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"Monsters are real, and ghosts are real too. They live inside us; and sometimes, they win." ~Stephen King


"I know that palace is a tomb." ~Windhand, "Two Urns"





Chapter One


I knew the house was haunted the moment I saw it.


With an experienced enough set of eyes, it's easy to tell. Just as there are certain signs that a dark cave or underground cellar you're about to enter has been turned into a monster's den, spirits and specters leave telltale traces of their presence behind. Everything about the house - the mansion, really - screamed that there was something malign inside of it; something that roamed the hallways with a malevolence borne of the grave. Something that had no pulse, no blood running through its veins. Something dead.


I made my way up the hill, wading through waist-deep grass. A short distance behind me huffed and puffed a short, balding man whose name I'd forgotten almost as soon as he'd introduced himself. He was the mayor of this village, the one who'd put out the contract on the house in the first place. He'd been almost comically relieved when I showed up.


"Nice place," I said, folding my arms across my chest. "Could use a fresh coat of paint, but it's remarkably well preserved otherwise. The frescoes are Revellian, unless I miss my guess."


The mayor hobbled to a stop and shot me a wary glance. "You know your architecture, Sir. Were you involved in the building trade before you came to hunt monsters, perhaps?"


"No," I said, suddenly annoyed. "Spent some time in the Kingdom of Reveille."


The mayor's eyebrows shot up. "Before the war?"


"Lot fewer people spending time there after," I said. Great. Now I've reminded myself of something I'd rather forget. I resolved to change the subject. "Tell me about the house."


The mayor turned his attention to the mansion, beaming up at it like a proud parent. "Inherited it from me grandma," he said, sounding pleased. "It's the pride of Heatherhill, it is. Been in the family for generations."


I glanced over my shoulder. Heatherhill was indeed little more than a hill: a collection of squat dwellings clustered around a crossroads. I'd seen hundreds of them over the years; the only thing different about this one was a big, fancy house looming over the place.


"Certainly seems that way," I mused. "This is the only two-story building for miles. It looks...old."


The mayor pulled an offended face. "How dare you! Just because I've hired you to drive the ghost from the place doesn't give you the right to be impertinent to me-"


"I didn't mean that it's shabby," I said dryly. "Just that this style of construction hasn't been popular for decades. This house looks like it's older than your village, in fact."


The mayor swallowed hard, pointedly not looking in my direction,


"Inherited it from me grandma, I did," he muttered, as if that settled the matter.


Whatever, I thought. I've got better things to do than needle some minor functionary. Especially one with coin. "I'm assuming you didn't spend much time inside," I said, coaxing him to give me the full story.


He brightened up at once. "'Tis haunted," he said, an edge of terror creeping into his voice. "I moved in three days after gran's funeral, I did. And whatever lives there drove me out that very night!"


"Need to be more specific," I said with a nod. "What exactly did this thing do to you?"


The mayor paused and put a hand to his chin. "First came the banging," he said, his eyes taking on a faraway look as he replayed the events of that night in his head. "Terrible it was - shook the very walls to their foundations. T'was like a great beast just beneath my feet, its jaws snapping and slavering-"


"Stick to the facts, please. It shook the walls. Then?"


"Then there was a great, bellowin' voice came out of nowhere. It sounded like the world being torn apart at the seams, it did, sir! A deep, evil voice that could have come right out of the throat of the devil itself! It said 'intruder, leave this house, lest ye be destroyed!'"


"Hmm. You get a look at this thing?"


"No, sir! I took off first thing. Haven't been back since. I've been living in my house in the village, but..."


I'd been studying the upstairs windows while he spoke. It almost looked like something was flickering around up there. "But what?"


He sighed heavily. Wiping his pate, he said: "they just don't respect a man who lives beside them. Man in charge, he's gotta be better than everyone else, understand? He's gotta live at the top of the mountain."


"Or the hill, in this case," I said, blinking. "Fine. I'll take your case, Mayor."


His relief was palpable. "Oh, thank you. I'll pay you every copper of your fee, don't worry about it. Whose ghost do you think it might be?"


I shrugged. "Not sure it's a ghost. Definitely not a spectre, though: they don't vocalize. A wraith, perhaps - possibly linked to one of your grandmother's possessions. She didn't dabble in anything magical that you're aware of, did she?" "Gran? Ha!" The mayor chortled, slapping his knee. "That's a laugh. Gran didn't do much besides knit and pray."


"Prayer can be very powerful," I said with a glance back at the windows. "Depending on who you're praying to."


The mayor had already tuned me out. It was something I had plenty of experience with: as soon as I said yes, I became little more than a tool to the people who hired me. A kind of servant. I was used to it. It was part of the job.


"When will ya be doing it?" he asked, rubbing his hands together. I could tell he was already picturing moving back in.


"I'll have to stay there overnight," I said. "Got to get an idea of what I'm dealing with. Maybe a look at the thing, too, depending on what it is."


A shudder passed through the mayor's round frame. "Don't envy you. Well, come on down with me, then - I'll get my wife to give you some food. Wouldn't want you slaying that ghost on an empty stomach."


"I didn't say it was a...never mind." I glanced back over my shoulder at the house as we made our way down the hill, asking myself whether I'd made a mistake in taking the job. It was Clear that the mansion hadn't been built by the mayor's grandfather, or anyone else in the village of Heatherhill. More likely, the village had sprung up around it.


That meant whatever lived inside could be very, very nasty. But it had apparently never bothered the mayor's grandmother - it hadn't even been sighted until a few weeks ago. Which made narrowing down the list of phantasmagoric possibilities extremely difficult.


I sighed. It didn't matter. I needed the coin - and just then, my stomach rumbled to remind me that I needed food, as well. It wasn't a lie that hunting monsters was hungry work. "I'd be delighted," I told the mayor. "Lead the way."


I had no idea that by the time I left the village of Heatherhill, the mayor wouldn't be so fond of me anymore - or that what I found inside of his house would change my life forever...


Chapter Two


The first thing I did when I got inside the mansion was grab some cushions from the upstairs bedroom and set them out on the floor of the main hall where I'd be staying the night. The second thing I did was to get drawing.


I took a piece of black chalk out of my bags and cleared away a space on the boards, fingers working nimbly. The sigil I carved into the wood was about as big around as a dinner table, covered in intricate symbols and calligraphy I'd learned apprenticed to a warlock as part of my monster hunter training. It formed a braided circle, one I didn't close completely until every other part of the design was done.


"There," I said, sitting back as I made the final stroke. Then I pulled out the chicken sandwich the mayor's wife had given me and ate it, washing it down with water from my canteen.


The sigil was part of the process of elimination; it was there to help me determine exactly what haunted the mayor's house. In its current form it was inert, little more than a drawing, but in the presence of something undead it would reflect the creature's preternatural energy and begin to glow. The stronger the glow, the stronger the being.


If whatever it was got close enough, it would become a trap - slowing the movement of the wraith or the ghost and weakening it. But in practice, that almost never happened. Spirits were cleverer than that; simple ruses like a hidden sigil on the floor rarely tricked them. Usually I reserved that sort of thing for monsters or other dumb beasts.


Once I was done eating, I pulled out a book I'd taken from the upstairs library and started to read. It didn't take long at all for the show to begin.


Just as I was starting to get into the book I'd taken from upstairs, I was sprawled out on the floor. Something had knocked me down. The floorboards beneath me creaked as if a massive animal walked across them, the sound filling my ears with foreboding.


Regaining my balance, I glanced over at the sigil. Nothing. Still completely black.


Another thump passed through the house. The table nearest me shifted a good five inches over to the side; along the walls, candles flickered. A painting of someone's great-great-grandfather slipped off of its nail and fell to the floor with a crash of breaking glass.


"Intruder!" The voice was exactly as the mayor had described. No human tongue could have shaped the word in such a fashion. "Leave this place, lest ye be destroyed!"


The floor and walls continued to shake, but by now I was used to it. I was on a firm footing, and starting to feel a little annoyed.


"Huh. I was wrong," I said, glancing over at the sigil. "I'm usually not so off-base. This place isn't haunted at all, is it?"


All the signs were there that this was some sort of poltergeist or malevolent spirit trying to get me to leave. Yet the sigil on the floor wasn't glowing at all - not the slightest little bit.


Which meant there was nothing undead with me in this hall.


"Shit," I groaned, feeling stupid. "Is this some kind of a prank?"


"Intruder," the voice repeated in exactly the same tone and tenor. "Leave this place, lest ye be destroyed!"


"I should have seen this coming," I muttered, stomping towards the back of the house. I'd been so taken in with the place, distracted by its creepy pallor. I hadn't even considered a much simpler possibility - that someone was trying to scare the Mayor out of his home. Someone with a grudge, maybe, or some village kids playing a prank. Either way, the perpetrator had made a mistake.


They were right beneath me, in the cellar. Whoever was down there was about to get dragged into the village square and shown for the mischief-maker they were.


My boots thudded against the carpet as I crossed the longest hallway in the house, searching for the stairs. Another tremor passed through the walls, nearly knocking me from my feet. A picture just to my left hopped off the wall and shattered, as if whoever was behind this was trying to provoke a reaction out of me.


You'll get a reaction soon enough, I thought, opening the door to the kitchen. The stairs to the cellar were there, behind an old wooden door that looked as if it had seen better days.


The temperature of the air decreased rapidly as I went down the stairs. A cold chill set in, the darkness encroaching on all sides like a living thing. Frowning, I pulled a small stone from my pocket and tapped it against my thigh; it blazed to life and illuminated the dank cellar in a pale green glow.


"Glad I picked up this cantrip," I muttered, holding the rock out in front of my face. "Now let's see exactly who's been causing all this trouble..."


I searched the cellar, moving the enchanted stone back and forth to illuminate every comer of the dank basement. To my surprise, I found none of the evidence I'd been expecting: no tracks, no food or trash left behind, no signs of vandalism. It looked for all the world like I'd been the first person to come down here in months.


"Unless you want to taste cold steel," I growled, raising my voice, "I would recommend coming out from wherever you're hiding."


No answer. Great. Had my gut led me straight down the wrong path?


Just when I was about to give up and go back upstairs, an idea occurred to me. Slowly, deliberately, I slid the rock into my pocket. The glow was extinguished in an instant, bathing the room in thick, black darkness.


But not unbroken darkness.


"I pulled that cantrip out too early," I grumbled, shaking my head in the gloom. "Would have seen this right away otherwise."


Beneath the far wall, next to a discarded pile of potato sacks, a pale line of light shone beneath the bricks.


Paydirt.


The wall gave gently against my fists, but not gently enough. Someone had put this up a while ago; it was going to take more than a tap to get through it.


Squaring my shoulders, I stared at the wall and sprinted at it. A few feet away from hitting it I leapt into the air, kicking out both feet like I was trying to spring off the side of a building. The bricks shook, then collapsed. Light streamed into the cellar, illuminating the gloom.


I stared into the hole I'd made, open-mouthed. What the hell?


This was no ordinary cellar. The walls behind the false facade looked older than the rest of the house - and of better craftsmanship. Ornate symbols were carved into them from floor to ceiling, designed to bend over the viewer's head as they made their way through. There was only one sort of person who decorated their private quarters that way - someone who was intimately acquainted with magic.


"All Gran did was knit and pray," I muttered, stepping into the breach. "Sure she did..."


I approached the end of the hallway and froze. It wasn't because of anything I saw - the corridor ended in a simple wood door, without so much as a lock. It was because of what I heard.


From behind the door came the sound of a woman humming.


Heart hammering in my chest, I crept forward and slowly unlatched the door. It swung open soundlessly, and before it could scrape against the wall I grabbed it and pulled it shut behind me.


Inside was a sorcerer's laboratory. Or sorceress, I suppose, since the voice I heard was decidedly female. Racks of equipment hung from the walls, dusty but otherwise well cared-for.


None of this makes sense, I thought, creeping my way closer to the source of the noise. Sorcery labs are located in colleges and castles, not beneath the cellar of some backwoods mansion. And there's no reason a sorceress would need to scare off the locals. Any town the size of Heatherhill would be thrilled to have a sorceress in the vicinity keeping it safe...


A tapestry hung from the ceiling in one comer of the chamber, cutting it off from the rest of the lab. The humming was coming from behind it.


Moving as slowly as I dared, I pulled it back and stepped through.


Every question I'd had about this place fell out of the back of my mind in an instant. Along with my concerns and misgivings.


Because standing before me, looking bemused but not entirely surprised, was the most beautiful woman I'd ever laid eyes on.


Chapter Three


The sorceress glanced up from the work she'd been doing and raised one flawlessly-styled eyebrow. "Yes?"


I'm not used to being caught out flat-footed. My job requires me to be ready for just about anything - what looks like a pack of kobolds' den can turn out to be the layer of a much deadlier gorgon, for example. So in general, I'm ready for whatever a contract throws at me.


I was not ready for those eyes. Or that shimmering red hair rolling over her shoulders in ringlets, framing the deepness of her pale cleavage. God, was that even a lab uniform? It looked painted on...


"Hello," I grunted, covering for my awkwardness. "You must be the creature that's haunting this house, I presume?"


"Haunting? Oh." The sorceress glanced upwards with some irritation and clapped her hands three times. The groaning and shaking from the first floor quieted down in an instant.


"That's a neat trick," I said, following her gaze upwards. "Got the whole village fearing you."


She regarded me coolly. You would think that this discovery would have made me relax - instead, it was just the opposite. There are many, many beasts I'd rather tangle with before taking on a sorceress. Especially one being served an eviction notice.


"My name is Sasha," she finally said, turning away from the experiment on the table. "And you are?"


"Kahlen," I said, reaching my hand across the table to shake. After a moment, the sorceress shrugged and took it. "The villagers hired me to cleanse the ghost from this residence." Sasha snorted. "No they didn't. Really?"


I nodded. "The mayor wants to move in as soon as possible," I explained. "You...you must have had some sort of arrangement with his grandmother. The woman who lived here before."


Her face scrunched up in confusion. I couldn't help but notice that it made her even cuter.


"The old woman?" she finally muttered, glancing around the lab. "Yes, I vaguely remember her. Never much of a problem, at any rate."


What's going on here? I wondered. She seems out of it. Buried in her work, maybe? "The mayor is much more of a problem. He wants you gone."


"I'm not going anywhere," Sasha said, shaking her head. "This is my home. Besides, I have very important experiments to finish."


I glanced over her shoulder at the pile of instruments on the table. Whatever she was working on looked very complicated, which meant it was probably very dangerous as well. Not something I'd want to tangle with.


"What are you working on?" I asked, keeping my tone neutral.


The comer of her mouth turned up in a smirk. "Wouldn't you like to Know?" she said mysteriously.


I held her gaze for a few seconds, staring her down.


Finally, she sighed. "Alright. You want to know why I won't leave? I'm very close to discovering a secret man has coveted for its entire existence, Kahlen. I'm talking, of course, about eternal life."


I crossed my arms. "Eternal life," I repeated flatly. "Sounds like something the College of Sorcerers would be interested in. Not to mention better equipped to handle."


Sasha wrung her hands, her eyes flashing with irritation. "Not a chance," she growled. "This is mine. I'm so close, Kahlen, I can taste it. My experiments are working. Really working! I mean, just look at me! How old would you guess I am?"


"I wouldn't feel the slightest bit safe answering that," I grunted. "Not to any woman, but certainly not to one who can shoot fire from her fingertips."


The sorceress giggled. "Hundreds of years," she whispered, greed dripping from every syllable. "It's why I've been down here for so long, why I've sequestered myself away from the world...I'm almost there, Kahlan! I have very nearly conquered death!"


I squared my shoulders. "It sounds like you might have been down here a little too long," I said, trying to keep my tone placating. "Maybe you could use a break?"


Her eyes widened as if she were seeing me for the very first time. Slowly her gaze slid from the top of my head down to my boots, sizing me up like a predator gauging its prey.


"I probably could," she said, her cheeks flushing with heat. "And you aren't going to go away easily, are you?"


I shook my head. "Nope. I finish a contract when I've taken one, Sasha. But I don't think there's any reason for us to fight. I'll gladly escort you to the College of Sorcerers - or wherever else you want to go."


She laughed. "You think they'd take me?"


"If what you're working on really is the secret of eternal life? In a heartbeat."


She thought it over for a moment, then something in her demeanor changed. She moved around the table, her hips swaying from side to side like a dancer's. She did not have that kind of spring in her step before.


Part of me knew what was coming. I knew I was about to be used - taken for granted in a way that was no less exploitative than how I was treated by the mayor. Only this would be so much more fun. And I hadn't had the opportunity to have fun with a willing woman in quite some time.


"I have a counter-offer," Sasha said, leaning back on her elbows.


"Name it."


She grinned. "Fuck me."


"Hmm," I grunted, sliding my hands around her hips. "Hadn't expected you to be quite that forward about it."


This close to Sasha, it was impossible not to notice that I was nearly a foot taller than her. I towered over her, my shadow across her face as she beamed up at me. It made me think of how easy it would be to dominate her, to use her lithe sorceress' body the way it was intended to be used. My thoughts about contracts and gold suddenly seemed very small and unimportant.


"You lose some of the social graces spending so much time in a basement," she said with a giggle. "Besides, it has been a very, very long time since I've spent time with a man. I'm assuming the same is true for you."


"You can say that again."


"And...well, you are a rather rugged example of masculinity.


So what do you say, Kahlen? Will you leave me alone if I act like a little whore for you?"


I reached up and brushed a lock of cherry red hair out of her face. "Mayor won't like it," I grunted. It sounded hollow, and I knew it - neither of us gave a damn what the village thought.


"But by the time he discovers it, you will be far away," Sasha purred. "Far away with the memory of a sorceress' lips wrapped around your cock."


The cock she was talking about instantly went from half-hard to full mast. And now it was my turn to look surprised. "You're going to do what now?"


Her hands worked at my belt, her fingers nimble in that way only sorceresses and seamstresses seem to have mastered. "I'm going to taste you," she said, looking defiantly up into my eyes. "Then you're going to taste me, monster slayer. And you'd better not soften after you cum in my throat, either, or I'll have to enchant your cock with a spell."


I reached down and grabbed a handful of her hair. She gasped, tensed - then melted against me. Her thighs ground together as her pussy boiled over.


"Won't need any enchantments," I growled, pulling my cock out of my pants. "I haven't been this hard in ages, Sasha."


Her gaze traveled downward. "Goodness," she purred, her pupils dilating. "You're so big. And hard..."


Her hand closed around my shaft, and I groaned in bliss. It felt so amazing to have someone who wasn't me touching my cock, stroking it gently and then harder as I swelled in her fingers.


"Do me a favor," Sasha said, flashing a look that very nearly managed to be innocent. "Don't cum too fast, Kahlen. I want to savor this cock in my mouth..."


With her eyes still on me, she slid to her knees. The head of my cock slapped against her cheeks, leaving a thin trail of precum down to her chin, then she pulled me between her soft, pouty lips.


My hand tightened in her hair as the head of my cock entered her warm, wet mouth. Sorceresses Might be Pricklier than hedgehogs and more mercurial then the tides, but one thing no one could deny is that they better at sex than even the most skilled courtesan. Sasha knew exactly how much pressure to put on me with her lips, how to swirl her tongue around my crown to make me moan and writhe with pleasure without sending me over the edge.


When she formed a tight seal around my girth and pulled me hilt- deep 'down her throat, fondling I my balls at the same time, it was very, very difficult not to go over that edge.


"Oh fuck," I grunted, thrusting my hips forward. Sasha relaxed her throat, wrapping her arms around my hips to give me leverage to go even deeper inside of her. Before long I was fucking her face, stretching her lips around me as I pumped with a steady, driving rhythm. Every thrust made me disappear between her lips. Her tongue never stopped - it kept swirling, hitting the spots of greatest pleasure along my shaft and the underside of my head like she knew my cock better than I did.


Just as I reached the crest, she pulled off of me with a wet little pop and licked her lips. Her hand worked my shaft hard, pumping me right to the point of no return.


"Cum for me, slayer," she begged, all her haughtiness gone. She was just a horny, whimpering, needy girl, pleading for my seed. "Cum all over this pretty face! Shoot on my tits, too - show me how powerful you are, how much fucking cum you've got stored up in those balls..."


That was more than enough to send me over the edge.


My grunts turned into a roar of pleasure as I crashed into an orgasm, cock jerking and pulsing in Sasha's hands. The first jet of seed sprayed across her face like a geyser, coating her from her chin all the way up to her hairline. She laughed triumphantly as I erupted, jet after jet of thick spunk spurting from my cock as I came. After the first few bursts she angled me down into her cleavage, letting me watch as I coated her flawless rack in my load.


"Good boy," she purred once every drop was out of me and on her skin. She gave the still-pulsing crown of my cock a kiss and winked up at me. "Gods, that made me so wet. I need to feel you between my thighs, Kahlen..."


With a grunt, I lifted her right off the floor and parked her ass on the edge of the table. She squealed with delight as I hiked up her skirt. Her fingers worked on her face and tits, scooping up my seed and sucking it down greedily.


"Look at you," I grunted, pulling the fabric up to her navel. "No panties. Bad girl."


"No point to them down here," Sasha cried lustily. "Sorceresses don't want anything in the way when they want to frig their cunts in the lab during an experiment."


The image of Sasha pleasuring herself right where I stood filled my mind and refused to leave. "You do that often?"


"All the fucking time," she purred, putting a hand on the back of my head. "But this is much nicer..."


With a grin, I buried my face between her thighs. Sasha's slit was perfectly hairless save for a thin strip of bright red hair above her clit - I had no idea if she used magic or was just that much of a stickler for her personal grooming. I didn't care - and as I slid two fingers into her pussy, it was clear that Sasha didn't much care about anything as long as I didn't stop.


"Fuck!" Her fingers dug into the back of my head, her nails nearly drawing blood. "Eat my cunt, Kahlen! I need to come so fucking badly...!"


She did - and she was almost there. Sasha had either been working herself while she sucked me off or she just got off on giving head that much, because her inner walls were already clenching around my fingers as I sought out her g-spot. When I put my lips around the bud of her clit and hummed, swirling my tongue over the sensitive nub, her ass nearly shot clear off the table.


"Yes! More, more! Oh shit I'm so fucking close...!"


Sasha ground her wet, needy cunt against my face, riding my lips, nose and tongue. I reached beneath her and cupped her ass with both hands, digging my fingers into the firm, perky flesh. Then I lifted her, pulling her to me like a starving man at a banquet. My tongue shot deep inside of her as I gave in completely, burying myself in her dripping pussy like it was the sweetest thing in the world.


Sasha's fists hammered my back with quick, jerky blows. She wanted to cum, but she wanted it to be on her terms - not being held in the air like a ragdoll while I took her pleasure from her.


Too bad, princess, I thought, smirking. Gonna make you cum whether you want to or not...


A few seconds later Sasha's hands grabbed my shoulders and tightened. Her walls clenched around me, going glove-tight as she unraveled. Screams loud enough to shake the walls filled the laboratory as the sorceress came, a flood of her juices covering my face. Her thighs tightened around my head as she ground herself against me, riding out the pleasure in wave after wave of bliss.


Finally it was too much - I had to come back up for air.


I set her back on the table, and was shocked when Sasha almost immediately pulled me on top of her. She'd licked every drop of my seed off of her model-perfect face, but there were still thick gobs of my cum all over her tits. At some point she'd taken off her top while I'd been eating her out, and her rack was even more spectacular than the rest of her. Just looking at those orbs covered in my glaze made me want to do it again.


"How do you want me?" Sasha asked. Her climax had loosened her tongue and made her bold; her hair hung down around her face in a messy halo that made her look even hotter than she'd been all put together. "Just tell me what you want, stud. I'm all yours...!"


Fuck the contract, I thought. And fuck the mayor. I might just Stay here a while myself.


"Spread your legs," I commanded, giving Sasha's ass a spank. "Wider. No, wider. That's right. I want that hot little pussy on display for me, slut. Wanna watch my cock go all the way to the bottom of that cunt...


Sasha did I exactly as I asked, putting herself on display for me. With my hands around her hips and her legs on either side of the table, I was completely in control of what was about to happen - the pace and roughness were whatever I wanted them to be.


And I was going to be rough with Sasha, because it really had been a long time.


The sorceress' mouth dropped open as I buried the head of my cock in her folds, stretching them around the tip. "Oh fuck I think I'm gonna cum again," she whimpered, rocking her hips to get even more of me inside of her. "Want me to cast a spell?"


"Huh?" I could barely think with such a gorgeous babe spread out beneath me. "What kind of spell?"


"One that makes this even hotter," she purred, running her hand over her breast and sucking a gob of seed into her mouth. "Just say yes, stud. Tell me you want it..."


"want it," I growled, another inch of me entering her. "I want you to do everything you can to make this the hottest fuck I've ever had, Sasha. Because if you don't, I'm going to punish the fuck out of this tight little body..."


My hand wrapped around her throat. Her gaze ignited, cunt clenching around me as the move put her right at the edge.


"and even if you do, I might just do that anyway," I finished, thrusting forward. "You deserve to get put in your place, you beautiful bitch..."


She was so wet and tight that it was the easiest thing in the world to sink hilt-deep into her cunt. Her walls welcomed me, wrapping themselves around me like a glove as I bottomed out inside of her. She muttered arcane words as she relaxed into my fingers, my hand still wrapped around her slender neck.


Then there was a sizzle of spell energy, and suddenly there was another Sasha.


She stood just behind me, gloriously naked, grinding herself against my back. The real Sasha grinned like a naughty schoolgirl at the look on my face, pumping her hips back on me with every thrust.


"You like that?" she whimpered. "You love the idea of having more than one woman, don't you, slayer? Don't deny it - I can feel how fucking hard you just got inside of me. You want a hot little harem worshiping this cock, isn't that right?"


She had me figured out, all right. My hand tightened at her throat - at the same time, I grabbed her hip with the other and pinned her against the table. I filled her over and over again with my cock, pumping madly as I lost control and gave into the beast within. The precious instruments of Sasha's experiments rocked back and forth, nearly falling to the floor.


"Look at how much she likes it," the phantom Sasha giggled into my ear. I could feel her breasts against my back, the nipples hard as diamonds. "She loves being used, Kahlen. I know, because I'm her."


"Fuck yeah," I grunted.


The spectre shuddered for a moment, shimmering. "Oh fuck, she just came again," she whimpered, her own body filled with a reflection of the pleasure. "What you're doing to her is making her feel so good, Sir. She feels so small and helpless in your arms. She'd never admit it, but that's exactly what she wants..."


"Most women wouldn't," I roared, driving hilt-deep into the sweet tightness, "but that doesn't mean they don't fucking love it when some guy roughs them up a bit in bed."


The phantom Sasha squealed with delight. "She wants to feel you cum!" she mewled, biting down gently on my shoulder. "She wants you to fill her sorceress pussy up with your thick, sticky load, sir! Then she wants me to eat her out while you watch..."


Now that did sound like something to see. Locking eyes with Sasha, I bore down even harder, pounding her cunt so hard I swore I could see her insides stretching and bulging. The pleasure grew higher and higher, until I was no longer cognizant of anything except the naked, glorious bodies on either side of me, begging for me to cum.


When I did, it shook the house harder than any spell.


A roaring blaze erupted behind my eyelids as I crashed right past the point of no-return and came. Liquid fire filled Sasha's womb, spraying down her inner walls with bright white spurts as she gripped me tight. I squeezed her tighter, like a lemon that just wouldn't give up the last few drops of juice, losing my rhythm as I pumped inside of her.


Finally I came down from my peak and let go of her, groaning with relief. Holy shit, I thought, that felt so fucking amazing...


Chapter Four


For a moment, I thought I'd seriously hurt Sasha. I'd never put my hand around a woman's throat before, and I'd definitely never squeezed that fucking hard, ever. Sasha saw my look of concern and grinned, passing a hand over the angry bruise on her neck. It faded away instantly, leaving only the slender, pearly whiteness of her throat.


"I should have told you beforehand," she said, her voice loose with afterglow. "You can't really hurt me. Even if you'd cut off my air completely while we were fucking, there are spells cast on my person designed to keep me alive and conscious." She winked at me. "So next time, you can really go hard, slayer."


I looked around the room, searching for the second Sasha. She'd vanished as soon as I climaxed.


"There's going to be a next time?" I asked, tucking my cock back into my pants.


Sasha laughed, rolling her head back on her shoulders. "I fucking hope so. I haven't had fun like that in years, Kahlen. I think you should tell that mayor that not only are you not 'cleaning out' his villa, but that you're going to stay for quite along time..."


"That...sounds good," I realized, shocking myself. "Been a while since I've settled in any one place. A vacation might be nice, actually."


"There," Sasha said with a smirk. "It's settled. Ready for round two, Kahlen? Or does your weapon need a few minutes to recharge?"


When I didn't answer after a few seconds, her face took ona strange expression. "Kahlen? Are you alright?"


I wasn't listening.


Because I'd just seen what lay on the table in the corner of the room, behind Sasha's experiments. My stomach did a flip at the sight of it, like someone had just poured ice down my throat.


All of a sudden everything made sense. And I hated it.


Shit. I thought. No, it can't be. It can't fucking be...


"Sasha," I said, the word falling numbly from my lips. "I need you to do me a favor."


The sorceress paused in the middle of rolling one stocking up her thigh. "I'm not usually in the mood to dispense favors," she said, her lips pursed in a little grin. "But then again, you did fuck me harder than any man I've been with in as long as I can remember, so maybe I'll be nice."


"Good." I said. "Come with me."


She rose from the table warily, head turned to the side. "Kahlen? What is wrong, darling? You look like you just bit down on an apple and found it full of worms."


"Just come upstairs with me," I said, gesturing at the stairs. "Please?"


It's hard for anyone, even a sorceress, to be annoyed with such a just-got-fucked look, but Sasha gave it a try. "Alright," she muttered, crossing her arms under her breasts. "If only to calm you down. You're starting to make me wonder if my skills have become rusty, Kahlen. You did enjoy what we did back there, yes?"


"It was wonderful," I said, putting a hand on her lower back. "Really, I mean that. I just want you to walk me to the door."


"But wherever are you going? I thought you'd agreed to stay!"


"I'll explain in a minute," I said roughly. I hated being rough with Sasha, especially so soon after making love to her, but it was necessary. I had to confirm my suspicions, lest I go completely insane.


"Fine," she said. "But give me a moment to finish dressing. I wouldn't want any visitors to see me deshabille."


I nodded, then while she worked I walked around to the other side of the table. When she wasn't looking, I grabbed the thing in the corner and shoved it into one of my bags, palming it quietly.


We made our way up the stairs and into the main hall. The lights of the village were visible through the big bay windows, twinkling like faraway stars. I swallowed hard at the sight of them and walked to the front door like a man condemned.


"Right over here," I said. There was a strange ringing in my ears, and an odd metallic taste to the back of my throat.


"I don't understand you at all, Kahlen," the sorceress said with a scoff. "Honestly, I'm beginning to consider rescinding my offer to stay-"


Sasha froze. Literally froze in place, unable to move.


"What the?" Her face screwed up in sudden irritation as she jerked in the air. Her legs refused to budge, no matter how hard she twisted. And when she looked down, we both saw why.


Her left foot was inside of the magic trap I'd drawn on the floor earlier. And the sigil was glowing.


"I was right the first time," I said, hating the words even as I said them. "This house is haunted, Sasha. By you."


Chapter Five


"You are absolutely mad!" Sasha cried, grabbing her leg with both hands. She pulled with all her might, and finally her foot scooted a half-inch across the wooden floor. It still remained inside of the magic trap, however. "I'm not dead, Kahlen!"


I shook my head. This part was going to be hard. She wasn't going to want to understand.


"I should have figured it out the moment I found your lab," I said ruefully. "Really, it's my fault."


"Fault, hell! Let me go, Kahlen - dispel this stupid trap! I am very much alive!"


"I would never have taken advantage of you if I'd known," I said solemnly.


Sasha's mouth worked soundlessly for a few seconds. "You really believe this," she finally said, letting go of her leg. "You think I'm some kind of ghost."


"It's likely that you've been dead for decades," I explained, gesturing around the house. "It's possible for a ghost to haunt the same location for centuries without realizing it - or, if they're smarter than most, to rationalize it some way. Such as claiming they'd discovered magic that extends their life - that leads to the secret of eternal life."


Sasha tossed her head back and laughed. "You're completely mad! You caught my foot in some poorly-scribbled binding spell, and you think that means I'm not alive?"


"Your clothes," I said firmly, trying to convince her, "beautiful as they look on you, are of a style and cut that went out of date with sorceresses about thirty years ago. Your research is also a fad from decades-ago among the college of sorcery - it's been settled magical science that there's no way to reverse entropy since I was a kid."


"You insult my clothes now?"


"I'm not sure if the mayor's ancestors had you killed, or if you perished in a magical accident. Either are fairly likely considering the out of the way location of this place. If it would give you peace, I'd be willing to find out."


"What would give me peace is if you stop speaking nonsense!" Sasha's eyes were wide with terror.


I sighed. Words weren't going to make her realize the truth. I reached for my bag and pulled out the object I'd found in the mansion's cellar. Sasha gasped as I held it aloft, her eyes going as wide as saucers.


It was a bundle of sticks tied together with animal sinew in a spiral pattern. In the center was the skull of an infant griffin. Runes were carved into every inch of the bone, running down the wooden spokes in swirls.


"The mayor was cagey when I asked him about his grandmother," I said, letting the spell anchor fall to the floor. "Looks like she really did dabble in black magic - she left this down there with you. It's probably been there for years. I presume you know what it is?"


All the heat was gone from Sasha's voice. "It's an anchor for a very powerful spell," she whispered. "One that pacifies an angry spirit."


"Linked to the spellcaster's life-force," I finished for her. "While dear old Granny was alive, you ceased to exist. When she died, the spell weakened and you returned. I wondered why you didn't seem to remember her at all - now I know."


The sorceress' face turned white as a sheet. She shook her head slowly back and forth, a low, despairing moan spilling from her lips.


"No, no, this is madness," she muttered to herself. "You're lying to me - you're trying to evict me like those flea-bitten idiots in the village want..."


"I'm trying to help you," I growled, louder than I intended. "You can't stay, Sasha. They'll exorcise you from this place if they have to. It won't be pleasant."


She wrung her hands. "You won't let them do that, will you, Kahlen? After everything we've shared?"


A quickie in your basement isn't exactly a life-long connection, I thought - yet the words still made my heart ache. "There's a way to resolve this peacefully," I said, opening the front door. "Without violence."


Both of us stared outside at the moon. It was full and red in the cold, clear sky, bathing the landscape in pale fire.


Sasha's voice was tiny and meek. "What?"


I gestured outside. "You can leave this place, Sasha. Of your own free will. Walk outside with a peaceful heart and go into whatever comes next."


She stared at the front door like it was a venomous snake. "You're joking."


"I'm not." I closed my eyes and rubbed my forehead. "You've been trapped here for decades, Sasha. It's time to let go-"


"I am not dead! The sorceress brought herself up to her full height, brimming with power. "Even if I am...if I am...then I exist! And I have no desire to stop existing!"


"I have no idea if you'll stop existing or not," I said. "But I do know you won't be stuck living half a life in the basement of a building time has forgotten."


Sasha bared her teeth in a menacing grin. "I just got fucked, Kahlen," she hissed. "Fucked well. Among other things, it made me realize how much I enjoy riding a hot young stud. I'm not leaving this mortal coil - far from it. I want pleasure, Kahlen. I want to live large! Give all that up to make your job a little easier? Hah!"


"This can end however you want it to," I said, my hand straying to my sword. "You're the one in control here, Sasha."


Her eyes filled with hurt. "I thought you were different," she said, her heart breaking. "I really thought the two of us had potential. But you really are what the stories say about you, aren't you? A heartless killer of monsters!"


"You're not a monster, Sasha," I said, gripping the hilt of my blade. "Not unless you choose to be."


"Then I choose it," she said, relishing her words with an intensity that was almost sexual. "I choose it, Kahlan. I choose to keep right the fuck on being me!"


She drew up, growing larger and larger as she filled with magical power. Her shadow stretched across the far wall, bathing the room in darkness. Her piercing green eyes began to glow, like twin emeralds in the darkness.


"I wish it had ended differently," I whispered.


"I wish you'd never let me see what that old bitch left in my basement," Sasha shot back. "Because now I have to kill you, monster slayer."


"There's one thing you've forgotten," I said, unsheathing my sword. "Your foot is still stuck to the floor."


Sasha glanced down at her long, stocking-clad leg - and in that moment, I struck.


Attacking a sorceress head-on is generally agreed to be one of the quickest, most convenient ways for an adventurer to commit suicide. But this was the ghost of a sorceress; and one that was already trapped. Sasha barely had time to look up before I was on her, twisting as I struck out with my blade.


The sword pierced her shoulder and cut through. There was no blood, only a pale green ichor that dissolved like mist. Still, Sasha reacted like she'd been held against a hot stove - her scream was loud enough to wake the whole village.


"You fucking ass! I'm not going down without a fight!"


"Not too late to take the easy way out," I said, wiping sweat from my forehead.


"Fuck your way," Sasha snarled, her fingers crackling with energy. "I prefer my way!"


A fan of magical fire erupted from the sorceress' hands, bathing the room in tongues of flame. I hit the floor just in time. The heat rolled over my back, singing my leather doublet and filling the room with the scent of burning hair. I didn't have time to see how stupid my haircut had become; l rose up as the wave of fire passed me and sliced with a quick, horizontal cut.


It slashed the sorceress' gorgeous throat wide open. The same throat I'd wrapped my fingers around with passionate intensity only a few minutes ago.


Sasha groaned, her head lolling back on her shoulders. "Why...." she panted, the word rising in pitch as her voice lost its humanity.


I held the sword in both hands and readied the killing blow. But Sasha regained her senses faster than I expected. Another wave of flame rolled from her fingertips, sending me flat against the floor.


"I'll roast you," the spirit hissed, its voice raising upwards like a helium balloon. "I'll roast this entire village! I just have to destroy this stupid fucking sigil!"


With a horrible grimace, Sasha pointed her hands at the floor beneath her and let loose another stream of fire. The boards she stood on cracked and sizzled, warping in the heat until the magic trap was destroyed beyond recognition. Her foot came free with a thump, and she soared six inches into the air and stayed there.


Fuck, I thought. This is tougher than I thought. Got to get out of here...


Half the room was aflame. The mansion was burning, filling with black smoke as Sasha destroyed it from the inside. I took my chance and rolled towards the door, barely dodging a missile made of pure lightning as it shattered all the first floor windows simultaneously.


Then I was outside, in the blessedly cool night air. I stood up and looked through the doorway, sword held loosely at my side. Inside, Sasha looked as if she stood in the center of a blazing inferno. She was no longer a gorgeous young sorceress - something deeper and older inside of her had taken hold.


"Where are you going!?" Sasha demanded, her voice completely inhuman. "You have to finish your contract!"


"Already have," I said, sheathing my sword. "You're linked to this place, spirit. You either walk out the front door or that house collapses around you. Either way, you've lost."


I watched the full force of the realization hit Sasha in the face. For a moment she looked stricken, and the woman I'd known rose into her expression like running water. Then her lips contorted in an animal snarl, and the beast was in control.


"Fuck you, you shitty prick!" Sasha was down to base insults, which was either a good sign or meant she was about to really let loose. "Everything was fine until you came here! You've ruined my life!"


"You had a life," I said. "It's over now, Sasha. Face the end with a little dignity."


She stared at me for a moment, then began to laugh. It was a crazed, maddened laugh, and slowly tumed into huge, shuddering sobs.


"I think not," she said, grinning through the tears. "I think I'd rather taste you one last time, monster slayer."


"Wait," I said. "Don't-"


It was too late. Sasha rushed the door, freed from the trap, accelerating with every molecule of force she could muster. She hit the door-frame and sailed right through, already beginning to break apart upon contact with the night air.


My sword was stuck in my scabbard. I couldn't draw; all I could do was stand there as the apparition slammed into me, knocking me off my feet.


The ground pinwheeled beneath me, then came up to give me a kiss. The world went black.


Chapter Six


"Oh my Gods, you've ruined everything! Wake up, wake up you louse...!"


I awoke to the sensation of someone kicking me in the side. When my eyes opened, the mayor of Heatherhill stood over me, his face contorted in rage. Behind him was what looked like a viking funeral. Had someone lit the forest on fire while I was out...?


Then I remembered. That was the mayor's mansion.


"Look at it!" The mayor gestured helplessly at his burning house. "My birthright! 'Tis ruined, you fucking swine!"


"The ghost," I said, coughing hard. "Where is it?"


"You think I care about a bloody ghost? I've lost my home! Ye've ruined everything, you damned fool! The ghost can go rot for all I care!"


That's one way to complete a contract, I thought, sitting up. The mayor's mansion looked to be in the final stages of collapsing. The second floor was gone, consumed by flame. Soon all that would be left was the cellar, complete with what used to be Sasha's lab. A fine house for halflings, maybe, but not for the man who wanted to live at the top of the mountain.


"This house," I said, spreading my arms before the blaze, "is purified."


Then I collapsed back to the ground, coughing profusely.


"Fucker." The mayor gave me another kick, then sat down heavily beside me. "That house was m'Gran's. I was supposed to live there - supposed to be the big man in the village..."


"Look at it this way," I said, rolling onto my side. "It might be gone, but that means now no one can have it."


The mayor glanced at me. Only now did I notice his face was covered in soot. "Come again?"


"You're not the top dog," I said tiredly, "but nobody else is. All of you are living in the village together now, no one's house better or worse than the other. They'll just have to learn to respect you from your actions, not where you live."


He stared at me for a moment. Then he started to laugh.


"Are you fucking mad? Of course I have to live somewhere better than anyone else! Although," he added, putting a fist against his chin, "maybe this is a good thing. This whole hill is mine now - not just Gran's stinky fuckin' house. I can build here - and build bigger than before. Better! Yeah! I'm gonna have a whole fucking palace on this hill, slayer! Thanks for the idea!"


"You're welcome," I said, drooling in the dirt.


"Still gonna fine you half your fee for destroying the place, though," he added.


In the shape I was in, I had no room to argue.


Epilogue


It wasn't until the next night that I figured out what happened to the ghost.


Eventually I managed to convince the mayor that I deserved all of the original fee we had agreed upon. It's amusing what a scowl from a fully recovered monster slayer can do, particularly when combined with a few surreptitious fingerings of a sword hilt. His wife beamed at me as I left and gave me three more of those delicious chicken sandwiches for the road.


I had just settled down to eat one after starting a campfire and settling down for the night when Sasha shimmered into view.


"Was wondering when you'd show up," I grunted around a mouthful of chicken.


She looked around her surroundings like someone startled in the middle of a demanding task. "I'm...here," she muttered, hands on her hips. "What the hell happened?"


"Sorceresses," I said, shaking my head. "Even when you're dead, you can't be reasoned with. Always have to be finding another way out of things..."


Her gaze fixed on me. It was clear from the look in her eyes that she remembered everything.


"I thought you'd found some way to rescue me," she said, looking a little offended. "Some sort of true love sacrifice or something like that. Like something from a story."


"Sorry to disappoint you," I said, taking a big swig of water from my canteen. "You're not haunting that house anymore,


Sasha. You're haunting me."


She stared at me for a moment, open-mouthed, then sat down next to me with a huff.


"Wonderful," she said sourly. "I was trapped in that house for decades, now I have to follow around some filthy monster slayer."


"Could have been worse," I said, putting a hand on her thigh. "You still exist, Sasha. That's what you wanted, right?"


"I... suppose so." She frowned, her face turning nervous. "Most people would have killed me off for good, wouldn't they?"


"Most monster hunters would have," I admitted. "But...when you said we had potential, I'd been thinking the exact same thing. I really did feel bad about taking advantage of you."


"You weren't taking advantage," she said with a smirk. "Really, what kind of a prude are you? I wanted it every bit as much as you did."


I grinned. "Spend a little more time with me," I said, "and you'll find out exactly what kind of man I am."


She looked out into the wilderness. From somewhere far away, the cry of a bird echoed through the night.


"Is it really up to me?" she asked. "Can I...go anywhere now?"


I shook my head. "You're bound to me," I explained. "You should be able to manifest a good distance away from me, but not too far. If we head to the College of Sorcerers, I'm sure they can find a way to transfer you to something there. Some building or object you could haunt..."


I trailed off. Sasha was gripping my thigh, staring up at me with a look I hadn't seen in a very long time.


"I think I'd like that," she said, sounding almost girlish. "Eventually. But first..."


"But first," I grunted, sliding my hand around her thigh, "what?"


"I've been trapped in a basement for a very long time," she said with a giggle. "The world has changed without me. I think I might like to haunt a hunter of monsters for a while. Especially one as cute as you. If you'll have me?"


I brushed a lock of hair out of her face. "I've already got you," I growled, my free hand cupping her ass. "You're mine, you bad little girl. Even if you are a hundred years older than me..."


"Oh, you like older women, do you?"


"When they look like you?" I said, brushing her lip with my thumb. "Definitely."


We kissed, hard. And as I pulled the very real, very corporeal body of my new ghost companion down with me into my sleeping cot and started to remove her clothes, I realized that my life on the road would never be the same.
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