it’s proof that it really happened.” 
 
    I felt Lain sit up on her elbow. “But you’re gonna poop funny.” 
 
    “And,” I added, “with all that spicy food you like, it’s going to be rough.” 
 
    Des shivered for a different reason as I shook my head. 
 
    “Pervert,” Lain said, reaching over to hold Des’s hand. 
 
    I think I finally understand things, and we’re sad people. I believe Lain’s theory that some devine force brought us together, but I doubt it had anything as benevolent as love in mind. 
 
    Lain, who'd always been alone, now had two people she could love as much as she wanted, but was Des really her friend, and was being with me really safe for her? 
 
    Then there’s Des. Des had recovered from her obsession with me and finally moved on, just to lose everything and suddenly become dependent on me again. She was worse than ever now, and it seemed like she accepted Lain, but Des was always hiding something. 
 
    And finally me, I was a destroyed shell of the man I once was, speaking to skeletons and living in a dungeon like some sort of monster. I attached myself to Lain and became as dependent on her as Des was on me. 
 
    “But… I don’t hate this, and when I look into their eyes, I can tell they love me too. Even if fate rips us apart, this will be the first time I’ve ever felt like I do now. I just hope that whatever comes, whatever horrible things we’ll face...let me die first, because I won’t survive losing them. I’ll probably take a dungeon core hostage and become a dungeon lord, then I’ll die, surrounded by monsters in some dark place. Or...I’ll end myself, maybe that would be better.” 
 
    Why are they both looking at me like that? 
 
    Oh, right… I sighed. I don’t even have the privacy of my own thoughts anymore. This curse, and its new trick... 
 
    They both held me as Des spoke. “I like Lain, I’m happy to be with her because she reminds me of you. Her smell, the things she says and does. Master, she’s like another you and I’m, s-she’s… I’m attracted to her.” 
 
    Lain started to speak, but Des stopped her. “I’m not finished. I’ll talk about it...the other thing you said. Master. If you die.” She sniffled. “If you die, I’ll die. You may not realize this, but we lived through your death once and I can’t do that again. I won’t! Even now, you cry sometimes when you’re asleep. You beg for the pain to stop. We, we…” 
 
    I ran my fingers down her back, in soft swirls until she stopped crying. 
 
    “I had no idea…” I said. 
 
    “I’m there with you now.” Lain said, “Andritia, has gifted me so that we can share your pain. When you relive it, we live it with you. That’s why I think it was her who brought us all together. So we could help and heal one another. Think about it! Would Des have lived if she didn’t meet us? Would I have lived if you didn’t stick up for me back then. I was ready to die because I blamed myself for the blood on my hands. But you turned it all around, making me laugh the entire time.” 
 
    “And me,” I said. “Without you, I would’ve withered away in that dungeon just waiting to die. And Des too, she affirmed my existence, reminding me that I’d done good things as well.” I brought out the expensive scotch and took a swig, handing the bottle to Lain. “I’ve never talked about it much, but when I was the Hero, and got sent here. I became a killer.” 
 
    Lain took a swig and handed the bottle to Des. “Whatever you did, you had to do.” 
 
    “I didn’t…” I said, running my hand down my face. “Demons are the same as the other races but I believed the church's dogma and the kingdom’s sentiments. I mocked Oblex and his views. It was only towards the end that I realized what I’d done.” 
 
    Des tried to take a swig but gagged, choked and coughed until she began to hiccup. I took the bottle from her and waited until she’d recovered enough to speak. 
 
    “But you saved all those orphanages, you—” 
 
    “I only delayed things.” My swigs turned to gulps as I continued. “I knew, Des, I knew after walking their cities and talking to their people. I knew they were the same as us but I still killed them. I spared the ones I could but I couldn’t spare them all. I thought, with so much certainty, that I was right! I turned a blind eye to what our people did with the cities we took on our way. Then at the end, after all was done, I tried to salvage what I could. Of course, looking back, the king only let me do that because it made for a nice headline.” 
 
    “But,” Des said, as I took another drink. “I followed it the entire time and not just me. You were the first hero in the past hundred years that wasn’t an outworlder. You were one of us! And—” 
 
    “And I mooned the queen, then when I was exiled, I molested her holiness, we all know that part. But that was all it took…” I laughed. “After almost five years of risking my life and fighting a needless war, that was all it took for them to dismiss me… I still remember the faces of my men, like the faces of my victims. By the end, out of hundreds of us there were only five left and they weren’t right anymore. Human? None of us were human at that point. Stained blood red, our ears were def to the cries of the people we had to kill. Even me, though I still spared… I spared…” 
 
    “Shtulls,” Lain said, prying the empty bottle away from me. “The war would’ve happened, even without you and you tried to save as many as you could!” 
 
    “Did I? Even when I knew I was wrong, I couldn’t let all our men who’d died, die for nothing. Did you know, the Demonic Emperor has a line, they all do. It’s slightly different for each one but it’s always an ultimatum. It goes something like ‘Fight me or rule with me.’ But if that skeleton we fought was really my father, even figuratively then he knew who I was the second he saw me. Was that why he looked so sad when I refused him?” 
 
    Lain pulled me to her chest as she began to stroke my hair. “It’s okay… Demons, human’s and us, we’re all free now. This time you can do what you wanted to do the first time and you're not alone. Shtulls, look at me!” 
 
    I looked into her fierce blue eyes. She didn’t turn away, she didn’t falter or blink. “We’re strong! We aren’t going to die.” 
 
    But we could have. Even recently, Rex the twins and to a much lesser extent Grogob. If we’d played our cards wrong then we’d be dead. They were practiced killers, users and abusers. 
 
    “Gavin,” I started. “He said his name was Devin, and he’d met you before. He was a doppelganger-succubus demi. With his last breath, he said he was sorry.” 
 
    Lain laughed sadly. “Well, that’s one less person I murdered but he’s still a scumbag. I mean, he kept on doing the same thing didn’t he? The world would’ve been a better place if I’d succeeded back then… I only stayed with him because he… Hey, we already talked about this, didn’t we?” 
 
    “Hmm?” I said, taking one of her breasts in my hand. “Moderately sized, nicely shaped, swollen areola and almost innie nipples. Look how my fingers sink in. I can’t wait until you start to produce milk. When our kids come out, should I call you momma with them, or should we still call each other by our names? And what about Des? Do we call her Auntie Des or is she Momma as well?” 
 
    “Uh, umm…” Lain said, pressing her chest toward my mouth. “Mmm… Des is Momma too!” 
 
    “But” I said, pulling away with a smacking sound. “I don’t know if I can get her pregnant. We’re both mutts, and mutts don’t breed well together unless they share more than a few races.” 
 
    After saying that, I felt Des grow stiff and even though I was drunk, I knew I’d said too much. 
 
    “Our children,” Lain said, reaching over to Des. “Are our children! Who cares if they got two mommas and one poppa, we can kick those other parent’s asses!” 
 
    Did she really understand what I was saying? No it’s more likely that Des already knew and told Lain. 
 
    I looked down at Des, pulling her up to rest against me at eye level. “Des?” I said, “I’m sorry for saying it out loud.” 
 
    She hugged her arms together between us and caught her breath as she readied herself to talk. “I knew already. I’ve never had to buy an absolution potion so I knew it wasn’t likely that I, could… But, Master, aren’t you partially an incubus?” 
 
    “I might be, I had Charm but I’m no Demi. I’m—” 
 
    “But only incubi and succubi have that skill, so… If we do it enough, then…” 
 
    I ran my hand along her almost flat chest and pinched her large nipples. There was a softness there that only belonged to women. Des was 25 but other than her refined mannerisms and expressions you’d think Lain was the older one but with these reactions and the way she subtly arches her back, her experience shows. 
 
    I guess when you really break it all down, Lain is an old soul, Des is timeless and I’m immature. 
 
    I laughed at my own thoughts. Yeah, that sounds about right. 
 
    I pulled Des up a little higher and took her nipple into my mouth, softly biting it as she moaned. I felt its texture with my tongue sucking it hard enough that Des began to gasp. 
 
    With all her other nerves destroyed, she had a soft underbelly that went from her face down to the inside of her thighs. And even though her magical enhancements were gone, her original parts were tender, soft and succulent. I wanted her for her, not who she tried to be to entice me. I’d had enough of superficially enhanced women. 
 
    The world simply isn’t ready to know how many grannys are masquerading around as teens, cooing and swooning, while their vaginas are gaping holes that… I’m drunk. 
 
    “We’re drunk!” Lain said moments before taking Des’s other nipple into her mouth. I smiled at first but as Lain suckled, she began to tear up. 
 
    She pulled away and tried to cover her eyes.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked. 
 
    Des laughed, recovering from our tandem attack. “See! You’re two peas in a pod.” 
 
    Lain shoved Des and rolled over. I knew that Des meant no harm, so I kissed her, long and deep before I rolled over towards Lain and pulled her on top of me. “Tell us! We’re so damn close that we know the flavor of each other’s sweat. We’ve lived and almost died together, so spill it!” 
 
    “My mother! It reminded me of my mother…” 
 
    “Your mother had large nipples?” I didn’t say intentionally. 
 
    “Yeah…” She answered anyway. “She... We were breastfed until we were old enough to eat normally.” 
 
    “That’s normal.” Des and I said together. Des from practical knowledge and me, well, the women I’ve bedded were often mothers and more often grandmothers. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Des said, pulling Lain back to her chest. “Suck me, I’m here for you.” 
 
    “But...that’s weird. Doing this for that reason is weird…” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Des said, running her fingers through Lain’s hair. “As long as it feels good, do it! It feels good to me too, so…” Des adjusted her small breasts so that her nipple pointed towards Lain’s mouth and after a moment of deliberation, Lain accepted it.  
 
    I’d often fantasized about a situation like this one but no matter how much I wanted it to be, this wasn’t sexual. It was bonding, weirdly personal and only applicable to us but true and pure. This was one woman, connecting to another through maternal bonds. 
 
    If I didn’t know anything about either of these women, then I never would’ve understood what was happening. Perhaps being drunk had a part in it, but more than that as Des cradled Lain and looked up at me, I felt new emotions. 
 
    Is this what a man feels after he has a child? I’m seeing Des in a new light, a mother must be a strong thing, beautiful, yet powerful and giving, so much that she takes in love, discarding pain as if it was nothing. At that moment Des shined brightly, looking proud, loving and beautiful all at the same time. 
 
    We’re all damned, aren’t we? But we’re all attached, so close that the logic of the world falls away. With Helena, I had ‘normal’, or rather the delusion of it but normal wasn’t what I wanted. What I always needed was a connection. 
 
    And now that I had two, seeing them bond gave me some strange sense of happiness, even though I had little to do with it.  
 
    I watched them, realizing that I could do anything I wanted to either of them and they’d still love me afterwards. Likewise, they could do anything they wanted to me, as Lain often did but all I wanted was for them to feel good and be happy. However there was another feeling here, something dirty, I was over my hormonal phase but, I won’t deny how I felt about them. 
 
    My squad had a word for people like me, back when I was a married man. They’d call some otherworlders haremites. And sure enough more than a few of them died with their mates while we took city after city. That was part of my fear here but their relationships seemed hollow, or obligatory. 
 
    That wasn’t what this was. 
 
    Lain cried as Des soothed her, looking into my eyes with pride. 
 
    We’re not a harem, we’re so much more...fucked up than that. Who considers the woman they just forced into rough anal as a mother figure? 
 
    Especially while their mother figure is getting off on it and their man is hard from all the crying...  
 
    Maybe I really am a demonic emperor. 
 
    But for now, I’ll cover them both and we’ll sleep again. Sorry Paz, but the innkeeper’s daughter should’ve fed you well, given the amount of crystals I gave her. 
 
    My last thoughts as I caressed them was that they both deserved better. And I shouldn’t presume to call them ‘mine’ but at the same time, I’d be insulting them if I didn’t. How the hell do the haremites do this? 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 32: Preparing for re-entry - Shtulls 
 
      
 
    We've all been sleeping strangely, probably because we were used to taking shifts now but one thing remained the same. I awakened gripped firmly between Lain’s meaty thighs but this time her mana washed into me with unbridled fury. 
 
    She cocked her hips and invited me in. Luckily for both of us, we succumbed to our shared pleasure in a matter of seconds and she pulled away just in time for me to empty myself behind her. 
 
    Then Des began a new practise. It wasn’t sex, not exactly. She called it stretching, I called it torture. She was using me instead of her wooden friends collection. So I’d enter her and we’d stay like that motionless for as long as we could. Yeah, we came, especially when Lain got impatient and began to force Des down, robbing me of my chance to pull out. 
 
    If Des was right, then any day now, I’d be poppa. 
 
    “I’d never tell her, but that thought alone turned me on more than anything. Getting Des pregnant and watching her small breasts swell with milk as her stomach held our child. There’s nothing sexier and...dammit!” 
 
    After the curse leaked those thoughts, Des began to treat me differently. She’d feed me all her sweet food, and the fat she’d picked off from her meat but she was always careful to leave some for Lain who she now treated like a daughter. 
 
    This isn’t right… And I’ve done jack nothing to stop our descent into madness. Why? Because it felt great and I’m a fool. 
 
    Have thigh-sex with your beloved, yes please! Enter a tight woman who’s madly in love with you for hours at a time, while making eye contact, kissing and feeling yourself slowly pressing deeper. My god, how am I this lucky? 
 
    But, more than that, more than our superficial connections, I felt closer to each of them. Which meant I needed to be in top form. I was still crippled, humbled by my loss of mana. Even if unbound, I was still weak and I knew it. So, we’ll sell what we could before we leave. 
 
    That party we left alive, they may live again to prey on some other group but I only cared about these two. Still… I thought of the twin’s dead eyes and the words I heard. And even though I closed my eyes, Lain still felt my anger and forced me along with words like: “Let’s finish this Labyrinth!” And “You said we’d get to the tomb!” 
 
    Lain, so strong, yet so awkward. She knew how I felt about this without me ever saying a word. So we went back to the enchantment shop with the intention to sell all our cores but as we entered, we heard heaving in the background. 
 
    After a few long minutes where Des held her mouth, the woman emerged half dressed as always, yet still wearing her elaborate hat. She adjusted her bra strap before she aired things not for sale, then rested on the counter. 
 
    “Oh, it’s you guys again. Welcome...hmph… Urp, oh god… How can I help you, all sixteen of you? And why’re you all so damned blurry, stop swaying, it’s making me sick!” 
 
    “Right,” I said, removing a glass from my storage and filling it with water. “Drink this first, then we’ll do business.” 
 
    She laughed. “I’ve heard that one before, chief.” She said, slamming into her counter and streaking it with her bare skin. “Y-you’re trying to sedush me? Thash…” 
 
    “Just drink it!” Lain said, holding her up from behind and forcing the glass into her hand. “It’s water, he has both of us, so why would we try to drug some normie like you?” 
 
    “Normie!” The woman yelled trying hopelessly to free herself from Lain as Lain shoved the glass into her mouth. “I’m, I’m—MMMPH” After she swallowed a few times she calmed down. “It really was water… Am I really that drunk that a stranger needs to… Thank you!” She said as she bowed. “I’m sorry, what do you got? You went there right? So you got something! Those cores are mint! So you’ze gots to have...uh… Pardon me, I need to uh, comune with, uh...hurmph!” 
 
    I closed my eyes as she filled an invisible bucket, the smell of sweet liquor filling the place as she emptied her stomach. She took the bucket back and dumped it before she emerged again, her bra undone. “Hey,” She belched. “You, mister, I’m sexy, right? 500 Crystals and we can share a—” 
 
    Lain pulled up her straps and helped her back into her room. Moments later the two of them emerged fully dressed but Lain wasn’t wearing her normal robe, instead she wore a short skirt that mirrored the clerk’s. 
 
    “Lain! I don’t care if that dress does highlight your thigh muscles and expose your farmer’s tan in the sexyist way possible and... Don’t just steal her clothes!” I said, chastising her. 
 
    “I didn’t!” Lain said, holding the clerk steady. “She gave it to me.” 
 
    “O-oh.” I looked her over, the shop’s garb had a long middle piece and two side pieces, but it showed off Lain’s tanlines and invited me to imagine what I couldn’t see. Having received another ticket to Lain country, I gladly accepted it and even when a few hours had passed, I still stood as firm and hard as a statue as other customers exchanged their goods and Lain worked the counter as the shopkeep retired to her room to recover. 
 
    After a while, Des grew impatient and ran behind the counter. She returned, wearing the same clothes but they were loose and ill fitting. 
 
    The normal customers avoided her, but I was charmed yet again. This woman was amazing! She was also ruthless! So smart and so shrewd, she bought their cores for reds on the blues. Damn I think I fell in love again. 
 
    “Hey!” Lain said, noticing me as I tried to glance between the gaps in her new garb. “You help out too!” 
 
    “Uh?” I asked, “Me?”   
 
    “Yeppers, Mister! You get that bouncy booty back here and do your time!” 
 
    And so we worked a full eight hours as enchantresses… I won’t talk too much about it, but my uniform left nothing to the imagination and I now had more fans than Lain. But I swear to god! I won’t respond to pretty pretty princess ever again! 
 
    “Oh,” A man said, sidestepping in. He eyeballed Lain for a long minute then tossed several cores on the counter before speaking again. “I...I heard pretty pretty princess worked here, I guess I was wron—” 
 
    “Teehee!” I said, twirling my skirt as I entered. I pressed my fingers to my dimples. “I'm an enchantress! I rovu you!” 
 
    “Uh… Shtulls, is that you?” The man said with a sad expression.  
 
    “Yeah, why’re you staring at my ass?” 
 
    He tossed me a crystal and I caught it, doing a happy dance. 
 
    “Uh,” he started with a blush. “Um, no homo, man but I was in your squad once and people told me this is where you ended up.” 
 
    Oh crap! This guy’s hard as hell! 
 
    “Salute, worm!” I commanded.  
 
    He clicked his heels and slammed his hand into his chest. “AYE AYE SIR!!” His cries echoed throughout the shop. 
 
    “About face! Twelve paces… Harch!” I commanded as he spun on his heels and marched out of the shop. 
 
    Lain looked at me with hateful eyes as she spoke. “That’s not very princess-like…” 
 
    “Lain, that was a former subordinate who defected. I’d kill him, but he met me when I was in a dress and called pretty pretty princess… If I killed him now, it’d just be awkward for us both...” 
 
    “Is he a bad man?” She asked as he re-entered the shop.  
 
    “Not really, but he’s a deserter. Border towns don’t really care what your race is, so I guess he settled here. Also he’s pitching a tent for me and I am not flattered.” 
 
    Lain gave me a little frown and slapped the back of my head. “Be nice! Des’s already taking everything we make that’s beyond asking price and ‘pretty pretty princess’ has brought in more customers than this place has ever seen before.” 
 
    I have no clue what my expression was, but first Cockeman, and now Pretty Pretty Princess… I just want it to stop! You hear me curse? Just let me go!! 
 
    I sighed, resting on the counter as the deserter leaned down to make awkward eye contact. “Th-there there, we all do what we have to to get by…” He said, trying to peer over the counter at my dress. 
 
    “This isn’t that. The shop-keeper is stone cold drunk, so somehow we ended up filling in for the day.” 
 
    “Emhm, I heard all that, and that the little one there is taking all the profit from haggling. Umm, this is awkward—” 
 
    “In more ways than one.” I said, cutting him off. “You heard the rest too, right? You’re a deserter, so by kingdom law, I’m obligated to kill you but I get it. If I’d deserted, then I could’ve saved myself a lot of grief, so, I’ll forget about it. Besides, I’m not welcome in the kingdom anymore, anyway, so screw’em.” 
 
    He cleared his throat, and patted my shoulder as he resumed from where he left off. “It’s awkward because I’m an enforcer and you’re all committing fraud. So…” 
 
    “Ah, that,” I said, waving him off. “Look here, we’re entitled to compensation for services rendered. The woman who owns this place had Lain dress up to take her place, then somehow everyone else got roped into it, other than Paz who’s waiting outside, too mortified to be seen with us. So we’re sale’s people working off commission. It’s perfectly legal in the end.” 
 
    Until that moment, I never knew bullshit could be spun into a tapestry as fine as the purest silk, but seeing his face, I’d done it. 
 
    “Um…” He looked at Lain. “Are you the Lain that’s with the hunter’s guild?” 
 
    “Yeah?” She answered, tilting her head to the side. 
 
    He cleared his throat again. “I have a complaint, from a beast-kin woman that you, uh, touched her inappropriately.” 
 
    “Woah!” I stepped in between them. “All she did was pet her and tickle her stomach. It never went beyond that, and she still paid half the reward for finishing her request.” 
 
    He nodded as he spoke, glancing at Des who despite wearing the shop’s garb still wore her black bodystocking and armor. “And you, miss. A noble died recently of unnatural causes, but after we investigated his estate, we found a torture dungeon.” 
 
    “How did you—” Des stopped, covering her mouth. 
 
    “The beast outside, plus your physical description. A servant witnessed the two of you sneaking in. It’s nothing bad, we checked with the assassin’s guild afterwards and it was officially sanctioned but you should be more aware. All of you stand out,” he eyed me again. “Like big dicks in the bath house. Luckily,” he laughed, “I’m not here on official business.” 
 
    My eye began to twitch. This asshole! What the hell’s up with this guy? If he wasn’t going to do anything then why’d he bring it all up? 
 
    He smiled for a moment as we all sighed in relief. Then, after patting my shoulder he spoke again. “But!” 
 
    “What?” The three of us said in unison, then stared at each other, resisting the urge to high five. 
 
    “I still need to speak to the shop owner.” 
 
    I shrugged and went into the back room, I tossed the shop owner over my shoulder as she giggled then puked down my back. 
 
    I held her out in front of me like a ragdoll as her head tossed side to side. 
 
    We all blinked at each other for a while until a shiver ran down my spine. 
 
    I leaned her against the counter and grabbed her jaw. “Oh! Hello there! I’m the owner.” I said in falsetto as I moved her jaw and flailed one of her arms. “Yaaaay!” 
 
    “Right…” He said, reaching across and slapping her softly until she groggily raised her head. 
 
    “What’sa big idea… Oh shit!” 
 
    “Meredith!!” He yelled, “How many times have I told you, not to—” 
 
    “Ow! Calm the fush down, bish! God, sush a drama queen! I’m an adult! I can… I can do shtuff!” She said before burping for a full five seconds. 
 
    “Oh, honey,” he said. “I told you to stop last night, after your third bottle, but no! You were like ‘Bitch, I’m a half dwarf!’ knowing full damn well you ain’t!” 
 
    “Y-yer not my mother!” 
 
    “I might as well be, look at me, working like normal while you made a molester, a murderer and the got’damned hero! Man your shop… I'm cutting you off, I’m not buying you drinks, I’m not carrying your ass home and I’m sure not, coming to check on you later.” 
 
    “Hiemi!” she said, worming her way out of my grip as she stretched across the counter, attempting to take his hand. “Please, I wasn’t trying to—” 
 
    “Nope, because of you, I met the man I admire most in this world...in terrible drag. You didn’t even do his makeup or…” He stopped and swallowed as I glared at him. “Uh, well, I guess I’m a little grateful, but you can’t run a business like this. You’re destroying yourself, so I’m shutting you down.” 
 
    “NO! Hiemi! How am I supposed to li—” 
 
    “Not my problem, bitch! Figure it out, I’m gone. And if I see this place open tomorrow, then you’re banned. Clean up your act, and reapply for a license when you're sober. It’s not a punishment, it’s a kindness, girl. If these were actually bad people, they could’ve cleaned you out or worse. I’m doing this because I care.” 
 
    “But Hiemi! Hiemi!!” 
 
    “I’m sorry about that,” he said to me. “I’m usually at the corkscrew after seven if you want to catch up. Also,” He stopped for a moment, looking into my eyes before I started to glare again. “That dress, matches your eyes. White and black looks good on you.” 
 
    As he left, he flipped the sign to closed and I was left holding a sobbing drunk. 
 
    I raised her arms in the air. “Yaaaay!” 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 33: Enchanted - Shtulls 
 
      
 
    The mood was heavy as we all sat around the bedroom with Meredith. Even after Lain used Greater cleanse, she still couldn’t keep any fluids down. 
 
    Des looked around at the mess and began to fidget. “I’m going to clean.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, inviting Paz in. Now that I wasn’t wearing a dress, he was fine with being seen with us. 
 
    As Lain tended Meredith and Des cleaned, I began to cook us some dinner on the wood stove. 
 
    I took advantage of both the wood burning compartment and the stove on top by making a simple bone tallow base and grilled some venison on a large log. 
 
    The shop keeper had a good assortment of wines and a few onions, so I borrowed one of her pans and finished searing the venison in it as I chopped an onion. The venison was for Paz, but the oil from the rendered fat was for us. 
 
    I caramelized the onions in the same pan and used some red wine to deglaze it. You know, it’s strange that I remember how to do this. Whenever there was a big dinner or some dumb event while I was training in the palace, I’d retreat to the kitchen and watch the cooks but this is my first time trying their techniques myself outside of those kitchens. 
 
    Hell, I even disguised myself as a cook after the king started to force his youngest daughter on me. I was married!!  
 
    Oblex always griped when I mastered something after seeing it once. But who knew that extended to cooking! Ha! Take my mana, okay, make me into a Cockeman or a princess...no please don’t. Whatever, I can apparently cook! Woo? 
 
    I tossed Paz his meat and began searing some beef. After what we made today, we could afford it! Four ribeyes, and the last of our butter tossed with herbs, spices and dungeon shrooms… Let’s not tell them about that last part. 
 
    I finished them all off inside with the coals to get that hint of smoky flavor then drizzled them with my pan sauce. 
 
    Though I knew Lain and I would love it, when I looked at Des, working hard to clean this woman’s shop, facing piles of wine bottles taller than she was, I made a simple salad. The fruits I’d bought were out of season, either too green or too ripe, but I made it work somehow. I mixed them with fatty oil, nuts and green vegetables, sprinkling it all with a hearty amount of cayenne and cilemon. All complimentary from the stands that first night. 
 
    Then we all sat down to eat, even Meredith, who I’m pretty sure had alcohol poisoning. But Lain sat behind her, cutting her food for her and feeding her slowly. 
 
    I’ll never forget Lain’s face as she bit into her steak or how happy Des looked as she ate her salad. Pure bliss, and I’m the one who gave it to them. It makes me happy. I should’ve been a cook rather than a hero. 
 
    Even Meredith seemed to snap out of her stupor. 
 
    As Lain fed her, she began to tear up. “Ah, you guys!” She ate another forkful and looked around her room. “I’m terrible, I let it get this bad but you helped me!” She finished her meal, crying each time Lain fed her then sighed as she laid back on her bed. “I’ll do it, I’ll help you for free. I’m closed now, anyway. I don’t remember much of today but I still remember that.” She sat back up and looked us over. “I’ll do better, I’ll become a better person, then I’ll reopen!” 
 
    “Why do you drink so much?” Lain said, eating her own steak. 
 
    “It’s not like I want to, it’s just… Life ain’t easy, muscle-girl. Some people overcome their losses and move on, others, we dwell in that sad place and even when we try to overcome it, well, the drink helps.” She looked from Lain to Des to me. “I’ll tell you what, all services are free tonight! Enchanting at a 100% Discount! Just give me the cores and the weapons and I’ll make it so.” 
 
    Lain brought out her mace, Des brought out her claws and I heaped a pile of weapons on the table but the enchantress didn’t balk. She popped her neck then put on her glasses. 
 
    “You know,” She said, focusing on Lain’s mace. “I’m no slouch.” She began carving runes using a powdered golem core to fill them. “I’m a true bonafide enchantress, certified by the enchanter’s guild.” She stuck out her tongue as she finished an intricate bit. “An A-grade Enchantress.” 
 
    She held the mace high, examining her work for a while before nodding with satisfaction. “Complete! This Mace won’t lose to any wand or scepter now. All four elements are enhanced on each of it’s flanges. It’s a masterwork!” 
 
    Lain took her mace, and conjured each element stopping before it had to be cast. “Neeto!” 
 
    “Neeto!” I thought as Meredith said it. “So cute!” We said, together, looking at each other in confusion.  
 
    “Who says…” We stopped as we canceled each other out. “Who…” We said in tandem again.  
 
    “Potato!” I finished, victorious in that she didn’t match me. 
 
    “Ha, potato!” She and Lain said together, threatening to restart the trend. 
 
    “Umm,” Des interrupted. “So my claws are already enchanted. One steals life force, the other steals mana. Can you add effects?” 
 
    “Can I…?” Meredith turned away as if she’d received some great insult. “Can I add effects?? Can you grow a pube?” 
 
    Des immediately looked down, then gave Meredith a thousand yard stare. 
 
    “She sure can, in fact she has more than—shit!” I said, unwillingly. 
 
    I wouldn’t call Des hairy down there, but it’s a good thing I like a woman with a fine bush. “It was clear that she trimmed it, or did her best to but her pubes were like a thick black beast that would never submit. The spiny thorns that protected the delicate flower of…” I stopped as they all stared at me. Des, a nice shade of crimson as she hid her face in her hands. 
 
    “Anyway,” Meredith said with a belch. “Have you ever heard of the enhancement rune? If I carve that bad boy here, then this rough cut dungeon enchantment will double!” She said raising her hands above her head trying to simulate fireworks with her fingers while making beshew noises.  
 
    Des stared her down, adjusting her glasses. “That’s not what I asked for but now that you’ve said it, add that and add a bleed effect. I also have all these throwing knives and crossbow bolts.” 
 
    Meredith, plopped back down on her bed, wiping her brow as Lain forced another bite of steak into her mouth. Meredith nodded for a minute, letting Lain pamper her as she thought. “So… Mmm, thank you dear. So, bleed is caused from a combination of magic that thins blood and barbed weapons that cause huge lacerations. Even if I—” 
 
    “There’s five blades here, per hand! Even without barbs, I’ll be cutting in five places at once per strike so—” 
 
    Meredith cut Des off, accepting another bite of food. “What about poiso—” 
 
    “Lady,” Des said, flexing her claws. “I’m not some spring chicken, poison is great, but bleed is what I need, these claws are—” 
 
    “Sure,” Meredith said, “but I wasn’t just talking about those. I was talking about these bargain-bin iron throwing knives and these shitty bolts. Now, I’m no blacksmith as you can see from my weapons wall but these are pure crap. Bolts with bleed are always shit, why, puncture wounds. And knives, honey, look.” She said as she smacked the knife against the table, shattering it. “These are throwaway goods. Bleed takes too long and you’ll probably never use them again, so just let me add poison. I got a vat of the stuff. Your claws however, I’ll give them the premium treatment. Are we agreed?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Des said, lowering her glasses as she frowned at her broken throwing knife. “I understand.” 
 
    The claws took a while because Meredith had to enchant each one but when she was done, she turned to my pile of weapons. 
 
    I poured her another glass of water as her sweat dripped down her skin. She drank it gratefully then sighed as she picked each of my weapons up, examining them. 
 
    “You have a good spread here and they’re all polished and in great condition but what do you want to do with them?” 
 
    “I haven’t really thought about it. I can use any of the four elements but I’m not a caster. I can’t use holy, so that’s out. I guess I’ll go with—” 
 
    “You’re about to say reinforcement, or physical hardening but what if I told you that I can modify the enchantments they already have. Let’s assume that as a non-caster, you just want your weapons to be weapons. Cool, I can do that but is that all you want? No! Let’s do health regeneration and stamina bonuses! Let’s start with the great sword, Shtulls Di…” She stopped dead, then looked at me. “Um, this one. Let’s start with this one. I’ll give it the full treatment, reinforcement, health regen and...uh, hardening…” 
 
    “Yep… Feel free to kill me now.” 
 
    “No thank you, instead watch me and learn. Since you have so many, you can help me out. Given how each of these blades shimmers, you also have the Blessing of Anima, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, the Theocrast of neutrality, S.” 
 
    She whistled. “Then this should be easy for you. You’re going to engrave, then I’m going to fill. You could do this too if you had mana. But even with none, these few recipes can be used on any blade. Just follow me and we’ll get through this massive pile of crap you heaped on me.” 
 
    She taught me the runes to carve, and the basics of how they interacted with each other. I soaked it up like a sponge and after taking Des’s hand I was able to do it myself. 
 
    But it was a three person job. Lain poured her mana into Des and I took it after Des refined it to be neutral. 
 
    I learned five runes from Meredith. Hardening, health regen, mana regen, keening and strength enhancement. She also taught us about infusing mana into the runes and how each type of mana had a different effect. 
 
    By the time we were done, all of our weapons had been enhanced and we were ready to sleep so we bid the enchantress goodbye and returned to our room. 
 
    Des and I slept together as Lain spoke to the innkeeper’s daughter. Luckily it didn’t take too long, or at least I didn’t think it did in my half groggy state, I remember Lain crawling in behind me. 
 
    I rolled over and we locked each other in an iron embrace as Des covered us all, shivering slightly. 
 
    We all slept a dreamless sleep, cradled together as we mentally prepared for tomorrow. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 34: Wrought Iron Tomb 2 - Shtulls 
 
      
 
    After all our morning antics were done, we bathed and set out in our second attempt.  
 
    It was all so strange to me. Not the labyrinth crawling; it was the way that such extremely sexual acts became normal to us. 
 
    Then there’s Meredith. Looking at her, from a purely outside perspective, she was a stunner but I never felt attracted to her. Even with her soft pink hair and large magical breasts. Even when she was half nude wearing only a braw and a thong, I didn’t feel anything. 
 
    I should have, leaning over her, and helping her engrave weapons as our sweaty bodies slid together but no, not a damned thing.  
 
    Frankly, I was scared. My...me, had never failed me before, but now, was I too drained? Is that what it is? No, just this morning I slid between Lains legs then helped Des ‘stretch’ so no, whatever it is, it isn’t tha— 
 
    “We’re here~” Lain said, looking up at the looming gates. “This time, we’ll go all the way!” 
 
    “And boom, I have a huge boner, based on just a normal statement from Lain.” 
 
    I was quickly drug away to the same tree I urinated on a few days ago and it was thrilling, yet terrifying as Lain raised her robes, and flooded me with her incompatible mana as she let me slip inside her. 
 
    Seconds later we were back in line with Des and Paz. 
 
    “Well,” Des said with a smirk. “That didn’t take long.” 
 
    “Oh?” I said to Des, “like it takes you longer?” 
 
    “It doesn’t need to,” She said, adjusting her glasses. “We accomplish everything necessary for breeding in a matter of minutes. This is the most optimal choice so you can see me,” Her glasses fell, “ th-thick with our ch-child…” 
 
    “It’s not likely,” I’d never say to her, “but the attempts are golden.” 
 
    As we all blushed in different ways, we re-entered the Wrought Iron Tomb. 
 
    We retraced our steps and entered the room where we were supposed to camp with the other group. The seared marks from the twin’s magic still stained the floor even though our pit had vanished. 
 
    We walked further and all semblance of our serenity disappeared more and more with each step as we reached a new room. 
 
    There were 25 panels on the floor, each with a split in the middle. 
 
    We used Des’s rope to tie our waists together and I took the first step. 
 
    As my feet touched down on that first panel, three of the other panels opened. 
 
    “This is an occlusion puzzle.” I said, as I noticed the obvious markers. The goal here was related to your shadow. It was meant to lead you forward to ‘stable’ panels then to seal your motion at the last second. 
 
    I’d call this puzzle weak but the refined machinery needed for a seamless panel combined with the lack of warning when they fell out from under you made it a good challenge provided you didn’t have a guy who could fly and some rope… But we did, so we moved on. 
 
    The next few rooms had deathtraps. The switches for each were pretty visible, why? Because stone cracks horizontally under vertical force. 
 
    Don't understand? Long story short, the ‘secret’ passages where anything but as walls with horizontal cracks suddenly had vertical switches. 
 
    Compared to the hidden door earlier which required a certain sequence of presses, this was dungeon delving 101, the noobs course. 
 
    In the back of my mind something was screaming at me. I didn’t know what it was saying but I couldn’t ignore the alarm bells that kept prodding my concentration. 
 
    If this was a dungeon, I’d say it was trying to tell me something. But this is a tomb, so its words can’t reach me. All I heard was that nagging sensation in the back of my brain keeps getting louder. 
 
    “Wait, let’s stop her and rest.” I said as we came to a large open room. “We’ll do a two hour rotation and eight hours from now, we’ll move on.” 
 
    Tombs aren’t great for cooking so we opted to dine on stored food. This stop really wasn’t needed but I needed to think. I had to understand what was wrong here. 
 
    This place was made of Iron and dirt so I looked at the floor. In most places it was packed earth, but in a few select rooms it was intricate iron. Normally, one would assume that the floor made no difference, but I saw certain indications on it. 
 
    Back in that room that the twins burned, the floor was mainly iron, buried by dirt. Everywhere else, it was dirt, packed by numerous footsteps. 
 
    That was the first sign that we were going the wrong way. The second, Groglob was almost dead and Rex had vanished, this passageway was the clear choice but there was no blood, no signs in the soft soil that a body had been dragged. 
 
    After Lain drained me, Des and I mana cycled together and I felt a sense of sadness that wouldn’t go away as I held her destroyed body but I also felt something else. We now had a connection, not like the one I had with Lain, but a mutual trust. So I told her what was on my mind and she added in her two cents, agreeing with me as she tucked her head into my chest, hiding her face. 
 
    I held her as she slept softly in my arms until it was my turn to guard. 
 
    I sat cross-legged as Lain and Des rested against Paz. I wasn’t sure what time it was but I saw a number of parties running past us, all with triumphant grins as if they’d passed some great hurdle. 
 
    That was the last straw. We’d chosen the wrong path. 
 
    I waited until everyone woke up then we backtracked all the way to the scorched room where the twins almost killed me. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 35: Disruption (Future) - Demonic Emperor 
 
      
 
    “Lel,” I said, looking down at my Coordination Specialist. “Given the fact that you’re here, you must have something to report.” 
 
    The woman jumped ever so slightly, sifting through her notes. She adjusted her glasses in a way that almost drove me into a blind rage but her stance remained professional as she spoke in an even tone. “Through the one-way crystals that we installed in all of your general’s offices, homes and known hangouts...unfortunately we overheard a conversation between General Skoulge and a Demi that suggests he’s trying to defect to the kingdom.” 
 
    I laughed. “Skoulge, you say? Did you know, he’s actually older than me?” 
 
    “N-No Your Lordship, you rarely talk about yourself...or anything really.” 
 
    “Yeah...anyway, Skoulge was one of my sires way back when I first had this damnable mantle shoved onto me and considering everything, all I can say is what took him so long? I killed his son then ransomed the body for his forfeit and this was, hmm… Maybe a hundred years ago? Anyway, he was weak then, so he’s weak now.” 
 
    Lel scribbled something on her parchment. “If we schedule it now, then we might be able to send an assassin by—” 
 
    “No need, I’ll take care of him myself. He might be a conniving old twat, but I can still feast off his intellect.” 
 
    She scribbled something again. “Then, next order of business. Dungeon E48 is being raided by a hero candidate in the kingdom. The core has sent us an urgent distress beacon. How should we react?” 
 
    “Oh, Omega’s having some trouble?” 
 
    “Yes, Your Lordship. He says that the candidate is ‘farming for all his helms’ for his party which is making it far easier for even the C ranks to reach the boss rooms.” 
 
    “I see. Is the old portal still running?” 
 
    “Yes, Your Lor—” 
 
    “Lel... Stop with all this ‘Your Lordship’ bullshit, it’s been six months now and it just hampers the speed of your reports.” 
 
    “Yes, Y—you?” 
 
    “Just say yes.” 
 
    “Yes…” She said in a seductive voice, causing me to snarl. 
 
    “And take off the flourish. I stand a full two stories taller than you, so do you really think that you can—” 
 
    “Yes Sir! I’m a mutt-gorgan-succubus demi, I can take any size!” 
 
    I sneered. “Lel, I give 1.5 shits about you and that’s .5 shits too many. But wait, look there!” I said in a cheery voice, tracking a fluttering object as it flew ever upwards and disappeared through the high vaulted window. “Ah, there one went. It was beautiful, wasn’t it? But now, it’s wandered out again. What a shame, .5 shits it is.” I heard her gulp as I leaned down. “Any other business?” 
 
    “Y-y-y—” 
 
    “You’re going to stop fidgeting or...oops!” I gently brought two of my massive hands down, scooping up a helpless thing that futtered, unable to fly. “Lel, I don’t think this one’s going to make it!” I closed my hand together cradling the tiny thing. “It’s dying fast, Lel. This .25 shit, it never had a chance! Oh god, it never got to become a full shit!!” I said, weeping over the imaginary life form as it gasped and died in my hands. 
 
    “Sir, please I wasn’t trying to—” 
 
    “You were, as is your nature but you’re not worthy. There was a time some hundred and something years ago that I would’ve jumped at the opportunity to bed someone as beautiful as you. But the times, they are’a changin, like my shit-count seems to be. Though my pat-ience may seem amazing—” 
 
    “Sir, a new dungeon has sprouted around Iron town where the labyrinth used to be. It has traces of Temporal energy.” 
 
    I stopped, suddenly the creature that fled through the window flew back with such a fury that Lel seemed to glow. “Send Narathow The Butcher to Omega, you and I have a dungeon to delve.” 
 
    “But Sir, you—” 
 
    I bound myself to a mortal form, feeling the constraints squeezing me like heavy chains as my obligations faded away. This was my secret and though she didn’t deserve to see it, I showed her in my haste. 
 
    “You...are handsome!?” 
 
    “Yep, but I still prefer my right hand over your fetid slime curtains. Now, come with me and prove yourself or shall I see how well you die?” 
 
    She stood stiff and straightened her collar, before taking on a less horned form. “I wasn’t trying to seduce you, Sir. I was only letting you know it was an option. That’s why I wear these uncomfortable glasses and stifling clothes in your presence, the elders—” 
 
    “The Elders have wanted me to produce an heir for the last hundred years, and you can tell them that my plumbing works, but I’m not interested. I have my reasons. Now come prove to me that you’re more than a pretty face and wet waist. We’re demons, so let’s act the part.” 
 
    She stowed her extravagant robes and put on some revealing scale-mail armor. She took out a curved sword and I watched as her tail vanished behind her. “Ready when you are, Sir!” 
 
    We headed towards the massive doors as something squeaked then squelched beneath my boot. I picked up the bloody thing as it’s tail wrapped around my wrist. I tossed it to Lel with a smirk. “Here you go.” 
 
    “Sir, is this—” 
 
    “Yes, it’s a rat’s ass, my gift to you.” 
 
    “A-ah, I shall cherish it forever...” She said as she placed it softly into her item storage. 
 
    Maybe she does have the chops for this job. I looked her over again. Now that I was her height, she really was an unmatched beauty! Or that’s what I would be saying, if I’d never known the real thing. It wasn’t that I was uninterested, it was that I wouldn’t cheat on her memor— 
 
    “What is this?” General Skoulge said as we opened the doors. “I see, so he sends some pissants to greet me, even after I sired him all those years ago. If only my son would’ve lived… So, slaves, is the Emperor too scared to greet his old mentor?” 
 
    I clenched my fist behind my back as I bowed low. “Not at all, Great General! He merely wanted us to guide you to his inner chambers so you could talk in private.” 
 
    “Oh, of course. You...demis won’t be accompanying me inside, will you?” 
 
    “Certainly not! We’re only guides.” I said with a reassuring grin. 
 
     “Ah… Then, proceed, slave.” 
 
    “Right this way, to the right. Careful, don’t fall, this path leads to a room beside the grand crystal.” 
 
    He chortled, his massive belly shaking. “Whelp, there is no force in this world that can harm me.” 
 
    We walked further down, coming ever closer to the crystal as I led him into a large empty room. 
 
    “After you General, he awaits.” 
 
    He raised his head and walked on with pride, then stopped.  “Hold on, you seem familiar. Have we—” 
 
    Before he had time to finish, I’d already walked past him, my shortsword gleaming in the torchlight as it slid through his ample neck with ease. 
 
    I showed him his headless body before laughing in his face. 
 
    Even in this form, I’m not to be trifled with. “I’m familiar, because this is what I looked like when you first met me. You really have gone senile haven’t you, old friend.” 
 
    His mouth opened one last time but only he would ever know what it was he intended to say. I didn’t care, traitors don’t deserve last words. 
 
    “Well done, Sir!” Lel said, poking Skoulge’s body with the tip of her sword. “Was that some sort of secret technique?” 
 
    “Nope, just my base attack. Lel, have you ever been tested for your Spirit Level?” 
 
    She fidgeted for a minute, then showed me her unrestricted status. 
 
    “Hm! Multiply your level by 100, then add a body that can take it. That’s where I am now but there are things that still elude me. Most people in this world are…” I watched as she quickly pulled out her scroll again and stopped. 
 
    I didn’t trust her; I couldn’t trust her. There was a time that I trusted people, but that’s all gone, so I simply nodded and we headed off. 
 
    Something seemed to swirl in my mind, telling me that this reality wasn’t right. Lain-- 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 36: Trapped - Shtulls 
 
      
 
    My head, like my eyes spun as Des shook me, her tears falling on my face. 
 
    I didn’t know how we got here, or what we did, but from her frantic expression, I knew something serious had happened. 
 
    I raised my hand up and cupped her soft cheek, letting her know I was fine. Moments later Paz licked me as I struggled to push him away. 
 
    Right now, all my focus was on Lain. I didn’t see her, I couldn’t feel her presence and our link seemed to be severed. So as I desperately gasped air into my lungs, I searched for her.    
 
    Des read me like a book and rolled me over to see Lain floating above a magic circle, spinning behind some kind of barrier. 
 
    Suddenly everything I felt faded away. My petty motivations to finish this tomb vanished in smoke. Why did I want to beat my curse? 
 
    Lain… 
 
    Why did I struggle, to the point of death? 
 
    Lain. 
 
    “Why do I continue to draw breath?” 
 
    Lain! 
 
    I rose up and charged the barrier. I thrust my hands in as they burned with her holy mana but I didn’t care. Even without my arms, she’d still love me, even without my… 
 
    “Shtulls?” She said, coming to rest in my singed arms. She began to weep as she looked at me, pulling me in to kiss her. “We can’t, anymore! Not now!” 
 
    She struggled out of my grip and huddled in a corner as my world ended with her words.  
 
    “It’s...it’s…” She started as she hugged her knees and trembled. “Too, sad… W-we…” Her face squenched up as she sobbed into her knees. 
 
    As weak as I still was from mana exhaustion, I held her tight and moments later she fell limp in my arms. Her body was covered in sweat and even in her sleep, tears still flowed. 
 
    I wrapped her in a blanket and coddled her as I looked up to Des. “I think I had some vision of something. How did we get here?” 
 
    Des adjusted her glasses. “Umm, I think this is a mana trap. We must’ve triggered it but I can’t—.” She stopped and sat beside me. “I’m not a good conduit anymore so it didn’t really affect me that much. We’d need someone who could read runes and enchantments to know for sure but I think this room is designed to drain us of our mana.” 
 
    “We could ask the clerk of—” I started. 
 
    “Not necessary.” Des interrupted in a firm tone. 
 
    I chose to drop it. I understood full well what sort of chaos bringing the clerk in would cause and right now, Lain was in no shape for anymore mental damage. 
 
    “Did either of you have visions?” I asked, wiping Lain’s tears away. 
 
    “Umm, that’s,” Des said. “I got a few flashes, but I don’t really remember much. It was like a bitter-sweet dream. I was an old woman on her deathbed. I was surrounded by children, and people that I somehow knew were my family. Then I saw you, looking the same as you look now and I began to cry. You held my hand and everything went black.” 
 
    I put my arm around her as she leaned into me. She hugged it and kissed my hand. 
 
    “Master,” Paz said. “I will never abandon you! What I saw, you and I will have a long life together and when I die, you will honor me and my young. You are the man I’ve always sought, the true alpha for our pack. I’m sorry for calling you hooman.” 
 
    As my mana exhaustion took me, I saw a new vision of horror. 
 
    ... 
 
    I walked down a dark hallway towards a thin glimmer of silver light as wails cried out around me like a boody symphony all filled with regret and sadness, all familiar, all my own voice. 
 
    As I came to the end of the vast hallway I saw a corpse seated in a fine red chair and covered with a thick blanket. 
 
    It had long silver hair that shined beautifully in the light of the fireplace behind her. Though I knew I should be feeling dread, instead I was overwhelmed by some weird sense of nostalgia. 
 
    When I finally stood a few feet in front of her, I realized she wasn’t a corpse but a woman, so old that her skin looked like the finest white silk draped over a hardened skull. She smiled wide, her thin lips revealing her jagged teeth as she opened her arms, welcoming her child. I hugged her then rested my head in her lap. 
 
    She gently ran her thin fingers through my hair and shushed me as I began to sob. 
 
    Her voice came to me like soft whispers in the wind. “Don’t cry, my lovely son. Fate will never touch you, visions seen by lesser entities are just that. Only dreams made by fools who can only perceive things in a linear path. I gave you something, a burden, a gift, a curse. No one will control you, no one can force you.” She raised my face with her boney hands, forcing me to gaze into her black eyes. “Will you trade power for choice, or will you live on as a pawn?” 
 
    “Mother…” I said instinctively, “This smell, this feeling. Why did you wait so long to—” 
 
    “Because I died but I’ve never abandoned you. I’ve guided you, building a deck of cards around you so that you might cheat fate. My beautiful son, all is not what it seems. She needs you now, she’s seen the worst possibility, a lie.” 
 
    “Mother…” I hugged her, feeling unending love and warmth until a thought crossed my mind which turned my blood to ice. “You’ve been watching me?” 
 
    She stroked my hair again, pushing me down to rest on her lap. “Yes my son, always.” 
 
    “Th-then, when I was Cockeman and—” 
 
    “Shh, shh now… Let’s never speak of that…” 
 
    “Are you—” 
 
    Before I could finish, the blackness gave way and my eyes slowly opened as Lain struggled in my arms but I’d wrapped her well in a blanket. I held her tight even though she fought me. 
 
    She had enough strength to break away, to shred our blanket and kick my ass but I could tell her heart wasn’t in it.  
 
    “Shtulls! We can’t stay together if we do, then—” 
 
    “Then nothing, this place gave us visions, so what? No matter how real they seem, we can fight them!” A shiver ran down my spine. “The only thing you need to believe in is me. Because I believe in you.” 
 
    “But I saw it! I saw me killing you…” 
 
    “And Des saw me holding her hand when she was an old woman, then Paz saw me raising his sons to a high position of some sort. And I saw myself very alive yet destroyed in other ways. So are the rest of us liars or—” 
 
    “But-but… It was so real, that… I don’t want to imagine a world where I kill you! That’s why after you fell I-I—” 
 
    I held her until she stopped shaking. “Even if you think these visions are going to pass, I’d die for you any number of times and if you leave I’ll die anyway. But, that’s not real! We will live, together. This place was just a mana leech trap. If it really offered future sight then this chamber would be worth more than the treasure this tomb hides.” 
 
    She lay against me for several long minutes as she processed everything. “Shtulls…” 
 
    She looked up at me, demanding that I smooch her with some unholy force and I was happy to oblige. Then having regained herself, she noticed my arms and gasped. 
 
    She used greater heal and my burnt skin sloughed off as the pain of new nerves surged through me. 
 
    I looked down at Des’s arms, though they were wrapped, I could tell they were injured. Lain noticed and healed her as well, then we waited. 
 
    None of us could remember how we got here, that was likely part of this trap. By severing our memories, it kept us here, unable to form a full picture of how we got here. 
 
    When Des woke we traced around the walls, pressing and interacting with everything. 
 
    From mana channeling with Paz, Des was able to use a little more of her wind magic and still nothing. The wind stayed in this room, there were no openings except for several tiny vents in the ceiling.  
 
    “This is bad,” Des said, wiping her brow. “We must’ve hit a transfer rune.” 
 
    We all stopped moving as her words hit us. She said what I was thinking, those words that no adventurer wants to hear. A transfer rune meant that we could very well be stuck in a room with no entrance or exit. 
 
    “It makes sense,” I said. “Our visions were meant to evoke powerful feelings. This tomb was feeding on us. I doubt we were ever meant to break free.” 
 
    It’s likely that Paz was fine because this trap wasn’t designed for him and Des was fine because she didn’t have much mana and couldn’t conduct it well. She freed me and I freed Lain, but it was clear that none of us were ever meant to open our eyes again. 
 
    That being said, this is a labyrinth not a dungeon. The makers will always have a way out in case they get caught in their own traps. 
 
    At least that’s what I hoped. 
 
    An unknown amount of time passed without us ever knowing if it was day or night. We mostly slept and ate as I tried my best to keep everyone's spirits high, even in the face of certain death. 
 
    We knew the risks before we ever entered this place, so we could only blame ourselves. But without remembering how we got here, we felt cheated. 
 
    As our food and water dwindled down, desperate thoughts began to flood my mind. If I took on my unbound form, then there might be a way but the space was cramped and if the ceilings didn’t give, I’d be crushed. 
 
    Lain seemed to know what I was thinking and held my hand, grounding me back in reality. 
 
    After choosing my words carefully, I spoke. “That thing I ate, the thing that tortured me. It could move into its own realm and from there it could travel anywhere that its darkness touched. Maybe, I can do that…” 
 
    But I’d need mana and I don’t… I do! When I’m unbound I can use magic! 
 
    I lay in the center of the room. It wasn’t a large room but it had more space horizontally than vertically. 
 
    “Don’t,” Lain said, squeezing my hand. “If you mess up, then—” 
 
    “I have to try, the alternative is a slow death, and it smells bad in here. We’ve been shi—” 
 
    Lain gagged. “Eww, no! We don’t speak about that!” 
 
    I laughed, at least we’re still human. “I have to or we’ll die here. If I get the timing right, then we’re free, if not. Lain, you are the love of my life.” I pressed her forehead to mine and we kissed for what might be the last time. 
 
    “No,” she said. “Before we die, we’re doing things properly.” 
 
    She dragged Des down with us on the floor and Paz wandered away. 
 
    Then in a sweaty all or nothing way I filled her, then Des. If I really could get them pregnant then there was no longer any doubt that I di— 
 
    There was a loud thrum as the floor vibrated and two new people appeared in the corners of the room. Then just a few feet away from us a large barrier holding a full blooded dragonewt. 
 
    I felt bile rising in my throat as I realized who they were. 
 
    “Is that—” Lain started. 
 
    “Yes,” I said, swallowing. 
 
    But from what I overheard earlier, I can’t honestly say if they’re friend or foe. We all dressed and watched the shaman spin around living his own version of the future. Even when called on by Gavin and Groglob earlier, he stayed out of it; and the two smaller ones that came with him… I only pitied them.  
 
    “What do we do with them?” Des said, adjusting her glasses. 
 
    “Well…” I thought for a moment. “I don’t want to burn myself freeing them, but at the same time it’s hard to believe they fell into the same trap we did. They seemed to know this place pretty well.” 
 
    And with them here, I can’t use my unbound form without my arms and crotch passing through their barriers. 
 
    “Des,” I said, holding out my hand. “Rope.” 
 
    I tethered one of Des’s wooden friends to the rope and after a discussion we decided to free one of the twins first because their barriers seemed smaller. Though I knew their mana was nothing to scoff at, if we were quick enough we could pull them free before the rope burned away. 
 
    We freed the fire twin first. I say we but all I did was toss the rope, it was Lain who ripped her free so violently that she ended up slamming into the opposite wall. 
 
    Lain begrudgingly healed her and the tiny one’s eyes snapped to me, wide open. 
 
    “S-Sir, Cockeman!? Please allow me to service…” Her small mouth shut as she saw her twin still locked in a barrier. “Noo!!” She shrieked. 
 
    Des wrapped her legs around her and held her still as she struggled to run to her sister. 
 
    I nodded to Lain after it became apparent that she wouldn’t attack us and we freed her twin in the same way. Though this time Paz was able to catch her before she slammed into a wall. 
 
    We sat the sisters together and Lain used a minor heal to awaken the ice sister. 
 
    As we watched them sob together, I couldn’t see them as anything but children though I knew full well from their ample hips and pointed ears that they were full grown women, likely twice my age. 
 
    In this border town where mutts assemble, they were at least two or more races. Elf, dwarf, and gnome perhaps. 
 
    I’d seen their eyes as they attacked me. They were cold, devoid of life and emotion but now as they cried in each other’s arms, I could only see them as victims… Wait, did she call me Cockem— 
 
    “Cockeman!” The fire sister said, reaching up to me. 
 
    I picked her up without thinking as Lain, Des and I all blinked at each other. 
 
    “Uh… I just… It seemed like the thing to do?” I said, worried that Lain would hate me but she picked up the other sister and we held them together. 
 
    “She’s so cute!” Lain said, tucking the tiny mage's hair behind her ear. “She’s like a doll, with her big eyes.” Lain let out a weird girl noise and hugged the small being tight enough that she began to flail her tiny limbs in panic. 
 
    “Well,” I said, peering into the fire sister’s eyes as I held her. Unlike before, there was life there. Whatever spell she was under had been broken and her expressions held a wealth of emotions most of which were concern for her sister who seemed too timid to cry for help. “Lain!” 
 
    “Huh?” Lain said, before noticing the small woman in her arms had all but fainted. “Oh… Sorry, it’s just that she’s so damned cute! Shtulls…” 
 
    Lain looked at me in a way that made my balls swell, the soft warm air of the room caressing them. I wiped a tear from my eye as I saw Lain as a mother again. 
 
    “Lain…” 
 
    I softly kissed her as we held our ‘children’ together. 
 
    We began breathing harder until Des cleared her throat. 
 
    “Oh, yeah.” I looked down at the fire mage I held. “Are you two okay, you’re not trying to kill us or… Wait a frickin minute, why’d you call me Cockeman?” 
 
    The fire sister blushed as I noticed the Ice sister’s gaze. I turned to see a brown pile in the center of the room and gasped. 
 
    “Lain… Hold her, I’ll be right back.” 
 
    I put my pants back on and came back, feeling bashful. Damned curse! 
 
    Somehow I wasn’t angry this time. Instead, a feeling of warmth washed over me, vague but certain like remembering a fragment of a dream or a long lost memory. 
 
    Maybe the Curse isn’t my enemy. 
 
    Even after Lain had cuddled them, they seemed happy, almost glowing. It was like they’d never felt a warm embrace in all their lives. 
 
    Rather than question them further, I cooked up a quick meal. Our supplies were running out but they clearly needed it and I wanted to make them happy after all the trauma they’d had recently. 
 
    They weren’t large people, so it only took about one kabab and half a bowl of stock to make them a good meal. They were in tears by the end of it and even Des had softened her glare, having seen them cry. 
 
    I balled up my fist. When was the last time they’d eaten a warm meal? They’re as light as a feather, and when I held the fire sister I could feel her ribs. I turned back towards Rex who we’d left in his torpor as I grinted my teeth. 
 
    Des removed her glasses and I wiped her eyes as she spoke. “Can I?” 
 
    I nodded as she sat with them. She pulled them close and began to feed them from her own item storage. Though her foods were spicy, they still ate what she gave gratefully. Their little faces squinched up but they smiled all the same. 
 
    I remembered the things I heard and my blood began to boil but now, here we are, doomed together. 
 
    “So,” I said, getting their attention. “You called me Cockeman but you didn’t try to attack me. Why is that?” 
 
    The fire sister raised her head and pointed at her neck. There was a tan-line under her robes and I could guess the rest.  
 
    “Slaves?” I said in a snarl.  
 
    They both shrunk back at my tone and I sat down with them. “Sorry, I wasn’t mad at you, I was mad at the thought. Was it Gavin, Bogard or Groglob?” 
 
    “G-groglob…” The fire sister said, shaking. “We, for our children, we…” 
 
    Her sister hugged her, then finished the sentence. “We sold ourselves for my son, and her daughter’s freedom. We-we never should’ve… We…” The two held each other, their words turning to nonsense as they kept trying to speak. 
 
    “Essary and Issory, wasn’t it?” I said. “Look, you—” 
 
    “We can service you, Oh great Cockeman! No, we want to service you, please let us—” 
 
    “Woah, no. It’s not that you aren’t exactly my type, other than Lain and Des, my fondest memories were from gnome grandmas. It's just that, honestly, I never want you to do that again unless you want to. If we ever go back over to the human side, I can introduce you to a woman. She used to be a madam herself, so she knows all about what you’ve been through. Even I do but I’m sure you don’t want to hear about that.” 
 
    They exchanged a troubled glance then pulled off their robes. 
 
    “Despite my wildest expectations they were stacked. I have no idea how they hid those massive boobs under such baggy robes. If it wasn’t for Lain and Des earlier, I’m sure I’d be sprung… Shit!” 
 
    I forced their robes back over their heads and chided them. “You don’t have to do that anymore! Arms up!” After they were dressed again I forced them to listen to a lecture all while hiding my crotch as they kept staring but by then they were both falling asleep. Mana fatigue could be fatal without a high enough regen. So, we slept. 
 
    I would like to say it was awkward but it wasn’t. Lain and I slept with them between us and somehow it felt okay. They were so damned cute! Des on the other hand slept with her claws on, forming a barrier of blades between my crotch and them. 
 
    I didn’t care, to me, a connection was far sexier than anything flesh could offer. And with Des and Lain, I had that connection. I rolled over to face Des who smiled at me. 
 
    “Not interested?” Des asked, nervously. 
 
    “In them, no. They are no adversary of the mighty Cockeman… Cawkaw!” 
 
    “Shh!” She said, trying to slap me playfully but instead she cut my ear. 
 
    I let out a small noise of pain and her lip began to quiver. 
 
    Seeing her instant regret made my pain vanish. “It’s okay.” I said, trying to soothe her. “Look, I’m fine, Des. Des?” 
 
    I hugged her close as she stowed her claws and licked the blood from my ear. Though I knew it wasn’t helping anything, it felt amazing. 
 
    I felt Lain’s hand along with her gaze on my back and we began to mana cycle but this time we were joined by two more. 
 
    Were they awake or did this just come naturally to them? I’m guessing the later given the fight I had with them earlier. 
 
    Swept up the massive tide of mana, I transferred it all to Des who arched her hips grinding her pelvis against mine as she came and poured all that mana back into me. 
 
    This isn’t normally a sexual thing. I mean people did it all the time on the front lines, so I could only gather that she was excited because it was mine. But as I passed it back I heard three women moaning together and suddenly the mana that flooded me was very specific. A type of mana one of my subraces could consume. Filtered twice between two willing women. I could only accept it, feeding on it until I was full, my capacity reached. 
 
    I gripped Lain’s hand tightly as we moaned together. It wasn’t sexual per se, it was so much more than that. I ran my other hand down Des’s back and felt her scars shrink as I kissed her waiting mouth. 
 
    I have no way of telling how long we all spent cycling but I can say that by the end, Des no longer needed her body stocking and we were all hot and bothered. What happened after that was a strange blur of bodies and pleasure, sweat and fluids. 
 
    At this point, I might have four children nine months from now.  
 
    As I served breakfast we all looked at the dragonewt spinning in his own hell. 
 
    “Was he a good man?” I asked Essary and Issory. 
 
    “He was, not like anyone else. He never… with us… He was, is, devoted to his craft.” Essary, the fire sister said, hugging my arm.  
 
    “He’s not a bad person,” Issory said, squeezing her legs together as she rested her head in my lap. “He wasn’t with them, he never hurt us.” 
 
    “I see, so if we free him, then, he won’t attack us?” I said, looking around for Des’s red rope. I noticed it lay under us and gave it a tug. 
 
     Issory gasped and with a sucking noise was freed of her burden. 
 
    “Smells like freedom…” I said, cringing at my own words. 
 
    Without waiting for a response, I slung the rope around Rex’s legs and tugged him free.  
 
    He lay unconscious in front of us as we dressed in anticipation of a fight. But rather than battle us, he sat up smacking his reptilian lips. Yawning, he showed us a mouthful of dangerous fangs, then noticed his surroundings. “Ah!!” 
 
    Without warning, he bit off his ring and pinky fingers from his right hand and spit them at me, bowing low. “May this be enough to slake your fury, my lord!” 
 
    My head tilted, popping my neck as I spoke. “Are you trying to finger me? State your case and…” The curse stopped there. “Lain, heal him!” 
 
    As she stopped his bleeding, his face was a picture of relief. He stared me down. “To what do I owe this mercy?” 
 
    I don’t know you crazy lizard guy! I wanted to say but as a tingle went down my spine my ego took hold and the words that came out were anything but my own. 
 
    “To my benevolence. You have pleased me with your poultry offering and I accept you as a disciple.” And sweet mercy, what the ever loving shit did you do that for!? 
 
    He slammed his head into the ground, his arms softly fanning me while he prostrated himself. “God of mercy, god of sacrifice. Banglorgh, I am your servant!” 
 
    “Kay…” I took a deep breath before speaking again. “I’m no god. I’m Shtulls, just a guy. So why did you—” 
 
    “No!” He said as he looked up at me, smoke escaping his mouth. “I felt your mana, your power and I saw you in visions. You are the one I’ve been looking for.” 
 
    What the fu— 
 
    “What!?” Lain said. 
 
    Rex’s reptilian eyes darted towards her as his mouth fell open and the lizard began to weep. “Mistress of mercy!!” He immediately raised his left hand to his mouth in a familiar display but she stopped him, overpowering him with raw strength. 
 
    “Mis-Mistress…” He struggled. “L-let me… AERGH!!” He cried out hopelessly as Lain pulled his arm behind his back. 
 
    “Nu-uh, mister.” Lain said with a stern expression. “If you have the tummy rumbles we can feed ya, but If you do that, I’ll just have to heal you again. You want me to waste mana?” 
 
    He was sobbing… Are those crocodile tears? No, something about him brooks no arguments. That something was the two fingers I still held in my hand. This man was stupidly loyal and his devotion to whatever he thought we were was pure. 
 
    I didn’t know how to feel about him but at least I knew he wasn’t going to hurt anyone but himself. 
 
    “Rex,” I said. “It’s fine, just relax and I’ll make you something to eat, what do you prefe—” 
 
    His mouth hung open in shock. “I couldn’t possibly—” 
 
    “You can and you will, dammit! So chill my man and wait to be blown away by my soup and stew-making prowess.” 
 
    His jaw chattered as his tears fell and I made him a meal fit for a carnivore. I ended up dipping into Paz’s cheap meat reserves but as I made Paz a separate meal, his whimpering stopped. 
 
    It’s not like the cheap meat wasn’t edible, it just wasn’t preferable for humans. I’d eaten worse for less… Actually that’s why I was suddenly able to cook now. I lived on holy water for who knows how long and in that time, I dreamed of cooking meat again. But in those days, I’ll call them BL wait no, BFL for ‘before Lain.’ Back then, I was a dead man, just waiting to expire. 
 
    But now, even if it’s not a meal for me, I’ll be happy seeing a smile from someone as they fill their stomach. 
 
    As he sipped his soup gratefully, I soaked a piece of stale sourdough then roasted it, an act that only the poor would understand. Bread either molded or dried out, this was the later. So after toasting, it was the perfect companion to the soup he was eating. 
 
    When he was done, he shared a prophecy with us. One that explained how a full blooded dragonewt shaman ended up here, working with a sketchy group. 
 
    He himself had a prophetic dream, one that led him here and to pay for his stay, he joined the first group that hired him but after a few runs with them, he realized they were scum. Not being humanoid himself he didn’t realize who was right or wrong, he only knew that man A killed man B after reaching point C. 
 
    He had little interest in society as a whole, he was more or less puzzled by the whole thing, so he just did as he was told. Afterall, he was in a strange place, dealing with people who didn’t conform to what he understood. 
 
    Dragonewts had a pretty straight forward society from what I knew. They were still stuck in the hunter gatherer phase of life and although they did have a strict hierarchy based upon age and seniority, they also had a certain ‘might makes right’ mentality that humanoids just couldn’t wrap their heads around.  
 
    Of course, that didn’t apply to Shamans. They were the doctors, healers and prophecy holders of a village, making them just as important as the chief. 
 
    If a dragonewt was rare, then a dragonewt shaman was almost unheard of outside of their villages or a slaver’s pit. 
 
    As I heard more of his story, I realized that Rex wasn’t his name. Rex was just the name they’d given him. His true name was far better, more imposing and mostly unpronounceable to normal tongues. Somehow it seemed beautiful if not a little sad to me, but I didn’t speak his native language, even though he spoke mine. 
 
    “That’s…” I said, tearing up for some reason. “Your true name, what does it mean?” 
 
    He stopped eating and took my hands in his. “You know what it means. Your eyes tell me you understand.” 
 
    I couldn’t say anything, because even if it couldn’t be translated, I felt something from it. 
 
    After everyone ate, we took a few hours rest, then we began to plot our escape. 
 
    Sadly, no one knew how they got here, but Rex remembered that they were here intentionally. 
 
    He traced the ironwork on the floor and poured a powder over the lines that stood out to him, forming a gradual diagram that slowly became a magic circle. 
 
    The sisters gasped suddenly as they rushed to help him finish it. Then towards the end I recognized what it was and helped them as well. 
 
    “Oh! Ohoh! That’s like one of those, you know, those things Shan likes.” Lain said, joining us. 
 
    Though she knew jack about enchanting, she was able to see the lines we were drawing and complete them. Des, though knowledgeable about weapon enchanting, hung back with Paz, scratching him behind the ears when he began to whimper. 
 
    Almost a day later, we finished the circle and joined hands around it. Rex chanted in his own language and with a blinding flash we were back in the scarred room we all remembered. 
 
    From what Rex said, this room had a hidden trigger somewhere and we’d all activated it somehow. Us, accidentally, them, on purpose but none of us remembered what it was. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here. I need to refill our food stock. We don’t have much in the way of money anymore, but we can barter. What about you three?” I asked. 
 
    The twins looked up at me, their expressions full of sadness. 
 
    I knew right away what they were thinking. “I, we, uh…” Somehow, this is harder than I thought. “If, you’re pregnan—” 
 
    “There’s no way we would know if it’s yours or…” The Essesory started then stopped, sadder than before. 
 
    This sent fire through my veins. They were slaves, and though not fully themselves, they still had fragmented memories of their time spent in servitude. Though I wasn’t there for all of it, I knew enough to know they were used in every way possible. 
 
    “Well,” I said, picking them both up. “I don’t care. Even if they aren’t my kids, I’ll still do my part for them. I mean even if they aren’t from us, they’ll still be adorable.” 
 
    Lain sandwiched us, and even though I expected her to hate them, she didn’t or rather she couldn’t. She’d approved the whole thing and did her part to help it along. It’s not like she was a masochist, I think it’s more that she liked seeing them as adorable as they were in the throws of passion as she fed off my pleasure. 
 
    “They’ll be all of ours. Not just yours, so tell us if we have children, or just come with us.” 
 
    Ah, I can feel it through our link. It’s like she can’t see them as a threat. The way she looks at them, it’s like she can’t even see them as people. 
 
    Lain’s eyes met mine as she felt my disgust. It wasn’t aimed at her personally but it was aimed at her ignorance. These women were her elders. They’d given themselves for their children who were likely her age or older. Lain’s lip began to quiver as she struggled to understand what I was feeling. 
 
    “Essory, Issory, how old are you?” I asked for Lain’s benefit. 
 
    “65!” They both answered. 
 
    “And your children?” 
 
    “40, 32…” They answered. 
 
    “So how many grandkids do you have?” 
 
    “Two!” Issory said. 
 
    “Three,” Essory said.  
 
    “How’s your weaving, knitting, crocheting?” 
 
    “Oh!” Essory said before getting way, way into knitting jargon, only to be cut off periodically by Issory, who corrected her, adding her own two cents.  
 
    I expected Lain to drop them, so I held them both tightly but Lain only smiled and snuggled them more. “Mmm, so you’re both cute little old ladies!?” 
 
    “Middle-aged!” Issory spouted, freeing herself from Lain’s bosoms. “We still have another sixty years, god willing.” 
 
    “Ohh…” Lain said, her eyes losing their color. “Then you could be preg—” 
 
    “Not likely,” Essory said, gasping for breath. “If we could have been then we would have been by now. We’re mutts, mutts can’t breed with—” 
 
    “Stop!” Des cried from beside us. “Don’t finish that, please…please, don’t say anymore.” 
 
    Lain and I let the twins down as they walked to Des. “It’s not impossible,” Essory said. “It just takes longer.”  
 
    Issory spoke as Essory finished. “Hey, lady, don’t give up! It took me eight years! My sister took Ten. With Cockeman, it probably… Er, with Shtulls, he, his, um… Give it a year or two, dear.” 
 
    I’m glad they understood but at the same time, I was sad. Not for me, but for Des, she took it harder than she should have. 
 
    She gave me a look like ‘these grannies just comforted me.’ But before I could say a word, Lain had already moved to Des’s side, smoothing down her new hair. “Des, stop. Don’t give up before you know for sure. We’ll be mommies, both of us! Even if—” She started but never finished as Des began to cry. 
 
    We’ve been over this before but now when it was brought to light publicly, Des couldn’t hide her worries. All she could do was cling to Lain like a lost child as the twins began to apologize. 
 
    And so, after many awkward moments passed we wished the twins well, giving them a few high quality cores to trade for a ride home. 
 
    Strategically, I would have loved to keep them but they’d done their time serving scumbags, and seeing them free healed my soul more than conscripting them with guilt ever could. 
 
    But Rex stayed, no matter how hard we tried to be rid of him. 
 
    On the first day out, he stayed with Paz in the stables and ate oats then vomited when we saw him next. A dragonewt’s constitution does not support things like oats. 
 
    Normally, I’d protest his stable diet, but for now, I was trading pristine cores for simple things like kebabs and old meat so we could move on. 
 
    I wasn’t sure about curing my curse anymore and it was ridiculously hard to differentiate reality from my dreams. 
 
    Was I the demonic emperor who watched everything he ever loved die or was I the dutiful survivor who believed in his mother? 
 
    Mother? Wait… I clenched my teeth as vague images flashed behind my eyes. 
 
    Paz nuzzled his head under my arm and I gave him a good pat. Somehow, this simple act cleared my mind and let me move on. 
 
    We watched as the twins moved down the road, hand in hand and I was grateful. Even if no children were born, they’d helped to heal Des. 
 
    “You’re not going to ask them about the tomb?” Des said, smiling as she adjusted her glasses. 
 
    “Nope, if you’re enslaved, you might be sworn to secrecy. Even if we asked, we couldn’t trust their answers, besides we still have this amazing shaman behind us. What do you say, Rex?” 
 
    “I can’t remember, but I will aid you to the best of my ability!” He said, slamming his mighty head on the stone walkway. “Anything! Anything for you!” 
 
    I wanted to ask him why he didn’t help me when I was Cockeman but I was too embarrassed, so we sold what we could for crystals and food, then we left. 
 
    Even though my visions told me that my curse was a gift, I still felt obligated to cure it. You could say my mind was flooded with naive visions of Lain and I settling down together and making our own farmstead but that wasn’t all of it. 
 
    My ego cried out, fueled on by the injustices I’d experienced. This curse had to go, vague feelings or not. So we headed north, accepting Rex into our tight knit party. 
 
    It was only after a few months' journey that we came to our first turning point. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 37: Next Stop - Shtulls 
 
      
 
    The border cities grew, both in population and complexity the farther north we traveled. Luckily we’d still not made our way inland towards the demon capital so our appearances and races were still fine but now, beastkin from the north started to mix in more and humanoid forms became more of a rarity. 
 
    Then to top it all off we were running out of cores to trade for crystals. 
 
    Finally we reached a familiar city, one of the many I’d protected from the kingdom’s slavers. It was the site of the biggest orphanage I’d saved. As an orphan… Wait… I shook my head to drive out an image of...a strange almost dead woman in a red chair. 
 
    Lain sensed something was wrong with me and squeezed my hand, snapping me back to my normal thoughts. 
 
    I had a soft spot for orphans. I wanted them to grow up well even without parents, so now, having reached Lignum City, I wanted to check up on the orphanages but I couldn’t let the kingdom or the demonic candidates know I was here. If I did, then who knows what chaos would follow. 
 
    This city was considered a true trade city, it’s only exports were novelties but it had an indisputable role as a great hub of sorts between the empire and the kingdom. 
 
    We’d come here, because a straight line to our destination would’ve taken us through a desert. Even though we could’ve flown there, it wouldn’t have made a difference because I didn’t know the way to the dead zone. 
 
    In other words, I didn’t know how to get there by navigating. I could only retrace my steps, reliving my tarnished memories of our conquests, and this place was ground zero. The first and last place I visited in the empire. 
 
    Des and I seemed to have a large interest in how the orphanage was doing while Lain was mostly concerned with getting to the dead zone. 
 
    I understood Lain’s haste. Afterall, all she knew of this city came from tiny articles in kingdom publications that described it as a slavers hub. Those articles weren’t wrong and no matter my efforts here, that practise still persisted. 
 
    Even as we walked the streets, we passed by several auctions. I tarried for a while in each of them, looking at their goods to ensure that no children were offered. 
 
    The fact that they still existed led me down the path to despair but, I was grateful that no innocents were on those lists. Lain however was devastated that the market even existed. 
 
    She was at-heart a sheltered farm girl, so the darkness of the real world never truly reached her. 
 
    We found a large Inn that overlooked the largest orphanage and towered above the rest called the Osmoth Inn. This place wasn’t here before and it seemed odd to me that it existed at all. I mean, even if this is a hub city, why the hell would they build such a huge inn here when the marketplace was so far away from it? 
 
    We got an explanation from the clerk. Apparently, this place was hastily constructed for a huge tournament that never happened, so now they had an abundance of rooms at an incredible price. They didn’t have stables but they were willing to accept Paz into his own room. 
 
    Even though I felt like this was some sort of scam, I rented three rooms for a week which only ended up costing three crystals a day! 
 
    Our rooms were, for some inexplicable reason, on the third floor and as a result getting in and out of them took a long walk up several flights of stairs. 
 
    Des and I, being suspicious people, er, it’s not that we were ourselves suspicious, it’s that we were suspicious of others… We’re normal, yep, completely normal people. 
 
    Either way, after we all retired to our rooms, Des and I decided to explore this Inn. 
 
    The first red flag came when we continued to climb the stairs which abruptly ended in the ceiling on the fourth floor. We then walked down past the first floor towards the basement but there were no doors there either. 
 
    Only the first three floors had doors and as we explored each floor. Everything was normal, long hallways with rooms on either side. I knocked on a few of the doors but no answer came. I just assumed that we were judged as oddballs and put on the third floor in case other clients with heavier pockets came but when we began exploring our floor we finally found another person. 
 
    She wore a thick leather overcoat and a large-brimmed hat that she’d tucked her hair into. She had a set of small half circle glasses that indicated she was probably nearsighted. Anyone viewing her for the first time would assume she was some sort of pervert, or at least I did. Mainly because the small gap under her coat revealed that she wasn’t wearing pants or a skirt. Just combat boots and high socks. 
 
    Because she was on our floor, I opted to ignore her, or rather I tried. 
 
    “Hey! Hey! You!!!” She yelled, charging towards us.  
 
    “What? What? In the but—” I tried to answer but she cut me off. 
 
    “Haven’t you noticed something strange going on here?” 
 
    “Nope,” I said, my member slowly escaping my underwear as it crawled down my leg. What the hell!? 
 
    I looked her over again, now that she was closer and I understood my reaction. From how she filled out the sleeves and shoulders of her coat, she was a well trained woman, one who’s strength was probably the same as Lain’s. That in conjunction with her obvious nudity under that coat had made my pants swell. 
 
    Des, being herself, hugged me to her chest, sandwiching me between her nonexistent breasts. Somehow, that turned me on more, and as the woman spoke, I felt compelled to listen. 
 
    “This place,” she said. “It’s all wrong. Stairs go into nothing and…” She stopped, leaning close. “No one has ever checked out.” 
 
    I hurriedly opened the door, fearing the worst but what greeted me was a nude Lain hugging the pillows and calling my name in her sleep. 
 
    The woman looked in with me, and seeing what I saw, she turned away. “Sorry! I wasn’t trying to—” 
 
    I ripped her trench coat open to reveal that she wore nothing underneath as she yelped in a cute voice, struggling with me to close it. 
 
    “You’re a pervert, right?” I said as I released her. The body I saw underneath that coat was a work of art. Her skin was a pale white, she had the abs of a fighter but none of the scars. Her legs were long, slender and muscled in all the right places.   
 
    She clutched her coat around herself as she fell back on her butt. “I’m not dressed like this because I want to be! I’m Sherla Clavins, a private investigator. I left my room in the dead of night because I heard something, then when I returned, all my clothes other than the ones I had on were gone.” 
 
    I helped her close her coat and felt worse for what I’d done, but I never allowed myself to trust her. I was more than my sexual desires… 
 
    “Hey foxy lady, what I got to do ta get into that?” I said, cringing at my words as Des dug her fingers into my neck. 
 
    “Into what?” The woman said as she tightened her coat.  
 
    “Into you, honey, I want to be that meat between those thighs, girl. Trust me, I can fill those buns!” I said, looking back at Des with tears in my eyes. 
 
    She flung me back into the room with Lain and slammed the door behind me. I stumbled into bed with Lain and moments later was wrapped in a tight embrace which no man could or would want to escape from. 
 
    As Lain forcibly snuggled me, I heard snippets of Des and Sherla’s Conversation as they discussed their findings. Des was a naturally inquisitive person, so her and Sherla seemed to be hitting it off. They were also both glasses wearing perverts, so now that I wasn’t there to harass anyone, they were bonding over— 
 
    “Ehmm… I mean,” Paz started, then noticed Sharla. “Woof! Woof, woof?” 
 
    “Oh wow! Is that Pazuzu your pet?” Sharla asked Des. 
 
    Paz’s sigh was audible, even through the door. 
 
    “What’s that boy?” Des asked. “Is Wittle Paz wanting some yumyums?” 
 
    I heard Paz whimper and his pain was almost palpable as he woofed in the affirmative. 
 
    “Pardon me, Ms. Des, Madam but I couldn’t help but to overhea—” 
 
    “AH! I, uh… Sorry, Sir?” Sharla said. 
 
    “Others of your race call me Rex and you have no need to fear me. As long as there is other food, I won—” 
 
    “Other food?” Sharla asked with a shaky voice. 
 
    “Yes,” Rex answered matter of factly. “Food that requires less preparation, cleaning and offers better spices.” 
 
    Right, dragonewts eat pretty much all other races, actually scratch that, they eat other dragonewts too. They basically… 
 
    Lain wrapped her leg around my waist while she hugged my face to her breasts in her sleep and suddenly, I was in my happy place. You’d think I’d grow tired of this, but it was the opposite, I couldn’t get enough. Even snuggling, cuddling or just being in her presence made me deliriously happy. 
 
    Sherla said some crap then the others said stuff too, I don’t care. I need Des in here, now! Otherwise, I’ll lower my pants and probably kill myself trying to bed my self proclaimed wife. 
 
    “I probably need to check on him.” Des said, trying to excuse herself. 
 
    Yes!! Get that boney booty in here, girl! 
 
    “Oh,” Sherla said. “Does he have some sort of mental problem?” 
 
    “What!?” Des said, in a strangely threatening voice. “He’s the damn Her…oh...” She caught herself before she said too much. “He’s a good man, he just has strange outbursts every now and then. Don’t take it to heart, he didn’t mean anything.” 
 
    I heard the doorknob turning for a second before Sharla spoke again. 
 
    “Des, is he hurting you?” 
 
    “If only,” Des said. 
 
    After that I’m guessing Sherla backed off because Des quickly entered the room and closed the door behind her. 
 
    “Let’s make this quick,” She said, locking the door. “Everyone’s hungry.” 
 
    It was, but we were all satisfied, so who cares. 
 
    Now thoroughly drained by Lain and with my instincts satisfied, we met the other three, who were still conversing in the hall. Though Paz was conversing with woofs and Rex was accidentally horrifying Sherla with every other sentence. She stayed, asking Rex question after question as her inquisitive nature surpassed her horror. 
 
    Yeah, big surprise the most lizardy lizard people have lizard brains...Lizard. No, it’s foolish to believe that all life is precious to all people. That belief is relegated to humans, pure humans with moms and dads who’ve never had to fight to live. I’m guessing Sherla is one such person but she does raise an interesting point. 
 
    “Sherla,” I said as she clenched her coat tightly around her. “Can Des, Paz and I examine your room?” 
 
    “My underwear is gone, so…” 
 
    “Yes, yes, dear you’re not wearing underwear, noted. But that’s not my concern right now, having just pumped out enough baby batter to bake a fetis themed wedding cake, I’m not interested. No, Des and I are long time delvers and Paz has a great schnoz. Rather or not you trust me, I’m worried for Lain and Des, so our interests align. Also,” I said towards Paz and Rex. “If either of you stored anything in the safe that you value, go get it. Use your item storage if possible or just carry it if it’s full.” 
 
    “Ah! Er, woof!” Paz said as he nonchalantly opened his door and returned with what was obviously a human femur. 
 
    We all looked at him like where’d you get that, but he just wagged his feathered tail. 
 
    I placed the damp, slobber covered bone into my item storage and Sherla, seemingly oblivious despite identifying herself as an investigator, led us to her room at the end of the hall. 
 
    Sherla started to follow us in, but Lain started a conversation with her. 
 
    “Ooh,” Lain said, rubbing Sherla’s shoulders, slowly working down her arms. “Do you lift?” 
 
    “Em, a bit.” Sherla said bashfully. “But I’m nowhere near as chiseled as you! How’d you do it?” 
 
    “Farm work, and delving.” Lain said proudly. “I’m also great with all four elements and holy magic.” 
 
    “Holy, uh, wow, just wow! Are you a hero candidate?” 
 
    “Ehehe!” Lain giggled, happy to be praised. “No, I’m just a demi from a small farm.” 
 
    Des closed the door behind us. “Good, they’re distracting each other. Let’s get on with it.” 
 
    Des’s wind perception boosted by Paz’s mana found an obvious hole in the bottom of the safe, then another in the back of the dressers. Then, most troublingly a third in the center of the room under the rug. 
 
    This place was rigged! 
 
    I was faced with a choice. Pry up the floor and follow it down, or say nothing and go to dinner. 
 
    I’m not a monster, so I called everyone in and pried up the plate under the rug. 
 
    Sherla swallowed audibly as she peered down the metal shoot leading ever downwards into darkness. 
 
    “If I’d… So that’s where they went. Can we, no. I should do it, this is my job. Thank you all for helping me but I’ll go it alone from here on—” 
 
    Lain slapped her, instantly knocking her out as she grabbed her by the collar and screamed. “We’re not going to let you hurt yourself…” Lain stopped as she realized she was yelling at an unconscious person. 
 
    She looked up at me, obviously troubled. 
 
    “Um, Lain, honey. Normal people are…hmm. All people that aren’t your family are fragile. Slapping, shoving or just generally doing any quick touch motions to them will break them and—” 
 
    “No!! I broke her?” Lain used Greater Heal and Sherla’s jaw went back to its normal place. Sherla however was still down for the count. Lain carried Sherla like a princess over to the bed and gently laid her down, covering her. She looked back at me, her eyes burning with determination as if someone else had KO’ed Sherla. “Let’s fuck this place up!” 
 
    “Just to check, you don’t mean Sherla ri—” 
 
    “What!? No, well...she is fit, but no! It’s only good if she wants it!” 
 
    “That’s my wife! Let’s delve this inn!” 
 
    “Woof,” Paz said then sighed in relief as he realized Sherla was out for the count. “Shtulls...I’m hung—” 
 
    I gave him a bowl of stew I’d made from the bones of our finished meals along with a hunk of venison that I was saving for better days. All of which vanished in seconds. 
 
    We tethered a rope to the bedpost and as we prepared to descend Rex stopped us. 
 
    He chanted something into a spinal bone, causing it to glow softly. After he was finished chanting, he tossed it down, closing his eyes. 
 
    “A stone floor and the strong smell of blood. That is what awaits us!” 
 
    “Rex,” I said as I watched him slobber. “Are you hungry?” 
 
    “Yes sir but my only concern is supporting you. Please allow me to be your vanguard, though I’m a shaman, my strength is second only to… You, the Lain person and...your pet…” He slumped, having realized he was the second weakest person here, then stretched his wings. “I have…” He stopped realizing he was also the third person with wings here. His lizard lips contorted as he stared down the hole. “I—I…” 
 
    “Rex!” I said with a stern voice. “Please descend before us as you are a master of all things and your perception is second only to Paz.”   
 
    His face went from happy to ‘ah, you’re patronizing me.’ 
 
    But he didn't say a single word of descent as he dove down the trap door, using his claws and talons to slow his fall.  
 
    As soon as he reached the bottom he built a totem of light and yelled his findings. 
 
    “It’s a dark room, I can smell the fragrance of old blood and coals. I can’t feel anyone near but I can tell you, this place is old.” 
 
    I yelled down after him. “Are we good to come down?” 
 
    “Yes! As far as I can tell, this room is empty, save for me.” 
 
    Paz was next. He used a similar technique but with his feathers and fur it was much less effective as he slid a little too fast and Rex had to catch him. 
 
    After a few ‘who’s a goodboy?’ moments it was my turn to drop down. I climbed the rope down, until it ran out, then I used Des’s former daggers to slow my descent the rest of the way. 
 
    After that Des just jumped, trusting me to catch her. Which we did. All of us together were enough to catch her after the rope ran out. Then, to our horror, Lain just jumped. 
 
    Rush as I might to catch her, she just screamed for me to move out of the way as she fell. 
 
    She landed hard, but the only injury she had was a scuffed knee which I kissed, finding a new ticklish spot that I would surely exploit later. 
 
    But now that we were all down here, I couldn’t help but to notice the flaw in our amazing plan. 
 
    “So…” I said, looking up at the trap door. “Did any of us think about how we’d get back up?” 
 
    “It’s easy.” Rex said, looking up. “We have two options. We can stack on each other’s shoulders and climb, or! I can make a Lift Rune and we can float up gradually.” 
 
    “Oh!” I said. “That seems fine, what do you need to make a lift rune?” 
 
    Rex smiled, revealing his dangerous teeth. “A willing soul to sacrifice itself and three days of chanting.” 
 
    Even in the dark, Rex could feel my scornful gaze upon him as we all decided to explore this underground space for a true exit, also evidence, I guess? At present, all we could say for certain was that they’d stolen pants and panties. Hardly worth the risk of diving down an unknown tunnel for.  
 
    But as we explored the room, we found bodies in various stages of decay posed in sexual ways, often headless. Then, following Paz’s nose we found the incinerator or the furnace as it would seem. Though, here, there was no room for interpretation. 
 
    This was a place of death. There were troughs filled with gore and cages that held the recently deceased. From their posture and pained expressions It was obvious that they’d been dropped from a great height and after their bones shattered, they were taken here, stripped and forced into cages to await their turn to burn. 
 
    They didn’t make it. Not one, still drew breath but beneath their cages were wooden bins filled with clothes, nicknacks and empty wallets and purses. 
 
    Their clothes were folded neatly in front of them as if in some sort of strange tribute to the people that rotted above them. 
 
    Paz stopped sniffing here, and instead retreated to the main room to wait for us. 
 
    It was here that I realized how out of touch I was with death. These people weren’t soldiers, they never signed up knowing the risks. Instead they’d died, believing they were going to see a show.  
 
    Like fools, they trusted this place and retired for the night, never to wake again. That’s why we were on the third floor, because the fall was likely to be fatal. 
 
    When I looked back at Lain and Des, my blood began to boil. The receptionist had seen us and in an instant decided that we were nobodies. Someone wanted to kill Lain, to make the woman that saved me into one of these hollow-eyed corpses just waiting for the incinerator to reduce her to scorched flesh and belongings without ever knowing who she was or what she meant. 
 
    I was out of it as I read the numbers under each cage. Then I came to ours. One small cage and two large ones. I pictured Lain and Des, broken and in pain. These are the cages they’d put them in as they waited her turn to burn. 
 
    My small semblance of control began to break down as I looked towards the stone ceiling. 
 
    Lain’s words sounded like long forgotten echoes of reality as I used unbound and ripped the ceiling away. After that, I don’t remember much but there was screaming, blood and laughter. 
 
    When I finally returned to my normal form all I could remember was the strange smell of burnt pork and Lain’s tears. 
 
    When next I awoke, I was in a different room, and Lain was nowhere to be seen. In her place Paz and Rex eagerly chowed down on something juicy. 
 
    My head was spinning so I didn’t ask any questions, instead I reached out my hand and fell back asleep. I had a strange dream, a woman with half-circle glasses and a good build was thanking me for something. Sherla? 
 
    When I came too again, Lain and Des flanked me in the bed. 
 
    As I rose, they did too. “How’s Sherla?” 
 
    “I haven’t seen her,” Lain said. 
 
    Des took an additional moment to compose herself as she reached for her glasses. “She thanked us, then she left.” 
 
    I smiled as I spoke, crawling over Lain. “Good. We should pay her a visit somet—” 
 
    I felt ill, as if I’d been drinking. As broken memories filled my mind, I filled our chamberpot with the contents of my stomach. Then with eyes wide, I ran down the dusty steps to the basement where I’d ripped the doors and floors away. 
 
    I made my way through the gore and rubble until I found a large cage with an equally large body in it. Underneath it was a leather trench coat, a large brimmed hat, a pair of glasses and a name embroidered on her coinpurse. I laughed as much as I cried. 
 
    “It wasn’t just your underwear was it? It was everything!” 
 
    The look on the corpse's face said it all. She knew, she knew it all, the whole time. I sobbed alone by her cage and in my delirium I could swear I felt her hand on my head comforting me in my grief. 
 
    “Girl,” I said in tears. “I would’ve rocked your world!” 
 
    Lost in my delusions, I didn’t know what was real or what the curse was forcing me to believe but, I could’ve sworn her corpse smiled at me. 
 
    My tears were gone, and in their place was only a bitter anger at people that I’d killed in my unbound form. I still remember their screams as I forced them into the incinerator, then when they were well done, the supple fat rendering from their tender meat, I ate them, my teeth chomping through their soft flesh. 
 
    I broke down there and screamed. What am I now? How could I… How could… 
 
    Paz thrust his head under my arm, demanding pats which I gave without much thought. Then I pulled the femur from my storage and held it up to Sherla’s body. 
 
    Something snapped in me and I cackled as Rex joined me, guiding the femur back to its rightful place. 
 
    “The dead have a voice. They demand to be heard and this woman was but one of them.” 
 
    I turned my bloodshot eyes towards him, resisting my urges for violence as I let him speak. 
 
    “After we entered this place, Paz smelled the scent of delicious meats or as my people call it, the scent of death.” He knelt in front of me and spilled a handful of ash from his purse. “Bone salts, I cast a ritual but I never hoped for one of such strong will as her. Even in sleep, she never knew she was dead, so I beg of you, hold no spite for her wayward soul.” 
 
    “Spite!?” I looked up at him, his long neck stretching far above me. I laughed, “For her? Really!?” 
 
    Paz licked me and petting him calmed me. Rex was right, I thought as I gazed at Sherla’s caged corpse. I closed my eyes and even though I didn’t want to, my mind acted on it’s own, retracing her end. 
 
    She probably arrived here to investigate all the disappearances. Then she fell into the trap door in her room. She crawled around with her broken limbs and was forced into a cage to die naked and alone then she passed out due to her pain. Then Rex conjured her specter still not aware it’d died. Perhaps she thought she’d had a nightmare. 
 
    And Paz, being the beast he was, had already found her femur and taken it as a treat. But because he was a beast, he never put two and two together. Instead he accidentally provided Rex with a proxy he could use and the rest was a history I didn’t know, save for screams and sweet flesh that crumbled softly in my mouth. 
 
    For once, I was relieved that Lain and Des weren’t here as I looked at the two of them. 
 
    “Who’d I kill?” I asked, half wanting to stay ignorant. 
 
    “Two of them, I think.” Rex said, looking to Paz for confirmation.  
 
    “Hmm,” Paz said. “Three maybe, there were those squeals like a—” 
 
    Rex slapped the back of Paz’s head before grinning at me. “Two, you only killed two, both guilty and I’m sure, tasty. The form you showed, perfectly matched my visions, you are the one I’ve sought! I was not wrong to follow you, my lord!” 
 
    My mouth tasted like old copper coins but I was sure I hadn’t done anything too bad, otherwise Lain would've said something. So instead of worrying about it, I bowed in front of Sherla and apologized for being too late. I then took her overcoat and hat as I moved back towards the destroyed stairs. 
 
    The cage had her on all fours and though she was in pieces now, I still whisted. Mostly out of respect for the body she’d cultivated and I could almost swear something smacked me playfully, forcing me to smile through my tears as I climbed the stairs. 
 
    I didn’t know her, I didn’t love her, but she still left a lasting impression on me. Now, her death will be a secret that I can never share. This suffering is mine, Paz and Rex are indifferent, ignorant of what it means. But if I told either Lain or Des, they’d be devastated or so I’d like to say but I know I’m weaker than them emotionally right now.  
 
    At least Des would be fine but why should I toss another log on the fire that burns her away from the inside. And Lain, Lain is so damned damaged that she won’t understand what happened for weeks, maybe months, then, she’ll cry, adding this event to the ever growing woodpile that stocks her internal flames. The same flames that’ll burn her alive someday. 
 
    Instead of dealing with that, Paz, Rex and I hid most of the destroyed parts of the hotel. It wasn’t hard, we only needed to replace a door and lock it.  Then I hired a homeless woman to man the counter, telling her she could keep two thirds of what she charged. 
 
    Obviously she’d cheat us, but I didn’t own this place, so I wasn’t being choosy. 
 
    I won’t say what happened to all the bodies in the basement but Paz and Rex were full in the days to come as we watched the orphanage and carried out our normal business of selling cores and trading for food and travel funds. 
 
    The shadow in my heart grew each day but that was just me and my human-ish values. The dead had their revenge, and fed others, their lives avenged as their bodies lived on inside of Paz and Rex. 
 
    It brought a new context to Rex’s discussion with Sherla earlier. He knew the entire time and was basically telling her what would happen. It was only then that I remembered when Lain had slapped her hard enough to dislocate her jaw. There was no blood when there should’ve been. If I was really paying attention, I would’ve noticed but instead I was swept away. Have I become an idiot just reading into the expected without questioning anything? 
 
    Stowing my thoughts, I struck out at night, visiting the various after dark markets to sell the things that the dead no longer needed. It was a sin I kept to myself as my conscience eroded. 
 
    The whole time my curse never once reared its head but I knew something big was building up inside me. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 38: An Unfortunate Truth - Shtulls 
 
      
 
    With all my late night salesmanship and frequent visits to back alley merchants, we’d saved enough to move on but this place has a way of sucking you in and Des wanted to visit Sherla’s office, even after I told her a soft version of what happened. Somehow that only spurred her on more and so the two of us visited her abandoned office in the poor quarter. 
 
    Because Sherla hadn't been there in a while, the windows were broken and anything worth stealing was gone. Des understood the situation, but right after I smashed in the door, I understood her sentiments. This office sang to us, a ballad of work not done, unfinished business from a woman with an unshakable sense of justice. 
 
    We explored it at our own pace, not really looking for anything in particular. We both just wanted to know more about the dead woman we’d met. 
 
    Finally we ended up at the same point by following her pinned notes on the wall. What we saw made my bile rise. Sherla knew who I was and what I was trying to do here before I left the empire all those months ago. She also knew that I was a fool to leave this place as it was. 
 
    There was an underground slave market for ‘others’.  
 
    I began to hyperventilate as I connected the dots. I traced it all from top to bottom and the circled names began to make sense. Smiling faces, diplomats, nuns... 
 
    I vomited as Des rubbed my back. 
 
    “L-Lain,” I said, gagging. “She can’t know, if she does then she’ll—” 
 
    “She’ll do what?” Des said, hugging me. “She’ll do exactly what you will? I was in their place once, so I know. They don’t want vengeance, all they want is freedom. Let’s go over it together. You show up to the auction and lose your shit becoming the great white demon, then… Then what? You free a few, but the rest stay buried in some nobleman’s cellar. Slaves are slaves until their master dies but if they're imprisoned and hidden away, then how’ll they ever know they’re free? How will we, they’ll just be branded again and taken as someone else’s slave.” 
 
    I bit my hand until my blood stained the dusty floor, trying to center myself. “I can’t live with this. Des, I played with them, I promised them that everything would be alright but…” 
 
    She rubbed my back, again. “Life is shit, Shtulls. The damage’s been done, now all we can do is try to free them so they don’t suffer anymore. You saw strength in me when I was barely older than them, so you know they can be strong. Girls, become women, women become mothers. To birth a child takes more willpower than anyone can bear. Would you be able to go through that?” 
 
    “Yes, especially if it was Lain’s ba—” 
 
    “Shut the hell up, you love struck arse! What if it was someone else’s baby, like mine, then—” 
 
    “Gladly, Des, I would bear your babies.” 
 
    Des blushed and no amount of glasses straightening could compensate for her emotions but I wasn’t lying. If our positions were reversed, then yes, I’d be the proud mamabear for our children. But we’re mutts, we may never have children. 
 
    Still, Des was lost in a fantasy world where I’d had our children and she showed no sign of coming back.  
 
    Des was an unstable person and we still hadn’t worked through our problems. Obsession, love, loathing and delusions. Until now, I’d been a passenger on the crazy train but without me ever realizing it, I’d become the captain. So more and more I’d trusted Des with my insanity but now, seeing her like this cradling an infant that could never be, I finally understood.  
 
    I hugged her close, softly removing her glasses as she spoke. “Shtulls, he’s so beautiful, his eyes are—” 
 
    She finally broke down and looked me in the eyes. “His-his… Our-child… Our...he’s!” 
 
    “Des,” I said as I held her close. “Remember our visions from the tomb? On your deathbed, did you see a woman with dark green hair? She would’ve been a dead ringer for you as you look now. Her name was Lel and even though she was sexy as hell, I felt nothing for her.” 
 
    Des looked up at me with misty eyes. “Yeah, she…” Des’s face scrunched up as she tried to remember. “She was… She—” 
 
    “She was probably our great granddaughter. Though she was also Lain’s great, grand-niece. Don’t get me wrong, I don’t believe that vision, but even if it’s all drawn from our shared consciousness then that shows just how likely it is that we’ll have children. Though one of ours will apparently mate with a gorgon then with Lain’s brother, which brother we will never know, though I hope it’s Shan.” 
 
    “I-I…” Des started. 
 
    “Does it hurt when we all, you know, together?” 
 
    “No!” She said in my arms, startled. “I love—” 
 
    I held her tightly, not willing to let go. “Then do you think I’m impotent or that I’m not willing to be the father of our children, or—” 
 
    “No, let me go, Shtulls! This is...in the end I’m a—” 
 
    I kissed her and she gave in, tilting back as our tongues met. 
 
    Did I love Des? Only as much as I could love a person who wasn’t Lain. That might sound bad, but it wasn’t. If Lain was the sun, Des was the moon and now I couldn't live without either of them. Even without a blood pact, Des had sensed my every emotion and I’d slowly come to realize that I loved her. I didn’t care how she looked or what she’d done. 
 
    To me she was the most pure person I’d ever known and each motion she made only made me more aware of her charms. Yeah, yeah, she was a scarred, mostly-hairless pariah. To me that never meant a thing. Even though she was restored now, it only made her that much more beautiful to me. 
 
    I kissed along her hairline to her vulnerable ears. Then I licked along the outside of her restored flesh, all the way down her knape. I nibbled all down her neck, enjoying the soft warmth of her tender flesh as I gently sucked it. I sat her on the desk and entered her, then with a bit of struggle, I went too deep. 
 
    She never once tried to push me away. Instead she wrapped her long legs around me as I hefted her up. I pressed her against the wall as she wrapped her arms around my neck and several minutes later, I filled her as we came. 
 
    Sometimes she needs moments like these when she starts to panic about the future. Times when it’s just the two of us and we can stare into each other's eyes. 
 
    When we finally returned to the inn, Lain tossed various street-foods on the bed. I took a bite of a particularly spicy kabob and held it up to Des. 
 
    “What’re you doing?” Lain asked, staring at me with a puzzled expression.  
 
    “Oh, I just thought Des would like this, since it’s spicy.” 
 
    Lain squinted at me. “Who’s Des?” 
 
    The world became a swirl of color and a blur of light as I slowly lost the last vestiges of my sanity and reality clashed together bathing itself in red. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 39: Fulcrum - Demonic Emperor 
 
      
 
    “Ahh…” I said as we cleared the heroes out from the demon dungeon in the capital.  
 
    Lel, wiped her brow, sighing along with me. 
 
    She looked so much like…her, that her mere presence made me sick with nostalgia and grief. 
 
    Finally, we arrived at the new temporal dungeon after a full day’s work dealing with other dungeons. I’ve been the emperor for a few centuries now, so yeah “one little dungeon’s problems are easy peasy.” 
 
    Lel laughed as I said that out loud, mostly against my will. 
 
    “Lel,” I said, looking at the most capable demon I’d ever known. “Do you know your roots? Your mother, your father, your—” 
 
    I was rendered mute as Lel phased out of existence and each and every person she could’ve been, stared at me. A shiver ran up my spine as my curse spurred me forward. 
 
    I walked through a familiar flame etched room of dirt and iron then dived into a transportation rune and made my way ever inwards, forcing myself to ignore Lel’s shifting form. 
 
    I wasn’t just a Demonic Emperor. I was the one who ran all the dungeons north of the hero's passage. That was why I had endured for so long where others had failed. I was sublimated by dungeon gains, in return for protection, guidance and security, should they need it. 
 
    But this dungeon had been inside my mind, meddling with my fate for who knows how long. To say I was pissed at it was a drastic, drastic understatement. No, I’ve been waiting for it, but not just me, all of me, or is it, all of me’s? 
 
    Either way, we all have our part to play with this particular beast. Kill me, that’s fine. Kill my friends, sure, dethrone me, okay. Hurt Des or Lain… That’s why I’ve been watching and waiting for it for two hundred years. 
 
    I entered the dungeon’s depths, as Lel phased back in, becoming a thousand and one people all at once. I always knew this day would come. So, with a stern mind, free of every mortal tangle, I was able to walk right to the core and take it in my hand. 
 
    “M-Master—” It started. 
 
    “Fuck you!” I said as I closed my hand on it, digging my claws in, creating a small crack. 
 
    “I just...I was only trying to—OW! Please...Please stop! You spared—” 
 
    “I’ve washed my hands in blood more times than I can count and you tried to deny me everything!” 
 
    The core blinked for a second and I was suddenly flooded with new memories. 
 
    “You fool!” I cackled. “All me’s agree about a certain instance that you changed to better your chances at survival. What does it mean when an immovable force meets a weak ass bitch like you? Bow down to me, faithfully or I’ll, no, we’ll violate you, for an eternity. Being adept at temporal magic, I’m a transdimensional being and you, you’re a tiny speck caught in my scope of my reality.” 
 
    I squeezed the core to the point that it began to splinter in my hand. 
 
    “Aren’t you afraid of—” 
 
    I looked down at it as the silver and gold hues of my iris flashed. To any normal being, that wouldn’t mean jack squat but this orb recognized me in an instant and all it’s bravado vanished. 
 
    Its tone changed and the thin black membrane of it’s pupil looked up at me. “So, M-Master, what can I do for you?” 
 
    I laughed, having finally reached this point. Lel, the elders, a lifetime of betrayal, politics and insidious practices all for this moment. I’d finally made it here!  
 
    “Des, she was and is a person. She never died because I saved her. Do you know who Lel/Ferdi/Spriggan/Barth/Ulysses/Lincoln/Slash are?” 
 
    The core gasped. “How do you—” 
 
    “Because! I’m connected to all the me’s in existence. If you alter anything, not only will I know, I’ll crush you in all timelines and find or become your replacement. So, restore her, that wonderful woman who meant more to me than life itself.” I said as a separate me broke out to speak in new words. 
 
    “Des, my life, my love. Without her, there can never be a Lain and I. Without Des the two of us will fight and we’ll die. She’ll lose her humanity and me, well, I never had that shit but as a direct result, I’ll either kill you or start a cult that will. Barring that, There are so many other dimensions where my consciousness will reach. I’ll fuck you up, and even in the places I don’t exist, Lain’ll do it for me.” 
 
    I clenched the orb tighter, feeling it give as its goopy mana leaked out over my hand. Its pupil darted around, trying to find a reality where it was safe, then it fixed its gaze upon me. “You! You’ll protect us all! We...I will bow to your will because you love us all. To cores, you are our protector and savior, and so, I’ll bargain with this timeline’s Omega to weaken the curses he bares, I’ll also leave you, a gift. But in return you’ll leave the iron tomb’s mysteries alone.” 
 
    “I agree, but in exchange, you’ll give me—” 
 
    ... 
 
    Feeling dizzy, I opened my eyes as Lain and Des knelt over me with concerned expressions. I took in a deep gasp of air and pulled Des down. If Lain was any other woman, she’d have disowned me, but she felt what I felt through our pact: a sincere sense of relief and a renewed sense of obligation. 
 
    Though my dreams faded away, I still felt like I’d won some mysterious grand victory. But over what or who, that fact had left me, though the tears remained. 
 
    In my relief, I held Des tightly, and what happened after that was a beautiful thing. This was the second time in just as many hours that I’d filled her. Of course immediately after that, Lain mounted me and Des was drained by proxy. Still, as the night drug on, I felt some nagging inclination to return to the basement of our corrupt inn. 
 
    It wasn’t morbid fascination, it was something else. A fatalistic urge, that spurred me on, like that feeling you get when you’re certain you’ve forgotten something important, something that could kill you. 
 
    Walking past our snoring receptionist, I opened the locked door and closed it behind me. The basement was as large, cold and as smelly as before but I followed the walls in broad circles, searching for… What? I had no clue, just a feeling that urged me ever forward, the word ‘gift’ floating in my brain. 
 
    Hours later as I traced towards the center, I saw it, glowing ever so slightly from what I could only guess was the furnace’s non-combustible trough. There was a mask, metallic in nature. Malice emanated from it like water from a mountain stream.  
 
    Without thinking, I raised it to my face and suddenly the darkness of the cellar was illuminated in black and white. Every shadow was gone, and in their place, I saw runes. 
 
    As if by instinct, I reached my hand out  and called forth a trap from my dungeoneering days. 
 
    I tried to say “what the hell” but what came out was a woman’s blood curdling scream. Luckily, I was alone here, surrounded only by moldy stone walls, so my strange outburst remained just that. An isolated scream. 
 
    But as I approached, the runes I saw in the shadows came alive. I flicked my hand as if dismissing them, but instead, they activated, springing traps. Spike traps, pits, floor traps and poisoned arrows. 
 
    When I removed the mask, all of them vanished. Is this the same as what a dungeon lord experiences? If that’s the case then… 
 
    I put the mask on again and ran up the stairs, each hallway and corner offered a new opportunity to lay a trap. I roused Rex from his slumber scaring the shit out of him before I realized I was still wearing the mask. 
 
    I thrust it at him, hoping he’d be able to read the runes. 
 
    “Ooh,” he said, wiping the sleep from his slitted eyes. “This is something special. Please give me a moment...” 
 
    I chose to ignore the fact that the tribal dragonewt warrior-shaman wore a conservative nightgown and cap as he turned the mask in his hands, tracing the runes with his sharp claws. 
 
    As the small hours of the morning passed by and the first light of day showed through his window, he offered me a drink he’d scavenged but neither he, nor I was able to determine what it was, all we were able to tell was that it was green. Green and probably alcoholic from the smell. 
 
    Either way, the more he droned on about his findings, the more inclined I was to drink and after the second time I’d passed out, he was finally able to offer an opinion on the mask. 
 
    “It’s a unique find. While wearing this mask, you said you’re able to transmute your surroundings or call out with a certain voice?” He waited for me to nod then continued. “Hmm, despite its dignified visage, this is a murderer’s item. No one with honor would ever wear something like this. Shall I destroy it for you?” 
 
    “No! ...I mean, no thank you, I think I like it. It could be a major asset in dungeons and labyrinths. Also, Rex?” 
 
    “Yes, my lord?” 
 
    “Don’t you realize how powerful this is, even in normal places? With just this, I’m certain I could take out an entire—” 
 
    “My lord is not a coward but I’m not of your ilk. What you call murder, I call hunting and, in your majestic form, you are like a god! Honor may not apply to you, because there are none like you. This mask is safe for you to use, it doesn’t have any curses you don’t already bear, so take it and do what you will. But know, it demands a blood price. For each use, it’ll quench its thirst in blood. It’s the sick creation of someone who fears dirtying their own hands, a coward’s weapon.” 
 
    I thought about the orphan auctions and smiled as I turned the mask in my hands. Suddenly it was beautiful, obviously of ancient make and aesthetic, it had a stern expression locked in an eternal scowl, the tarnished metal, now charming to behold. It was the face of fury, rage and hatred all twisted together with a laugh. It was perfect. I couldn’t comprehend how I’d missed it before or why it called to me now but I didn’t care. 
 
    Somehow, me coming across this mask felt as fated as when I met Lain or when we saved Des.   
 
    The following day, Des and I dressed up a bit. Lain never asked why, despite our blood pact. Either way she let us do whatever we wanted and what we wanted to do was to crash the hidden auctions. 
 
    So we ended up shopping in the wealthy quarter for finery to wear. After looking at each other dressed in our best, we snickered. We were fitted, and after giving more crystals than I’d like, we had our outfits made with a rush order. 
 
    Des’s gown was black and red, filled with enough frills and taffeta that, well, if it wasn’t Des wearing it, I’d be sick. 
 
    Mine was an abomination. A red tuxedo overcoat with gold accents and black pants with gold embroidered boots. The whole thing beset by silver and steel chains, the links intermingled. It cost me almost all of my crystals despite making me feel like a clown. 
 
    But I couldn’t complain. We were going in deep, and half measures wouldn’t work. We needed to look and act the part at this evil, masked ball, luckily we already had our own masks. 
 
    So, with all the tackiness expected from nobles, we infiltrated the auctions without a second glance. 
 
    While traveling through the long underground passages, Des stopped many a nobleman and using my mask, I dropped them down a pit and collected their purses. We tarried there for a long while, collecting their offered crystals before we were finally forced to move on as the first black auction started. 
 
    A man wearing a golden doctor’s mask in the shape of an upturned crow’s beak strolled onto the stage and held his arms up high as his amplified voice echoed through the moderately sized hall. “Evening Gents an’ Ladies, Lords an’ Servants. As ye well know, tonight’s a special one! We have all the best O’ the best here, odds and oddities, mystical, spectral and the unusual along with tonight’s main attractions. So please drink freely an’ bid heavily!”  
 
    “You know I will!” A large man jumped up, his massive gut jiggling as he chortled. “Bring out the slaves! And,” He punctuated his words with a belch. “Make sure they’re more durable this time. The last few bled out before I was finished with them, a defect perhaps?” 
 
    “As your lordship wishes!” The man on stage said before bowing low. The rest laughed and the auction started. 
 
    It was just items at first. Enchanted weapons, cultural works of art, fine jewelry. But the man’s words stuck in my mind, the last few bled out? Those kids had a future, bright eyes and beautiful laughs. The rage I felt inside blotted out what the auctioneer was saying until the slaves were brought on stage.  
 
    I bid on all the younger children having given the contents of my purse to the escrow man before being assigned a number. 
 
    Though with my mask, I’d already trapped and killed many of the wouldbe bidders, so the hall was sparse compared to what it normally would hold. Even without directly seeing the traps, I could feel when someone was in range of them, so I’d already killed several more who’d tried to enter. Then I got a tally of their crystals. 
 
    So every time my gains exceeded a thousand crystals, I’d send Des out acting as my servant and she’d add the total to my bidding sum. 
 
    By the end of the night, I purposely didn’t win every bid, but I won all the youngest. The older ones, well, their masters would never make it home to hurt them. 
 
    I was led to a holding area where all my slaves were lined up in front of me. They combined a small amount of their blood in a large cept and chanted over it after taking mine. 
 
    Then, like a mother duck, my new slaves followed behind me as I made my way back to the Ossmouth inn. 
 
    Using my mask, I changed flooring, and wall-frames into cots and bunk beds as I realized the true potential of my mask. This was transmuting! Alchemy on a heightened level, fueled by blood and suffering. Either way, though I recognized several of them, I said nothing. I simply ordered them to sleep and collapsed against Des. 
 
    Out of morbid curiosity I’d asked a few of the older ones what they’d been through and regretted my question immediately. 
 
    I knew, I couldn’t feed them all, but I did my best, and the youngest at least slept with full stomachs. 
 
    Still, from my earlier questions, certain names emerged. Nobles who didn’t show up to bid, themselves. They had people for that. They used their slaves, giving them every disease they could until they were ‘too old’ for them. Girls and boys in their late teens with diseases that would cut their lives short or cripple them. 
 
    That night, I was so tortured by everything that I couldn’t hide my feelings and Lain noticed. Throughout the night she shed tears for people she never knew and by the new day’s light. We had the most powerful avenger a person could ask for. 
 
    Last night was equal parts observation and subversion, but today, we had names. 
 
    Back when I was an eager hero candidate, I was limited by my views of the world, Lain had no such limits. If might, made right, then she was the most correct person that ever lived. 
 
    As we visited each noble estate all the guards evaporated into a fine mist as Des and I came to realize that we'd both underestimated what Lain was capable of. 
 
    To her, murder was fine. A-okay as long as she believed she was in the right. And so with our combined efforts, many, many men died without even a scream to punctuate their deaths. And we were able to storm forts, estates and even stone fortifications that could easily pass as castle walls, without ever rousing the ones inside. 
 
    Normally, this would be great, ideal even but as a side effect we were able to interrupt them in the act. Lain took the ‘take no prisoners’ motto to an extreme and no one survived. 
 
    As more and more blood splattered against her, she began to turn red. She treated screaming men the same way she’d treat a zombie and I saw her for who she really was. Lain, despite her cuteness, turned off her emotions and became a hardened killer. Right now, she really didn’t care who she was destroying, as long as they were enemies. 
 
    This powerful being was mine, and I belonged to her. 
 
    By the time dawn came and all the noble houses lay in ruin, I drug her off to their baths and cleaned the coagulated blood from her face and hair. Though she had a thousand yard stare, I reminded her that what she’d done was right. 
 
    Then, as I guided her into the warm waters she relaxed against me. Feeling her emotions through our pact, I gently held her, reassuring her that she was fine. 
 
    “I...I, they deserved it...right?” She asked, looking back at me. 
 
    I gently kissed her as I replied. “Those kids will have a chance to grow up now and that’s because of what we did.” As I spoke, she rested against me, her tight muscles relaxing as if she’d been holding her breath. “We’ll leave tomorrow after we return the children to the orphanage. I don’t have any real mana so undoing the slave contract should be easy.” I stroked her hair, removing a fleshy chunk from it. “If you’re wondering if what you did was right, then look into their eyes and know that you’ve given them back their future, their freedom.” 
 
    Unlike our normal habits we all collapsed on the bed for a few hours before it was time to get up again. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 40: The Village - Shtulls 
 
      
 
    The sister at the orphanage eyed us wearily as we all wore masks. Lain and Rex wore masks of cloth, made from the threadbare sheets of the inn. 
 
    “So then, uh, Sir, you’re um…!” She stopped as the light from one of the windows reflected off the silver of my irises. “Shtu—Sir!?” She looked behind me at the children and fell to her knees in tears. “Thank you! Thank you for bringing them back!!” 
 
    I held out my hand to help her up but she pressed her face against it, kissing it. “You upheld your promise! You...you…” 
 
    I picked her up but her knees had given out, so I ended up just holding her up awkwardly as I spoke. “Sister? Sister! Where’s the headmistress? She and I need to have a long talk.” 
 
    She hugged me, sobbing into my shoulder. 
 
    The world needs more people like this, people who actually care. I held her and let her cry until she was able to speak again. She pointed towards the stairs and leaked out a few words. “In her study...punish her!” 
 
    My jaw popped as I ground my teeth. I held my hand out to stop the rest from following me as I ascended the stairs. No one should see what I’m about to do. 
 
    The headmistress and I had gotten along splendidly the last time I was here. She exuded a pure grandmotherly feeling, and no one would ever question her motivations, I know I didn’t. But now, she was the last one left. The final pillar that held up this disgusting house of cards. She was the appraiser; the seller. She had to die, and in the worst way possible. I needed her to be an example, a cautionary tale to all the other money hungry ones who’d sell children. 
 
    I was never a hero emotionally, I was an orphan, thrown headfirst into this world and my headmistress had protected me, nurtured me and put up with my shit. This one, she raised slaves, distorting them and training them to submit. 
 
    The tendons in my hand popped as my hands clenched, my nails digging into my palms enough that my skin tore and blood began to coat my fingers. 
 
    I reached her door, a door I’d once happily knocked on to work with her so that the kids like me would be safe. Such a farce, her mask never crumbled. 
 
    So, I’ll do her a favor. I removed my mask and tucked it into my item storage as I kicked down her door. 
 
    There was a weak scream as I entered, then her eyes softened as she saw me. “Ah, Shtulls.” She looked out her window at the long line of children. “Thank god, you’ve brought them all back! I—AGHH!” 
 
    I held her up by her throat and pressed her face to the window. “You! Most of them came from here; from the very place I swore to protect but many are gone now, dead or worse.” I remembered Sherla’s wall of evidence. “Your customers are all dead. Did you think I was spitting platitudes? Maybe you thought I’d just smile for the papers and be gone.” I laughed as she gagged, her elderly legs kicking the air around me. 
 
    My voice erupted in a tone I hadn’t heard before as I flung her on top of her desk and looked at the papers that were dispersed. “Oh, a sale order for one cake, that ‘cake’ seems to be worth three red crystals, what a costly cake that is. What’s this? A red cake that no one has ‘tasted’ yet.” I sighed as I took out one of Des’s daggers. “I really was blind back then, was’t I?” 
 
    “Nghaagh!” 
 
    “Pardon? Oh, right, sorry about that, I’ll release you for a second before I kill you spectacularly. Don’t worry, I won't preserve even a smidgen of your dignity. I’ll probably invert your uterus and rip out your tongue then I’ll combine them somehow.” I laughed, “you know I’ll wing it. Everyone likes a good tongue in organ sort of murder. Then again, that won’t kill you outright will it. Blood loss will kill you but you’ll live for a while. Hmmm… Well, last words?” 
 
    “Ahh, I-I” 
 
    “Oh dear me, don’t worry. I’ll make sure to show it to you before you die, so please beg as much as they did. But keep in mind I’ll show you the same mercy they received.” 
 
    As I left the room, I put my mask back on and did my best to wipe the blood from my clothes. I warned the sister not to enter the room and bid her to contact the guards after we left. 
 
    As it turned out, all my slave contracts were invalidated just by kissing Lain as my mana dipped into the negative for a split second, which I guess would kill most people. 
 
    We stayed for one more day, just to make sure that everything went well and the next day papers came as if to answer our concerns, not that I let Lain read them. 
 
    Headline: ‘Perverted murderer kills headmistress, saves orphans!’ 
 
    The gory details were inside, though summarized and softened for the reader.  
 
    Des whistled as she read it. “So you put her tongue there, huh…” 
 
    “Shhh!!” I eked out before Lain began to stir. I quickly tackled her back down and in mere moments my mana became a memory as I was pleasantly drained. 
 
    We took an hour after that to stock up on food for our journey and the moment we cleared the walls, I became a beast of burden, flying north. 
 
    “My lord,” Rex said, running his claws through my silver mane unsettlingly. “Quite a good coat you have.” He panted. “I am honored! Ghagh!” 
 
    There was a brief flash of claws in the sunlight as Des changed positions from behind Lain to behind Rex. Rex crumbled some bones to heal himself and lurched forward as Des put something back into her item storage. 
 
    From the warm red fluid that ran down my back I could guess what had happened but I stayed silent. Rex would learn to watch what he said...eventually. 
 
    “So,” I said as Des climbed her way back up my neck. “From here, we have a few different paths we can take. To the northeast we will find bigger cities and more civilization. Straight north we’ll find the lizardkin and beastkin and the west… Let’s not go there. There’s no point.” 
 
    “Lord!” Rex called out despite his injuries. “Let us go to my people. That was always my goal; to save them. We might be few in number now, but they, like I, will welcome you with claws spread wide!” 
 
    Hmm, a dragonewt army to back me... After the last Demonic candidate tortured me to oblivion, I’d feel much stronger with a clan of dragonewts owing me a favor. 
 
    “North it is, my friend, but if anyone tries to lay a claw on Des or Lain…” 
 
    “Worry not my Lord, humanic beings are hideous to us. Though Lain might be an exception. Even my former wife had a less shapely back.” 
 
    Disregarding the former part, I asked him anyway. “What happened?” 
 
    “Humans happened. The kingdom doesn’t care if you’re a demon, devil, or just a lizardkin tending their farm. You—no, they, destroy everyone in their wake. But you, and these three are different. This Des most—” 
 
    “Didn’t you mean Paz?” 
 
    “No, your masked second wife. She, by her actions alone would be a queen in my village.” 
 
    I felt Des dig her claws into my silver scales as if pleased with herself. 
 
    “I see,” I said, not wanting to invoke anything further. “Then we should be safe there?” 
 
    “Of course!” Rex yelled, clinging to me tightly. 
 
    Hours later as I flew over a dark patch of land Rex dug his claws into me. “...Here…” 
 
    “What is?” I asked, looking down at the scorched earth. 
 
    “Here!!” Rex yelled, digging his claws into my flesh. 
 
    I landed with Paz in a mostly barren patch of scorched earth. After what’d happened in the last city, Lain and I were still recovering. What we’d done; what we had to do, wasn’t easy for either of us. I could feel her emotions through our pact and what I felt broke my heart. 
 
    Rex had moved on without us and was sprinkling powder over indentations in the black rock we stood on. 
 
    I returned to my normal form as we all stood around him, watching him as he chanted. 
 
    Without warning, our surroundings blurred and the sky vanished as we found ourselves in a foreign place. 
 
    Though the sky was replaced by a cavernous ceiling, there was still light all around us and as we examined our new surroundings, we saw a bustling city full of life. 
 
    “Welcome,” Rex said, “to my home, Kah'varnum. Please explore for a while as I brief my chief about your arrival. And take these!” He forced a handful of carved bones into my hand. “Those should pay for whatever you need while I’m gone.” 
 
    He spread his wings and vanished into the darkness of the cavernous place we found ourselves in. But from his smile, I didn’t feel abandoned. Maybe he just wants us to get a feel for his village. But… 
 
    I looked down at this massive place, brimming with life. Isn’t this almost as large as the human capital? I thought dragonewts were a nomadic, tribal people. 
 
    We made our way down the serpentine path and were attacked almost immediately by the guards. I stopped Lain from vaporizing them and used unbind again. From Rex’s earlier hints, I could tell that this form was one they’d recognize and I was right. 
 
    They bowed down almost immediately and we were allowed to pass. 
 
    This place was huge and filled with several Dragonewts just going about their day to day business. There weren’t a lot of stalls like you’d expect but there were a few and we stopped at them, trying out the local cuisine. 
 
    “Hgh!” Des gagged as she looked at her skewer. 
 
    “Wo~ow!” Lain said, looking at hers. 
 
    “It’s just grubs, snack-worms if you prefer, they’re honestly not that bad once you get past your fears.” I said in a demonic voice. 
 
    I ate an entire skewer in seconds, in this form it was like cleaning a toothpick. These grubs were special and a very common source of protein in this part of the Demonic Empire. If I had to describe their flavor then I’d call them land-shrimp. They were very tasty, extremely abundant and commonly used in food stalls. Honestly, one bite and you’d know how good they were. 
 
    Lain and Paz didn’t hesitate but Des turned green as she watched us. 
 
    “Really, you’d eat something as strange-looking as a lobster but balk at these little fleshy guys.” I said as I raised Des’s little face up. “Just give them a try, they’re kinda like shrimp.” 
 
    It was weird to see Lain and Des while I was in this form. They were tiny, like figurines and I was constantly worried that I’d accidentally crush them. 
 
    Des finally resigned herself to try one. At first her face was distorted in disgust but after she took a bite, she understood immediately. I’ll never forget the face she made then. It was full of surprise and awe as she realized she’d found her new favorite food. 
 
    After eating, we continued to explore, wherever I stopped, people would bow. I didn’t understand why but I assumed it was because in this form I was a greater demonic being. That was until we reached the far wall of the cave. There we all looked up at a meticulously painted mural. 
 
    It depicted a being who looked just like me, locked in mortal combat with another being of almost equal size. 
 
    I swallowed hard as I realized what it meant. 
 
    Shamans had a gift. Something like a murky foresight that could often be called a vision. And sometimes those visions came true. But this mural made it all the more certain to me; I was going to fight another candidate here. 
 
    My memories of the last one filled me as I relived countless days of torture. I didn’t want that again! None of us would last through another experience like that! I closed my eyes for a moment then looked at it again. 
 
    This being was different from the last. It was sleek and slender, white and green, almost majestic in its form. I didn’t feel any malice from it and I hoped that this time, things would be different. 
 
    I didn’t want to be the Emperor, all I needed was Lain. And putting her and Des through traumatic experiences again was the last thing I needed. Especially after what we just went through. 
 
    Lain felt my plight and reached up, grabbing my pinky as if it were my hand. I gathered everyone together and after doing a few feats of strength and some showy fire magic, I returned to my normal form. Trying to let the villagers know what I looked like normally. 
 
    They clapped as if it was a magic show, then after shaking my hand as if to verify I was real, they returned to work. 
 
    “They don’t exactly like humans here, do they?” Des asked. 
 
    “No clue, do you see any humans here, or demis or any other race?” 
 
    “No,” Des said, looking around. 
 
    “Exactly, this is an isolated village, sealed by a rune that only shamans can use. We’re probably the first outsiders these people have ever had. Or more likely the first peaceful ones.” 
 
    Several of the villagers approached us after a while, offering us gifts like bread or various grilled things. I put most of them into my storage but the simpler things from the children, I used those immediately. 
 
    Lain and Des now had woven crowns of holly and herbs while Paz had several new collars. I was shocked that the kids here weren’t terrified of him but they decorated his feathers with flowers and happily took turns posing on his back as he sighed. 
 
    A dragonewt is unique among lizardkin. They’re usually considered remote, small in number and often the most powerful, but these kids and these villagers… It’s often hard to tell what expression a lizardkin is making but I felt their heartfelt smiles and through the low rumblings in their throats I could feel their happiness. 
 
    They were all happy to see us. I knew I’d find out later but for now, seeing Lain smile again was all I needed to be happy. 
 
    We made our way to one of only two Inns here and we were admitted at no charge. Paz was even given his own room along with an attendant. Luckily for him, they never heard of oats and protein was 90% of their diet, so he was happy as a lark. 
 
    Having acquired more than enough to eat for dinner, Lain, Des and I retired to our room and looked at our oversized bed. 
 
    We sat down together as I brought out a carafe of local liquor along with a few cups and we began to talk about everything. 
 
    We talked about the mural and we all agreed about its meaning. 
 
    “We should go soon,” Lain said, while taking another drink. “You shouldn’t have to live through that again.” She put down her glass after emptying it and held my hand. “We shouldn’t have to--” 
 
    “Exactly!” Des said, tossing her body stocking aside and cuddling up next to me. “We should--” 
 
    A knock on the door silenced us before she could continue. 
 
    I tossed a blanket over Des and answered it. 
 
    A small lithe woman stood there, swaying softly. “May I come in?” 
 
    A shiver went down my spine. “If I can come in you!” 
 
    I looked back at Lain, pleading for help but she’d already succumbed to the drink. She nodded lazily and began to undress. 
 
    Des leaped up, wearing the sheets as a toga and stuck to my side. “He’s just joking.” 
 
    “Oh,” The woman said with a small laugh. She wasn’t a dragonewt, if anything I’d call her elvish or perhaps even a variant of a high demon. I could feel her essence spilling from her and one look at Des told me she felt it too. 
 
    The woman took a seat by the small table and noticed the decanter. “May I?” She asked as she took a chalice from her storage. 
 
    I nodded and poured her a drink as Lain snored in the background. 
 
    “Did you see the mural?” 
 
    I nodded again, pouring myself a drink after her. 
 
    “I’m that demon, the small one.” 
 
      
 
    Part 1: End 
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