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Chapter One


I'd seen dead men before. But these were different.


Most of the time when you stumble across a body in the wilderness, it's easy enough to figure out how they got that way. An arrow in the throat or stab wounds in the back means an attack by bandits; deeper gouges or vicious bites generally means the person fell afoul of some wild animal or monster. A broken neck could be a fall from a tree or down a gulch - while a badly burned corpse might suggest an unlucky tumble into a badly-placed campfire.


None of those explanations applied to what I was seeing. None at all.


The three men sitting around the campfire looked as if they'd died of starvation - like they'd literally wasted away. But people didn't starve to death while carrying saddlebags full of food.


Their limbs were as thin and brittle as birch branches, their faces sunken from malnutrition. The fire they sat around had burnt itself out long ago, only a few untended embers left glowing in the coals. A wine-skin and half a flame-roasted rabbit lay next to the pit, as if they'd been in the middle of chowing down when whatever did this to them arrived. They were dried out, perfectly preserved against the elements. None of them could have weighed more than a sack of potatoes.


I knelt down in the dirt, searching the area around the fire for tracks. To my surprise, there weren't any.


"Whatever attacked these men did a very good job of covering its tracks," I muttered. "Either that, or it can fly..."


There was a ripple in the air between the trees, and a red-haired sorceress stepped into the clearing. I glanced up from the bodies, rocking back on my heels and nearly sprawling in the dirt. Even after several days together on the road, I wasn't used to the way that Sasha simply...appeared like that, out of nowhere.


Frustrating enough to travel with a sorceress, I thought, my gaze traveling up and down Sasha's lithe body. A sorceress who's also a ghost? Even worse.


She ran a finger across one of the corpse's leathery faces, making a disgusted face. The man's uniform hung on him like limp rags, far too big for his emaciated frame.


"No signs of a struggle," the sorceress said. "Whatever did this had surprise on its side."


"More than that," I said. "These men didn't lift a finger. Food half-eaten, swords on the grass...it almost looks as if they're the victims of a spell..."


Sasha was already shaking her head. "I'd be able to feel a spell," she said matter-of-factly. "Especially one powerful enough to kill three men instantly. That kind of power lingers."


I held up one of the corpse's hands, examining the nails. "You don't think your condition might interfere with your scanning abilities?"


When I looked up, Sasha was staring at me, hands on her hips. "My condition?"


I cleared my throat. "The whole 'being a ghost' thing," I said mildly.


She scoffed at me. "I'm dead, Kahlen - not stupid," she said. "Besides, you never seem to complain about my condition when I crawl into your sleeping bag at night..."


I bit back a sigh. I didn't mind one bit when she did that


Sasha was extremely talented in bed, and it had been a damned long time since I'd had companionship of any kind on the road. Much less that of a gorgeous woman. And despite her sarcasm, I didn't mind when she decided to show herself and give me advice on a strange situation like this one. It was just taking some getting used to.


When I met Sasha, she'd been living in a mansion overlooking the picturesque village of Heatherhill, a burg in the middle of nowhere. She was occupying the basement, convinced that she'd discovered the secret to everlasting life. In truth, she'd been a victim of a decades-old purge, murdered and haunting the remains of her old laboratory.


I'd tried to make her understand what had happened, to convince her to move on and go to the other side. Instead, she'd stopped haunting the house - and started haunting me instead,


Oh, and we'd had sex. Quite a lot of it. Like I said, it had been along time. And I didn't have to worry about contraception or being too rough with a woman who was actually a spirit.


"If you don't wipe that look off your face," Sasha said, the corner of her mouth tuming up in a smirk, "I'm going to start disappearing at night. How long will it take for you to turn to self-abuse in desperation, I wonder?"


I decided she was joking. At least I hoped she was joking.


"You'd never do that," I said with a smirk of my own. "You like getting fucked too much. Makes you feel alive."


She pulled a face. "You are impertinent," she said, but there was a little bit more of a sway in her hips as she surveyed the clearing. "Either way, we're not liable to discover who or what did this without more information. There's no profit in investigating unlucky hikers, Kahlen..."


"They weren't hikers," I said, catching a glint of something on one of the bodies. "I'm pretty sure they were soldiers."


That piqued her interest. "Soldiers?"


"Local militia," I grunted, turning the body over. "Look at the colors. And what's this...?"


I held up a piece of silver jewelry that had been around the man's neck. It looked like it had been a tight fit when he'd been healthy and alive. "Good-luck medallion," I said. "Shape of a crow's head. Might be a way to identify the bodies."


Sasha nodded, then looked out into the treeline. "We'll have to ask around in town," she said.


That brought me up short. "Town?"


She grinned at me, bending over the campfire. It made her low-cut top even lower, which almost forced me to stare at her cleavage. "You don't smell it?"


I have a pretty damn good sense of smell, I thought. Seems yours is even stronger. Wonder what magic does that? I tucked the thought in the back of my mind, filing it away for later.


"Smell what?" I asked.


"Food," Sasha said, wrinkling her nose. "And shit. The twin scents of civilization."


That made me laugh. "You missed your true calling," I told her. "You should have been a poetess, not a sorceress."


She looked pleased. "You really mean that, or are you joking? Well, either way it doesn't matter. I'd estimate the town is five or so minutes in that direction." She pointed into the brush.


Interesting, I thought, tucking the medallion into my pocket. These woods are definitely not safe. Might mean work for me...


"Unless," Sasha purred, running a hand down her cleavage, "you'd like to take a break first?"


I looked at her. Then I looked back at the dead guys.


"Not really in the mood," I grunted, nodding back at the campfire. "Maybe once we get into town, we can get a room. It would be nice to have you in a bed for once."


Surprisingly, Sasha didn't seem at all displeased. "Ooh, I can do all kinds of things with a mattress under me," she said lustily. "Lead on, oh Slayer of monsters!"


Now I know you're messing with me, I thought, stomping through the underbrush. I just hoped there wouldn't be any more surprises between here and town.


Chapter Two


For once, Sasha was wrong. It took ten minutes to reach the town.


It wasn't much to look at. The town was bigger than Heatherhill, but nowhere near large enough to be considered an actual city. Although it had one feature that Heatherhill lacked - a large wooden palisade constructed around the outermost ring of residences. At least this one has walls, I thought. Although that implies there's something that needs to be kept out...


"Are you going to stick with me through the gates?" I asked, making my way down the path. "Or would you rather not be seen?"


"I think I'll join back up with you inside," Sasha said. Her legs were already beginning to turn transparent - I could see the sky through them. "I will be watching though, hero. Don't do anything rash or stupid."


"I would never," I said with a smirk. A blink later and I was alone.


Two guards sat by the entrance, engaged in a game of cards. Or at least one of them was - the older of the two stared at his hand with an intense expression on his face. The younger man was looking right at me. Their uniforms looked exactly like the ones I'd seen on the dead men in the woods,


When I came close, the older man's head jerked upwards suddenly. He nearly fell backwards into the dirt as he sprang to his feet, hand reaching for his sword. "Halt! Traveler! State your business!"


"Just a weary traveler," I said, holding up my hands to show I was no threat, "in search of some rest."


The man relaxed - but his younger partner did not. He scanned the treeline behind me, his eyes growing wide. "What about the woman?"


"Eh?" The older man jostled his shoulder. "You see a woman?"


"A red-haired woman," the younger guard murmured, looking around. "She was beautiful. They walked nearly arm-in-arm..."


I let a smirk spread across my face. "Good man, I wish I were accompanied by a beautiful woman. I've been in the woods along time - alas, without female companionship."


Somewhere on the wind, I heard a faint murmur of laughter.


"If it's companionship ye seek," the older man muttered, "you'll probably be heading to Madame Orchid's."


On cue, both men turned and spat into the grass.


Huh, I thought. What's that about?


"There some kind of problem?" I asked.


The younger man looked as if he was about to speak, but a look from his partner silenced him. "Don't want to talk about it," he muttered, turning his attention back to the grass. "You'll find out soon enough, anyway."


"Welcome to town, stranger," the older man said, stepping off the road. "Keep that sword of yours in its sheath, and we won't have any trouble."


I gave him a curt nod. "One other thing," I said, reaching into my pack. "Do either of you recognize this?"


From the looks on their faces, both men knew the crow's head medallion very well. The younger man's face paled, while the older man's expression flushed with anger.


"Ah, damn it," he said, stamping a foot. "Not again!"


Now this was interesting. "Again?"


"That's Pratt's medallion," the younger man said, swallowing hard. "He never went anywhere without it-"


"Tell me something," the older man said, reaching out for the medallion. "Tell me you found these men stabbed, stranger, or tom apart by a bear. Just please tell me ya didn't find them looking like they hadn't eaten in weeks..."


They know, I realized with a start. What the hell is going on in this village?


"That's exactly how they were," I said. "I'm sorry."


The younger man moaned, held both hands to his head, and heaved into the grass.


"I'll kill her," the other guard growled. "I'll fucking kill that bitch. Bringing that monster into our fucking city..."


This place was far from a city, but I wasn't about to argue the point. "There's a monster loose?"


"Aye," the man said, getting a grip on himself. "A fucking succubus. These men weren't its first victims. Ah, damn, Pratt was a good lad..."


I handed the man the medallion and straightened up, brushing a bit of dirt off my thighs. "A succubus?" I asked, trying to mask my disbelief. "Are you sure?"


Succubi were extremely rare: particularly in this part of the world. Most of them had migrated East long ago. And I seriously doubted a creature as powerful as a succubus or incubus would spend any length of time in a backwoods town like this.


But something had killed those men. If they wanted to call it a succubus, it just meant the amount of gold they'd pay to have it caught would be even greater.


"Aye." The guard looked at me with a skeptical eye. "You correcting me, stranger? Think you know more than old Garob about monsters?"


"She fucked poor Pratt right to death," the younger man said, still moaning on the side of the road. "Entranced all of them and fucked them till there were nought left but bones..."


I thought that was extremely unlikely, but didn't say so. Those men looked like they'd suffered, and pleasure had very little to do with it. But I knew better than to look a gift horse in the mouth.


"I think we got off on the wrong foot," I said, clearing my throat. I reached out and took the man's hand, giving it a vigorous shake. "My name is Kahlen. I'm a professional monster hunter."


The look in the man's eye changed in an instant. He'd been squaring up to fight me; now he looked at me like I was the answer to his prayers.


"Are you, now?" he said, rubbing his chin. "If you'd bring that creature to heel, master Hunter, you'd have this town's gratitude."


"I like gratitude," I said. "I also like coin. Is there a bounty out on this succubus?"


He nodded vigorously. "You'll want to speak with Madame Orchid, hunter. Head down the main thoroughfare and look for the building with a flower painted over the door. It's just past the market square, on the left."


"Thanks," I grunted. "Interesting, though. A minute ago, you seemed like you didn't like Madame Orchid very much..."


The man blanched. "It's not a question of like," he said gruffly. "The Madame runs this town. And," he confided, leaning in close and dropping his voice like the Madame was right behind him, "she brought that damn succubus into our town in the first place. You understand what I mean, hunter?"


"I understand," I said. No wonder these men weren't surprised to hear of three deaths less than a half-mile from their walls. Guess I better go see this woman.


"One last thing, Kahlen," the man said, stopping me as I passed beneath the wooden arch. "Be careful. If you take this headache off Madame Orchid's plate, you'll win her favor. But men who win her disfavor..."


They end up like poor Pratt, I thought. "Thank you, Garob. I'll heed your advice."


Chapter Three


"See that alleyway?" Sasha purred in my ear. "Kindly duck in there for a moment, would you? There's too many people around for me to manifest without a scene..."


With a curt nod, I stepped around a fish cart and ducked into the narrow path between two buildings. An instant later there was a shudder in the air, and Sasha appeared with a giggle. "A succubus?" she said, trying not to laugh. "What were those guards smoking?"


"That's exactly what I thought," I told her, glancing back at the street. No one had seen me. "But there's some kind of monster lurking around these parts."


Sasha's face tumed serious. As she stepped closer to me, I expected her to say something about the danger I was putting myself in by hunting this creature. Something timid and womanly like that.


Instead, she grabbed my cock through my breeches.


"So you're going to a brothel," she whispered, her tone equal parts naughty and menacing. "Because that's assuredly what this Orchid woman's establishment is..."


Fuck, that felt good. "I can't control where my bounties come from," I protested, my eyes traveling to her cleavage. Was her dress even more low-cut than usual?


"Mmh hmm," she said, her eyes narrowing. "You weren't planning on going without me, were you? Maybe use a few of the mayor's coins to hire a woman?"


I'd heard enough of that garbage. With a grunt, I slid my hand into Sasha's hair and pulled her to me. My mouth smothered hers, kissing her hard, and her fingers tightened around my cock as she melted against me.


"What would be the point?" I grunted, breaking the kiss. "None of them hold a candle to you."


I could tell that remark pleased her. She nibbled her bottom lip and ground her hips against me. Even against the heat of the afternoon sun, I could feel the warmth between her legs.


"Still," she said, unlacing my pants. "I'm not having you walk around some whorehouse with your big, stiff cock sticking out of your breeches. You won't be able to think with all the blood leaving your head."


"Oh yeah?" My hand slipped beneath her dress, caressed the stiff nipple I found in her corset. "What's your prescription, sorceress?"


She threw her arms around me and put her lips to my ear. "Fuck me," she whispered. "Right here, right now."


It was risky - but that's what made it fun. And to be honest, Sasha wasn't lying about my erection making it hard to think. It felt like someone had stuffed cotton balls in my brain as I hiked up Sasha's skirt and pressed her bare ass against the brick. All I could think of was how soft and wet she was, how perfectly that softness met the hardness aching between my legs...


Sasha let out a whimper as the crown of my cock slid into her folds. "Hurry," she whined, her eyes shining with need. "No time for foreplay, hero - we can do that once we have a bed beneath us."


"Agreed," I grunted, slamming my hips forward. Her fingers tightened in my hair as she arched her back, her inner walls welcoming me into her core. "I'll make it up to you later..."


Sasha laughed madly and pressed my face into her cleavage. "Fuck me, Kahlen. Pound my cunt like a fucking beast the way I know you can..."


With my hands around her hips, I held all the leverage - and used it. I filled her body with long, savage strokes, dispensing with the pleasantries and getting down to hard, fast fucking. Sasha's body shook in my arms, taking me perfectly. She growled like an animal and bit down on my lip, so hard that I tasted blood.


"More," she panted, then turned her head to the side and giggled. "Oh shit..."


I followed her gaze - and nearly hit the ground when I realized we weren't alone. A man in a gray tweed jacket had ducked into the alley, staring intently at passerby. A pickpocket, probably. Only today, he was about to become a witness to public indecency.


Sasha did something with her fingers, wiggling them in a complex pattern over my shoulders. Then she put a finger to her lips, still giggling.


"Shhh," she whispered, her eyes alight with mischief. I tried to pull out of her, but she was having none of it. Her ankles locked behind my hips, welcoming me deeper into her pussy, and it felt so good I wouldn't have pulled out if someone had a knife at my throat.


The man turned - and stared right at me.


Nothing happened.


A spell, I realized with a start. Sasha hid us. Only she didn't silence us, because she put that finger to her lips...


Which meant we had to be very quiet, or we were going to be caught.


When I looked back at Sasha, she had the naughtiest grin on her face. Not a sound, she mouthed, her lips moving silently.


You bitch, I mouthed back. You like toying with me?


In response, she slammed her hips back down on me and clenched her inner walls. A bolt of pure pleasure shot through my body, and I bit down hard on my tongue to keep from crying out.


Sasha put that naughty little finger back to her lips, then started fucking me back.


It was insane. I wanted to cry out so badly - to roar like a fucking monster as I pumped her pussy over and over again. But I had to be silent. So I stared right into Sasha's eyes as I thrust deep inside of her, ringing her g-spot like a fucking bell over and over again as I pushed her right to the brink.


Right as she went past the point of no-return, the man saw a mark and stepped out into the street.


Sasha put her hands around my neck and whimpered into my ear. "Oh fuck Kahlen I'm fucking coming, I'm fucking coming all over your cock...!"


I could feel it. And I could feel myself getting ready to go over the edge, too. Right as she lost control, losing her rhythm and slamming her dripping cunt all the way down on me over and over again as she came, I buried myself balls-deep inside of her and let go.


Finally I did roar. For a moment, I thought I'd been heard - but there was a commotion in the market. It seemed the pickpocket had gotten caught in the middle of his robbery.


Better him than me, I thought, coming down from my peak. I held myself against Sasha for several long moments, my cock moving slowly in and out of her as I put every drop of my cum right into her tight little pussy, pumping her full.


"I shall have to do that more often," Sasha said with a wink as I lowered her back down to the ground. "It was fun watching you struggle like that, Kahlen..."


Before she could say another word, I put one hand on her ass and the other around her throat. She let out a surprised little noise and went still.


"I'm going to make you pay for that," I said, playfully running my fingers up and down her slender neck. "You think you can make me struggle - you haven't seen what I can do with a bed and a few stout pieces of rope, Sasha."


She grinned, no doubt picturing the scene in her mind's eye. "I'm a ghost," she said, putting a finger on my chin. "I'll just wriggle free."


"Not if I draw a magic trap under the bed," I growled, slapping her ass.


"Kahlen! You wouldn't!" But her eyes said she hoped I would.


"Let's go see this Madame," I said, putting an arm around her hip. "You definitely won't need to worry about any of her girls stealing me away now."


"Damn right," she said. "You're mine, Kahlen the Slayer. And I don't intend to share you."


For the second time that day, Sasha was wrong. She'd been sharing me sooner than she thought.


The only thing that was going to surprise her is how much she'd enjoy it.


Chapter Four


I'd hoped that with her lust slaked, Sasha would de-materialize and let me speak to Madame Orchid by myself.


No such luck.


"What a lovely place," Sasha said, clearly not meaning a word of it. "Quite lively for this part of the day, too."


I grunted. She wasn't kidding about that last part. Despite the fact that it was barely mid-afternoon, Madame Orchid's was practically standing-room only. Women in various stages of undress flittered by carrying trays of drinks, while men dressed mostly in the livery of soldiers and hired guards looked them up and down like pieces of meat.


Sasha needn't have worried. Even if she hadn't been with me, I wouldn't have taken advantage or put down any coin. I'd never liked these places - they stank of desperation and a distinctly male flavor of anxiety. Only this place smelled like something else as well.


"Look at them," I said, holding Sasha against me a little tighter. "Look at their eyes."


At first she didn't see it - then, suddenly, she did. "These people are terrified," she whispered.


"Some of them are here to get laid," I agreed with a nod, keeping my voice low. "Most of them are hunkering down. Almost like they expect to end up the succubus' next victim."


I grabbed the arm of a serving girl as she passed by. Her face was painted; she wore little more than a pair of heels and some flimsy lace panties. For a moment after I touched her she looked like she wanted to slap me - then she did a double-taken and froze up.


"Get your Mistress," I growled, letting her go. "I'm here to talk about the bounty on the succubus."


With another fearful glance, the girl put her tray down on the nearest flat surface and high-tailed it upstairs. A few people gave her confused looks as she made her way past them, then quickly went back to their drinking or fondling.


Sasha watched her go with a desultory look, her eyes following the girl's ass all the way up the stairs. Once she was gone, she tumed to me. "Have you ever heard the saying 'what's a girl like you doing in a place like this?'"


"I thought you were worried about me," I said with a grunt. "You thinking of hiring someone for yourself? Was I not enough for you?"


"Not the girl," Sasha said. She looked pleased that she'd made me jealous. I'd have to watch out for that in the future. "Although I'm sure that one's heard some drunk say those words to her any number of times. I'm talking about the place, Kahlen."


To be honest, my own thinking had been along much the same lines. "This is the biggest building in town," I said, examining the walls. "Not too many villages can say that about their brothels. Not many villages this size can even say they have a brothel-"


"It's because of all the soldiers," a smooth female voice intoned.


Sasha and I glanced at the stairwell just in time to see Madame Orchid reach the first floor. Well now, I thought, unable to stop myself from looking her up and down. I bet you have one hell of a story to tell...


"This village may not look like much," she said in her smooth contralto, "but it's a perfect place if you're looking from an escape from the war." She turned mid-stride, snatched a goblet from one of her serving girls, and dismissed her with a wave of the hand. "Soldiers from both sides come here to enjoy one last taste of flesh before dying nobly for their country."


"No one dies nobly," I said, meeting her eyes. "Least of all for their country."


Madame Orchid tossed back her head and laughed. All around the room, eyes went wide. "Oh, I like you already, hunter."


She was a tall, somewhat severe woman either just approaching or just passing middle-age - it was impossible to tell. It was clear that she'd been a very great beauty once, and she was still striking. Her hair was midnight black, with a single streak of gray along one side that she wore across her neck like a piece of jewelry.


"You are welcome upstairs," she said with a smile, gesturing the way she had come. Then her gaze traveled to Sasha. "Your friend, however, is not."


Sasha looked terribly offended. And when she's offended, she's liable to say things that end with me having to pull out my sword.


"This sorceress is my partner," I said quickly, cutting off whatever insult Sasha was about to make. "Any business we can discuss can be discussed in front of her."


"Oh, I'm sure," Madame Orchid said sardonically. "But then she's not really here, is she?"


I stared at her for a long moment, stunned. She knows! I realized. How does she know...?


Madame Orchid took a sip of her drink, waiting for Sasha to say something. When she managed to hold back, she shrugged. "Oh well. Not like I can really stop you, can I? Come on up."


We followed her upstairs. The Madame's room was at the end of the hall on the second floor - it had clearly been the master bedroom of the residence at some point. Presumably before she'd moved in and tumed the place towards its current means of operation. It was richly appointed, the walls covered in tapestries and dominated by a four-post bed that could only have come from the Kingdom of Reveille. Dimly, I wondered how they'd gotten it up the stairs.


"Can I get you a drink, hunter?" Madame Orchid asked, standing over an ornate carafe. "What is your name, by the way? I can't very well give my money to someone who just goes by 'Hunter'..."


"It's Kahlen," I said, taking a seat. "And I'm fine on the drink. Tell me about this succubus."


She pursed her lips like she'd just swallowed something bitter. "I suppose you've heard that I'm the one to blame for all of this," she said, wiggling her hand as if her accusers were all around her. "That I brought her into our town, that I hired her."


"Hadn't heard any of that," I admitted. "Although I ran into three dead soldiers on the way here, less than a mile from the walls. They looked like they'd been sucked dry. I was actually wondering if it was a succubus you were dealing with at all."


"It is," she said. "I did hire the bitch. You know how rare succubi are in this part of the world? Oh stop, I know - you're a monster hunter. You know all about it."


I had been about to open my mouth. Standing next to the doorway, Sasha coughed politely.


"How'd you meet this succubus?" Sasha asked.


Madame Orchid shook her head. "It doesn't really matter, does it? She's gone now - taken to roaming the woods outside of town, from what you tell me. She won't stop until someone brings her down."


I thought there was a lot that Madame Orchid was leaving out of her story - things that really did matter. But I also knew there was a limit to what I could pry out of people who paid me.


"What happened between the two of you?" I asked. "I get 'hired a succubus' and I understand 'roaming the woods killing soldiers'. It's what happened in-between those two things that has the best chance of telling me where she's hiding."


She clearly did not want to tell me. Her lips formed a tight little line, and she tried unsuccessfully to stare me down. I can't be intimidated so easily, I thought, meeting her gaze.


Finally she crossed her arms under her breasts and harrumphed, beaten. "Ordinary soldiers aren't choosy," she explained, scooting back on the bed and refilling her drink. "They'll fuck any girl with a hole between their legs. But last month we had officers bivouacked outside the city walls. Officers want something fancy - and I don't know if you've noticed, but fancy girls are in short supply around here."


"I'm not interested in the particulars of your business," I said, leaning forward. "Just the facts."


She turned and looked out the window. "There was...an incident," she said, pointedly avoiding my gaze. "It happened a few nights ago. Tara - that was the succubus' name - was in her room entertaining a man. Several men, actually. They had...paid for the privilege."


Sasha growled low in her throat, her hands balling into fists. "It's okay," I said, putting my hand on her shoulder. "I know."


"Your ghost friend have a problem with what happens under my roof?"


"Get to the point," I growled.


Madame Orchid scoffed. "She turned on them," she said flatly, pursing her bottom lip. "Everyone downstairs heard it. By the time my boys got to the room, all four of her customers looked like fucking mummies. Like those men you stumbled upon in the woods, I reckon..."


"No wonder she lost control," Sasha hissed, straining against my steadying arm. "You let four soldiers hold her down and rape her!"


A strange smile spread across Madame Orchid's face. "It wasn't rape, spirit," she said, cocking her head to the side. "Everyone was having fun - and everyone got paid."


"I don't believe you," Sasha growled. "I don't think we should take this contract, Kahlen-"


"The room where all this happened," I said, putting an arm around Sasha's waist. "Has it been cleaned since this incident?"


Madame Orchid looked surprised. "That very night," she said, a little nonplussed. "This is a busy establishment, after all."


"We'd like to examine it," I rumbled, my fingers the only thing keeping Sasha from unleashing her magic. "See if we can't pick up your succubus' trail."


"Of course." Madame Orchid rose with a nod. "If you can control that spook of yours?"


I turned to Sasha and cupped her chin. She looked into my eyes, her expression full of reproach. "How can you work for this woman?" she whispered.


"Later," I grunted, giving her hip a squeeze. At the look in my eyes, she calmed down. Her feet floated back down to the ground, touching the floorboards as her anger faded.


"There shouldn't be anyone there this time of day," Orchid declared, "unless one of my girls was feeling especially frisky. Shall I show you the room?"


"Lead on," I grunted, holding Sasha close. I had some explaining to do to her - and I didn't want Madame Orchid anywhere within earshot when I did it.


I just hoped I could keep her from blowing the place up before then.


Chapter Five


Madame Orchid didn't deign to play tour guide herself. As soon as we were back out in the hallway, she passed us over to a tall, muscle-bound man with dark eyes. He led us to the room, completely silent the whole way there.


The room was small, but tidy. It would have taken a trained eye indeed to detect any signs of a bloodbath. Fortunately, my eyes have seen more than enough carnage to investigate any crime scene.


Or unfortunately, depending on how you look at it.


"The nerve on that woman," Sasha hissed once the man closed the door behind us. "You read between the lines on that little speech of hers too, right? I wish you hadn't held me back, Kahlen, I really do..."


"Quiet," I grunted, putting a finger to her lips. "Her heavy is right outside. Listening to every word we say, no doubt."


"I don't care! Let them hear! What she did to that creature is an abomination!" Sasha was really working her way into a froth. "I forbid you to kill that succubus, Kahlen."


I could see that. If I didn't find a way to calm Sasha down, there was going to be another 'incident' in Madame Orchid's soon. Casting a quick glance over the room to see if anything obvious was out of place, I suddenly came up with a better idea.


"Guard," I growled, opening the door to the hallway a hand-span. The man stiffened, his back to me. "Get me a pen and some paper."


He tumed around slowly. When he spoke, his voice was like a bag of gravel being poured onto the ground. "Why?"


"Do I stand outside of your brothel and tell you how to guard people properly? No? Then don't tell me how to track monsters. Pen and paper, please - I have many notes to take!"


With another rumble, he made his way down the hall. I closed the door and turned back to Sasha. "Help me search this place," I said. "We're looking for any signs that Madame Orchid's story doesn't add up."


"Gladly," Sasha said, grabbing the underside of a mattress and flipping it over with a girlish giggle. "I'd love to leave a mess for that old bitch to clean up."


I almost mentioned that there was no chance Madame Orchid had done so much as pick up a dustpan for decades, but caught myself just in time. With Sasha's help, I tossed over the room, searching thoroughly for any signs of a struggle.


It didn't take long for us to find one.


"Kahlen," Sasha said, staring at a series of deep gouges on the floor beneath the bed. "Is that..."


"Yep," I grunted, acid burning in my stomach. "A sigil."


Someone had carefully inscribed a magical rune on the floorboards beneath the succubus' bed. The craftsmanship made the magical trap I'd used inside of Sasha's mansion look like a kid's finger-painting in comparison. Whoever had done this clearly had an intricate knowledge of spells and occult charms.


"Good Gods, Kahlen," Sasha said, her eyes widening. "What did they do to this woman?"


Before I could answer, there was a knock on the door. "Got what you wanted," the guard grunted from the other side.


I popped the door open a crack and grabbed the items from the man's hands. "Thank you," I said, shutting the door in his face just as quickly.


"Ah," Sasha said, turning her attention away from the sigil (and what it implied) and back to me. "I was wondering why you needed to take notes all of a sudden-"


"Quiet," I scribbled a few words on the first sheet and held it up to her. Won't kill the succubus, I'd written.


"I should hope not."


I shot her a look. Being spied on, I wrote just below it.


She arched an eyebrow and scoffed. "Well, of course we are. I know that. Sorry to deflate your boyhood dreams of being a spy..."


I shook my head. There was one more thing I needed to get across to Sasha, and it had to be said in a way that no one else heard.


Orchid knew you were a ghost, I wrote, putting the pen and pad in Sasha's hands once I'd finished writing. How?


Her face fell as she read it. I could tell she hadn't forgotten this slight, but had tucked it into the back of her mind at the sight of the succubus' lair. She looked around the room, the wheels in her head as she figured out a proper way to respond. Finally she tucked the pad away and pointed at the sigil.


"Magic like this," she said, adopting a didactic tone, "leaves traces behind. Particularly in the case of very strong, very long-lasting enchantments. Do you think we might be able to use this to track the succubus, darling?"


I understood her meaning perfectly. She wasn't talking about the succubus - she was talking about her. So a trained eye might be able to tell that Sasha isn't all she seems to be, I thought, my eyes returning to the sigil. Interesting.


I had a lot more I wanted to tell her. I'd gotten so much from the room already - the pieces were starting to tumble together in my brain the way they always did when I finally had the tiger by the tail. If only we'd secured a nice room where the two of us could have been alone, I could've let her in on my plans.


My musing was interrupted by another knock at the door. Sasha opened her lips to shout, but I shushed her with a finger. "That's not the guard," I said, my enhanced hearing judging the tenor the knock. "I think that's the Madame."


It was indeed Madame Orchid. She glanced over my shoulder as soon as the door was open, examining the mess we'd made of her room.


"Oh," she said dispassionately, her eyes traveling to the sigil. "So you found that."


"How could I not?" I asked, heading off Sasha's anger at the pass. "It was right under the bed."


"Yes, it does need to be close to the subject," she purred, stepping into the room. "I had a thought while I was waiting for you to finish your investigation."


I nodded. "You have a lead on the succubus," I said.


This astonished both women. "Why, yes," Madame Orchid said, her eyes narrowing. "You're a perceptive one, aren't you?"


"I'm a monster hunter," I said with a shrug. "And you wouldn't waste the trip if you didn't have something substantial for me."


Oddly enough, this seemed to satisfy her. "This belonged to Tara," she said, pulling something shiny out of a hidden pocket in her dress. "One of my girls found it with the chain broken after Tara's incident and brought it to me. No use to a human tracker, of course, but perhaps your ghost can use it to find her?"


When I saw what she was holding, my eyes widened. It was a necklace in the shape of a crow's head, the ends of its chain tied loosely together after a break. It could have been the twin of the good-luck medallion I pulled off Pratt's dead body.


"Thank you," I said, taking it. Just as quickly, I handed it over to Sasha. "Are you reading anything off of this?" I asked.


Sasha looked at the necklace like it was a live snake ready to bite her. She took it gingerly between her fingers and closed her eyes. A low humming sound suffused the room, rising in pitch until I could feel the vibrations in my toes.


"Yes," she finally whispered. "I'm sensing a direction. We can use this."


"Excellent!" Madame Orchid clapped her hands together, like a King announcing the end of a meeting. "Please make quick work of this creature, master hunter. This town is ever so frightened of that succubus - you'll be restoring a lot of peace to this city. And you will have my gratitude."


I've heard that's a very powerful thing, I thought, eyeing the woman. I'm starting to understand why.


"Let's go, Sasha," I said, taking the sorceress by the arm. "Trail's getting colder by the hour."


"Alright," she said - but her eyes asked an entirely different question. What are you planning, Kahlen?


I wished I could tell her. And maybe once we were out of civilization, I could explain things.


Chapter Six


I didn't get the chance. Because I was no more than a hundred yards into the woods when I realized we were being followed.


"Alright, Kahlen," Sasha grumbled, oblivious to the faint sounds of snapping in the distance. "Just what the hell is going on here? I trust Madame Orchid about as far as I can throw her. And producing this medallion like she 'just thought' of it, total bullshit. And it's the exact same as-"


"Stop," I said, warning her with my eyes. I nodded at the treeline behind us. "How much farther is it to the place the medallion is pointing to?"


"Not far," she said, looking surprised. "Kahlen, are you angry with me?"


I took her hand in mine and helped her over a fallen root. "Not at all," I said, lowering my voice. "It's still not safe to talk, Sasha."


She stared at me in disbelief. "We're in the middle of the woods," she said.


"Even so. Pick up the pace, please?"


Sasha did what I asked. Every minute or so, she tossed a worried glance in my direction. "I've never seen you like this," she whispered at one point.


"What? Determined?"


"No," she said, practically mouthing the words instead of speaking them. "Frightened."


I wasn't - in fact, I was pretty sure I'd figured out exactly what happened to those men. But I had to rely on Sasha's trust for just a little bit longer.


Finally the medallion's humming grew so intense that even I could feel it. "We're close," Sasha said. "Whatever it is, it's only a little bit further."


It turned out to be a cave - a remarkably well-hidden cave. I practically tripped over the entrance, huddled as it was between two parallel inclines in the deep, leaf-covered earth. If it hadn't been for the medallion, we would have missed it. No one would have been able to find it.


A glance at Sasha confirmed she was following the same train of thought. "I don't like this, Kahlen," she muttered.


"You don't have to like it," I said firmly. "You just have to trust me. You have a light spell ready?"


Sasha shot me an angry glance, then spread her arms. A faint glow enveloped her - more than enough for us to find our way in the darkness.


I nodded. "Let's go."


The cave smelled like moss and frost. Sasha wrinkled her nose as we made our way deeper into the darkness, but I didn't mind it one bit. I was used to monster dens reeking of blood - here, the lack of it was more shocking than anything I did smell.


"Look at this," Sasha murmured, angling her arm downward. "Tracks."


"Recent ones," I agreed. "Getting close now."


Just then, the narrow passageway opened up into a much larger chamber. From somewhere off in the distance, I heard the sound of running water. Almost at the same moment, I heard a louder, more insistent sound - a woman's sobs.


"Shit," I said, advancing into the chamber. "It's Tara. Bring the light, Sasha."


The succubus was lying in the middle of the floor, her clothing tom and rumpled. It looked like she'd run straight here from Madame Orchid's brothel and hadn't gotten up since. In the shadow she could have almost passed for a normal, if beautiful, human woman - but a second glance revealed the small horns protruding from her forehead and the coiled tail dangling between her legs. Her long dark hair hung down her back, almost all the way to the tail.


She felt me coming close and cried out, trying to crawl away. Which she wasn't able to do, because she was tied to the floor.


"Fuck," I muttered, shaking my head. What a shit show. "Tara, I'm not going to hurt you. My name Is Kahlen, and this is Sasha. We're here to help."


She stiffened, then relaxed. "Please," she whimpered, her violet eyes flashing in the darkness. "Please don't make me go back there..."


I sighed with relief. "You're never going back there again," I assured her, drawing my sword. A few quick slashes broke the ropes binding her. "Can you stand up?"


She looked up at me in amazement. One look at her face and I understood why men would pay nearly any price to spend


a night with her. "I...I think I can," she said.


"Good. Because there's a man following us, and once he realizes I'm not going to kill you, he's going to try to kill me."


Her mouth dropped open. So did Sasha's.


"Excuse me?" the sorceress asked, hands on her hips. "What did you just say?"


"We have to get out of this cave," I said, helping the succubus to her feet. "If it is who I think it is, I can handle them - but it would be a hell of a lot easier on open ground."


I rushed both women back to the entrance of the cave, ignoring Sasha's questions. I would have loved to answer them, but there wasn't any time. Any hope that there was faded the second we stepped into the light. A man stood at the edge of the clearing, carrying a club the size of an ox's hind-leg. Wicked looking metal spikes had been punched through the wood, giving it the appearance of a mace wielded by a giant.


One strike from that, I thought, and I'll be toast. Better not get hit.


Sasha gave a start and pointed. "You?" she said, her brows furrowing in confusion. A little laugh of disbelief escaped her lips. "You're Madame Orchid's guard. What are you doing here?"


The man who'd given me a pen and a pad of paper passed his weapon from one hand to the other, his eyes only seeing me.


"Sasha," I said, readying my blade. "Guard Tara. Let me handle this."


But my sorceress was much too fierce for that. "Like hell I will!" she yelled, sparks flying between her fingers. "You guard her!"


A wave of flame erupted between Sasha's outstretched hands. It rolled towards the man, engulfed him like a bonfire - and passed over him unscathed.


He grunted and took a step forward.


I don't think I'd ever seen Sasha so completely deflated. "What the utter fuck?" she asked, her eyes as wide as saucers as she watched the man approach.


My sword left its sheathe with a metallic ringing sound. "Magic is useless," I explained. "He's not human, Sasha. Not anymore. He's a Thrall."


"A Thrall?" Sasha looked more confused than ever. "Thralls belong to vampires, Kahlen. They serve them. Who..." Her expression hardened. "That fucking bitch..."


I straightened up, rolling my shoulders, then dropped into a stance. "It's got to be steel," I muttered, half to Sasha and half to myself. "Come on, big fella. You still want to tell me how to do my job?"


The man grinned. For a moment, he looked almost charming - then he leapt into range and struck.


The club whistled as it passed through the air, fast and deadly. I rocked back on my heels just in time - the weapon missed my stomach by inches. There was no time to marvel at how close I'd come to having my guts ripped out. The motion took him past me and to my right - I spun on my heel as he recovered and struck at his unprotected throat.


There was a hiss as the blade sliced through flesh. A surge of triumph blossomed in my chest - then I was sprawling in the dirt. He'd caught me with a backhand. Not with the weapon, otherwise I'd have been dead - he'd flailed out with one large, meaty fist and smacked me right in the abdomen.


A shadow fell over my face. The Thrall shifted his weapon to both hands, smiled viciously down at me.


"Got what you wanted," he said, his grin stretching to the point that it no longer looked human.


He brought the club down with all of his strength - and smashed it into the ground. I rolled away just in time, springing to my feet. I brought up my sword to block the follow-up blow, but it didn't come.


I saw why immediately. The cut I'd made in the Thrall's neck was spurting crimson. It soaked his shirt, the dark stain spreading down to his belly. Yet it was like he didn't even notice.


He pulled the club out of the muck, mud dripping from the spikes. He swung again and again, each time coming close enough for me to feel the wind from the weapon's passing. I backed up, moving from side to side, waiting for the wound to finally bring the giant down.


Just a little more, I thought hopefully. You can't stay upright forever losing that much blood-


Something hard pressed between my shoulder blades. I'd backed right into a tree.


The Thrall saw my mistake and grinned. I did the only thing I could to avoid the blow - I dropped down. I'd intended to sink to my heels, but something gave beneath me and suddenly I was sprawled on my ass, staring up at the giant.


His club smashed into the tree, sending a spray of bark in all directions. Then, with the calm of a predator who knows its prey has been cornered, he lifted the club one-handed and prepared to bring it down on top of my head.


A branch shattered across the creature's back. More amused than angry, it turned around. To see Sasha standing with the remains of the branch in her hand, the succubus Tara standing just behind her.


"Run," I gasped, trying to bring the Thrall's attention back to me. "Sasha, don't-"


There was a blur in the air, and then the Thrall was on the ground.


Hot blood splashed against my face.


For a moment, my confused brain insisted some kind of animal had charged out of the brush and attacked the man. Then I noticed that Tera was no longer standing next to Sasha, and everything became clear.


Roars of pure animal violence filled the forest as Tera tore the Thrall to shreds. She struck again and again, tearingly blindingly at the man's flesh with pure ferocity. I got to my feet and watched, mouth agape, as she let loose every ounce of her frustration and horror.


"Oh my Gods," Sasha murmured next to me. "She's so powerful. So dangerous. So fucking hot..."


Before I could respond, Sasha took my wrist and slipped my hand beneath the front of her top. Her nipple was as hard as a diamond.


"This woman needs to join us," Sasha purred, watching the succubus with a gaze that was half awe-inspired, half lustful. "But first, we need to teach the person who hurt her a very painful lesson."


Tara looked up from the wreck that had been the once-powerful Thrall. Blood covered her chin; her nails retracted back into slender fingers as she abruptly realized the man was long dead.


"Are you okay?" she asked me, her eyes glowing violet. "He didn't hurt you?"


"I'm fine," I said, shaking my head. I still could barely believe this was real. "Are you?"


She stared down at her blood-stained hands. "I was hurt," she whispered, half to herself. "But I'm getting better."


"Tara," I said. "I want to make sure this doesn't happen to anyone else. And from what I just saw, you probably want that just as much as I do - if not more. Will you help me?"


She glanced back over her shoulder in the direction of the town. Her eyes filled with tears, which was a level of emotion I hadn't expected from someone who'd just gotten finished tearing a man apart with her bare hands.


"I don't want to go back to that place," she murmured.


"No," I agreed, helping her to her feet. God, she was fucking gorgeous. Even covered in blood. And Sasha thought that made her even hotter, which was something I'd have to discuss with her later. "Never again. We burn it to the ground."


She stared at me, something brimming behind her eyes. "You saved me," she said thickly. "Yes, I want to help."


"Good." Sasha took her by the arm. "Lead the way, Kahlen. I'll help this one get cleaned up along the way."


I'm sure you will, I thought. If you don't find some way to fool around behind my back on top of it...


But that could wait until later. Right now, I was spitting mad. And Madame Orchid was going to learn it didn't pay to abuse weaker beings.


Chapter Seven


She knew we were coming.


Of course she did. She'd felt it the moment her Thrall died - she'd probably even experienced an echo of the wounds that killed him. So she was well aware that the succubus she'd employed was free, and that I was coming for her.


Consequently, she met us at the gates.


"Ah, Master Hunter," she purred, amplifying her voice with magic as we came out of the trees. "So good to see you again. Although I am less pleased that you did not fulfill the terms of our agreement..."


A phalanx of guards stood just behind her, forming a wedge around the entrance to the town. Clearly they were spoiling for a fight. What had Madame Orchid told them? I wondered.


"He brings the succubus!" one of the guards screamed. "The Madame speaks the truth! She's ensnared him with her dark magic!"


"Enslaved him with her cunt, more like," another guard snickered.


Ah, I thought. That old line.


"I have to admit - this is a pretty good gig," I grunted, drawing my sword. "For a vampire."


Madame Orchid didn't look surprised in the least. "A what? I'm so sorry, hunter - it seems you've let your guard down. That little slit has gotten into your head and made you believe all sorts of lies..."


"You're at your conjunction, aren't you?" I shot back. This time she wasn't all smiles - she stiffened up in a way that let me know I'd clearly hit a nerve. "No wonder you got greedy."


I should have figured it out sooner. Vampires - particularly ones as old and powerful as the creature that called itself Madame Orchid - rarely needed to feed on fresh blood. The Thrall she employed at her brothel probably served all her needs for years. The only exception to the rule is the vampire's conjunction, a period they enter into roughly once every ten to fifteen years. At its approach, a vampire gorges itself on victims, then enters a period of hibernation.


Most vampires who managed to insinuate themselves within urban areas ended up getting caught just before they went into hibernation. It was the source of all those rumors about them sleeping in coffins at night. And Madame Orchid was no exception.


"Hiring a succubus - that was a stroke of genius," I said. "A convenient nonhuman to blame all the deaths on. Even if those deaths don't resemble the work of a succubus in the slightest."


"Who could tell?" she asked, bearing her fangs. "These people are all country bumpkins. They're all under my control, whether through magic or good old-fashioned coin. None of them could tell a demon from a dildo."


"Except for a monster slayer," I said, taking a step forward. I had to do this the smart way. "Who knows exactly what you are and how you operate. Which begs the question, Orchid - why hire me at all? You had to have known I'd figure this out."


I expected the question to carry at least a little emotional weight. Instead, Madame Orchid simply shrugged.


"You were the last piece of the plan," she said, examining her nails. "Someone comes to town because of the bounty, kills the succubus, and wouldn't you know it all the murders stop right after. No questions, no loose ends. And if you had just been smart enough to keep your fucking mouth shut, you'd have a bag of gold and a night with whichever two of my girls pleased you the most right now. Instead, you're going to die. See what morals get you?"


I shook my head. "You're wrong. You're going to die here, Orchid."


She tossed back her head and laughed. "Oh, come on. You're not an idiot, monster slayer - you know you can't kill me. I'm way above your pay grade. Much too powerful for you."


"You're right," I conceded. "I can't. But there's one mistake you haven't realized you've made."


She snickered. "What's that?"


"Lady," I said. "You picked the wrong fucking succubus to hire."


For a moment, her face showed only confusion. Then she realized, and whipped around. But it was too late.


The Tara standing next to Sasha disappeared, nothing more than one of the sorceress' illusions. The real Tara was standing right behind her. In full demonic form, claws outstretched.


Madame Orchid barely had time to scream before the succubus was on her.


I sprang forward, sword in hand. The guard at the head of the formation moved towards Orchid instinctively, shielding her - but I wasn't aiming for Orchid.


My sword sank just beneath his armpit, spearing him neatly. He fell, and then three more guards encircled me. It was a whirlwind of a fight. The guards fought well, but they didn't have much of a chance. There was nothing protecting them from Sasha's magic. Bolts of fire shot over my shoulders, lighting men ablaze like bundles of tinderwood. I slashed a man across the throat, blood spraying across my armor, and shoved him into the boards of the palisade.


Smoke filled the air. The whole place was starting to burn.


The remaining guards turned as one to see a flood of people pouring out of the front gate. Screams cut through the sounds of battle as the terrified populace fled the flames, spilling out into the forest. The men who were left dropped their swords and melted into the crowd, choosing retreat over certain death. The blaze around Sasha's fingers winked out, the sorceress looking pissed off that any further magic would cause civilian casualties.


I walked against the throng and found Sasha. Pulling her to me, we walked around the side of the entrance, looking for Tera.


What we found was a grisly scene.


Tara stood a few feet away from the crowd, eyes closed as she slowly transformed back into her fully-human appearance. Around her on all sides was little that could be called a part of Madame Orchid - it was mostly just blood and gore. Except for the monster's head and upper torso, which had come to rest against one of the smoking palisade walls.


It was the head of a mummy, wizened and dried-out for centuries. It could have been the twin of one of the men she'd attacked and drained.


"She was old," Sasha said, getting close to the head. "Very old. If she'd had time to attack, Kahlen, there'd have been


nothing we could do."


I nodded, swallowing back the ball of acid in my stomach. Knowing that the plan had worked didn't take away the thought that if anything had gone wrong, we'd all have been dead.


"It worked," Tera said in amazement, opening her eyes. "How did you know it would work?"


"She barely looked as Sasha the first time we came here," I said, nodding at Orchid's remains. "She dismissed her as a 'ghost' and promptly forgot she existed. Looking back, I think her reaction was more than a little bit of projecting."


"Vampires don't get to be that old without doing things they regret," Sasha said, turning away from the flames. "Probably I reminded her of things she'd rather have forgotten."


"Either way," I said, "she didn't give Sasha a second glance. So she never checked to see if the succubus with her was, in fact, 'really' here."


Tera looked up at the sky like she couldn't believe she was seeing it. I wondered how long it had been since she'd been outside.


"I'm...I'm free," she said, tossing back her hair and screaming for joy. "I'm free! I can do anything I want now, anything!"


"Yes, well...we'd like to have a talk about that," Sasha said. "But not here. Why don't we go somewhere more comfortable?"


Tera's eyes lit up. "Oh yes," she purred, all demure and submissive. "I owe both of you so much, don't think I've forgotten. Thank you, thank you so much for freeing me..."


Sasha shot me a naughty look over the succubus' shoulder. Threesome, the sorceress mouthed, shoving her tongue in her cheek in the international symbol for blowjob.


I sighed and shook my head. She's insatiable, I thought.


Poor girl has no idea what she's in for.


But, as it turned out, she did.


Chapter Eight


"Somewhere more comfortable" tumed out to be the inn of the next town over. News of the fire had preceded us, but somewhere along the way the details had gotten mixed up. No one gave three weary travelers a second glance as I put down the coin for a room and some dinner - and if they did, the sight of gold quickly stilled their tongues.


"Finally," Tera purred once the door was closed behind her. "I know you asked me to tuck in my tail, but it hurts..."


Sasha threw herself down on the bed, then kicked her legs up like a schoolgirl. "If they knew what you were," she said matter-of-factly, "there's no way they'd let us stay here. There's too many people downstairs who have the word succubus on their lips still."


"Then I'm glad," she whispered, letting her hair fall down her shoulders so that it no longer hid her horns. "But I can take care of myself."


"Can you?" I asked. I knew Sasha wanted to get to the fun part, but this was a discussion we needed to have. "No offense, Tera. But you were sorely taken advantage of by Madame Orchid. That kind of behavior isn't even uncommon - non-humans aren't exactly popular around these parts."


"There are all sorts of monsters waiting to hurt a beautiful young thing like you," Sasha said, putting her fingers to the succubus' chin,


"Yeah," I grunted. "Most of them even call themselves human."


Tera shot Sasha a wicked little grin, letting the sorceress' hand stray lower. "So what you're saying is," she mewled, her violet eyes flashing, "is that I'm a dumb little slut who doesn't know what's good for me."


I started. "That is not what I'm saying."


"That's exactly what I'm saying," Sasha purred.


"No, you're so right," the succubus said. Her eyes did something with Sasha, and all of a sudden the two were practically in each others' arms. "I'm weak and helpless - I need a big strong Daddy with a sword to keep me out of trouble. And punish me when I get into it anyway!"


I opened my mouth, but Sasha cut me off. "Kahlen." "What?"


"Don't you dare spoil this for me," my sorceress growled. "Get out of those clothes and on the fucking bed. Now."


I sighed and pulled off my shirt. Oh well, I thought. It's one way to get what I want. And the two of them together do look fucking amazing...


Any doubts I had about the threesome melted away the first time Sasha guided my mouth between Tera's legs. The succubus was wetter and tighter than any woman I'd ever been with, and so responsive to pleasure that it took no time at all before she was grinding and moaning as I sent her over the edge.


"You are so fucking gorgeous," Sasha purred, grabbing the succubus by the horns. "I need you, Tara. I need you right fucking now..."


When I looked over, Tara had her face between Sasha's thighs and her big ass stuck up in the air like an open invitation. Juice dribbled from her slit down her thighs, the feral tang of nonhuman pussy filling me with the desire to lose all control.


"Careful," I growled, mounting Tara from behind. "You seem like you like this girl even more than you do me."


"Doesn't matter," Sasha panted, unlacing her top. "I'm haunting you, stud. That means you get all of me. The total fucking package..."


I groaned as the head of my cock slid into the succubus' folds. Tera was more than ready for me - she was practically begging for it. She wiggled her ass back and forth, spreading her pussy lips with her free hand while she ate my woman's cunt. Sasha tossed her head back and whimpered with delight as the succubus' long tongue filled her, grinding against her clit.


One hard thrust of my hips and I was inside of Tera. It. Was. Incredible.


I'd been with human women before. But I'd never felt anything like this.


It felt like Tera was moulding herself around me, tuming her inner walls into a perfect sheathe for my cock. Her tail twitched and curled as I fucked her, driving balls-deep into her dripping pussy over and over again.


"Pound her, baby!" Sasha grabbed the succubus' horns and pressed her deeper into her cunt, watching me fuck while she rode her face. "She's going to cum, can't you feel it? The little slut is already going to cum all over your big cock...!"


It certainly felt that way. Tera's walls spasmed around me, clenching around the base of my cock as she went over the edge. Violet light shone between Sasha's thighs as her eyes lit up from the pleasure.


"Fuck, I'm not gonna be able to hold out much longer," I said, giving Tera's sexy ass a spank. "This is too fucking good..."


"I want to see you cum on her," Sasha purred, lifting the succubus' head. "Tum around, slut. Get ready to take your Master's load..."


Master? I wondered. But then, succubi usually had a Master. It was likely the whole reason she'd fallen for Madame Orchid's trap - because she was literally born to serve. If I were her Master, it would make things a whole lot easier...


Tera tumed to face me, pressed her flawless breasts together with her arms, and ran her long tongue around her lips. Her fingers wrapped around my base, pumping me hard inches away from her open mouth.


"Cum for me, Master," the succubus begged, her other hand working between her thighs. "Paint my fucking face with your seed! Make me pretty, Master! Give me every drop of that sweet, sweet load...!"


I roared with pleasure as the sight and sound of the two women sent me over the edge. The crown of my cock erupted like a geyser, spraying the succubus down with thick ropes of spunk. She laughed triumphantly as it coated her, glazing her face and breasts with more semen than I'd thought my balls were capable of producing.


When I came down from my peak, I felt dizzy and drained. Tara giggled and scooped up a gob of my seed, running it over her tongue. "So good," she whimpered, swallowing greedily. "You taste so good, Master."


"Be a good slut and share," Sasha said, kissing the succubus hard. The two of them shared my load, passing it back and forth between them until it was impossible to tell who had gotten more of it. Sasha bent down and buried her face in Tera's breasts, swirling her tongue around to get every single drop.


"So much energy," Tera groaned, riding the high of my seed. "So pure. So much better than anything those men could give me..."


"Those men are never touching you again," I said in a harsh voice. "You belong to me now, Tera. Your gorgeous succubus pussy is mine. And so is every other part of you. So don't even think of taking other work-"


She giggled and pulled me close. "I knew you'd come around," the succubus whispered, grinding herself against me. "Master."


Realization hit me. "You two planned this," I said, sounding not entirely displeased.


Sasha shrugged. "Had to get you to agree to a third somehow. No man can resist two gorgeous women throwing their cunts at him, now can they?"


With a grunt, I slapped Sasha across the face. She let out a yelp, her thighs clenching together as the pain and pleasure mixed. "You bastard..."


"Tera was wrong," I said, putting every bit of command I could muster into the words. "She's not the one who needs punishing. You are."


Sasha's mouth dropped open, her eyes filling with lust. "Oh yes," she purred, putting her arms over her head. "I've been a wicked, naughty sorceress, Sir. I need you to hurt me - to put me right back in my place..."


I couldn't take any more. Nobody could have resisted talk like that. I grabbed Sasha by the shoulders and pressed her down onto the bed, her face buried in a pillow. I was so excited that I tore her skirt as I ripped it off, throwing it into the corner with a swear.


"Come here, Tara," I commanded. "I want you to help me with this."


The succubus was more than eager to comply. "Yes, Master?" Tera asked as she stared at Sasha's ass. "What would you like me to do?"


"Put that gorgeous tongue of yours in my girl's pussy," I said, watching Sasha moan and writhe just hearing the words. "While you do that, I'm going to be punishing her..."


The succubus' eyes went wide as I drew my sword. But a moment later, when I slapped Sasha with the flat of my blade, she understood.


"Yes," Tara groaned, burying her face in Sasha's slit from behind. "She's so fucking wet, Master. She loves this so much..."


I brought the blade down again, and again. Sasha screamed each time it fell, her ass reddening beneath the steel - yet her thighs clenched, grinding harder and harder against Tara's face. I got it all out; all my frustrations, all my worries about how things were going to tum out. All of it ended up across Sasha's pert sorceress ass.


Finally she could take no more. "Fuck me," she begged, her face rising from between the pillows. "Kahlen, fuck me, please!"


"Are you sorry?" I grunted.


"If you don't stick that cock in me right this instant, I'm going to-"


Smack! I brought the sword down even harder. "Are you sorry?" I said, sliding a hand around her throat.


Everything inside of her collapsed, giving in to the pleasure. "Yes," she whimpered, needy and submissive and beaten. "I'm so sorry, Sir, I'm so sorry! I'll be a good girl for you from now on, just please please please fuck me! I need your cock inside me so fucking bad...!"


A moment later, it was. Tera might have had Sasha beaten on the tightness front, but I'd never felt anything so utterly ready for me. My sorceress' cunt welcomed me home, spreading wide as I pumped her like a piston. Three more thrusts and she unraveled. Her screams shook the walls as she came, a torrent of juice coating my cock.


"Yes Kahlen please cum inside me please, oh fuck I want to feel you cum need to feel you cum..."


She was babbling, practically incoherent. Had it been my cock that did that, or the succubus' magic? A combination of both wasn't out of the question. It didn't really matter - all that mattered was I was about to cum, and it was going to feel incredible.


"Fuck, I'm so deep inside of you," I grunted, grabbing a handful of Sasha's hair to go even deeper. "You're making me feel so good, Sasha. I'm going to fucking cum inside you now..."


She arched her back and slammed her cunt down on me as hard as she could. In the same moment, I sailed over the peak and crashed. Flames erupted behind my eyelids, brighter than magic as I pumped Sasha's pussy full of my thick, creamy load. It went on and on, Tera's nails raking my back to add to the pleasure as I shot every drop right into Sasha's core,


When it was finally over the three of us collapsed onto the bed, utterly spent. "Holy shit," I groaned, staring up at the ceiling. "That was..."


"Magic," Sasha purred happily, snuggling up next to me. "The kind of magic girls like Tara specialize in."


The succubus' violet eyes blazed with afterglow. "We could have a lot of fun on the road together," she whispered, something akin to desperation in her eyes. "If you'll have me, Master."


I laughed. "I can't believe you think that's in doubt," I said, leaning back against the pillow. "Even after that?"


Sasha laughed and pulled the succubus to her. "I told you he'd let you stay," she said, the submissive woman I'd turned her into gone for the moment. Or at least until I spanked her again. "You'll like him, Tara - he can be a little gruff sometimes, but he means well. He's a good man..."


I closed my eyes and relaxed. Was I a good man? I'd done the best I could, I supposed. A dangerous elder vampire was dead; a succubus who hadn't done anything wrong was getting a second chance at life. That was a win, as far as I was concerned.


"We do have fun," I said, my eyes still closed. "But it is a lot of work, hunting monsters. It's not all fun and games."


Both women laughed, assuring me they knew exactly what I was talking about. I only hoped Tara was as serious on the hunt as she was in the bedroom.


Then again, I'd seen her tear a man apart with her bare hands. She'd probably be fine.


Epilogue


The fire had died down long ago. Only embers remained of the great wooden wall that encircled the town at the crossroads - the meeting place where two great armies sent their men for rest and relaxation.


"We were lucky," the older man said. "Fire ought to have spread to the rest of the town, but when that sorceress got trampled, the blaze was snuffed out. Good for us, eh?"


The younger man doubted that the sorceress had been trampled - in his memory, she'd left with the succubus and that strange man who carried a sword. But he was good at keeping his mouth shut. In Madame Orchid's town, keeping your mouth closed was a survival skill.


The silhouette of her brothel loomed in the moonlight, bathing half the village in shadow. Not a single tongue of flame had made it that far into the city, for which everyone living there ought to have been glad.


Had it gone up, the charms infused within the foundations would have burnt the entire forest to a crisp.


"Strip 'em of anything of value," the older man said gruffly, shoving a sack into the younger man's hands. "And don't think of filching anything. It all goes into the communal coffer. Gonna need it to rebuild: especially without the money Madame Orchid's brought in...


The younger man picked his way from body to body. Some had been stepped on by their neighbors in the panic, some had been too slow and gotten caught in the flames along the city walls. He didn't think much of it until he came to a clutch of guards with stab wounds, their chests and throats tom open.


He straightened up - and that's when he heard the voice. Almost so faint as to be covered by the wind.


"Boy," it rasped. "Boy, help me."


He raced towards the source of the sound. "Oh shit," he groaned as he approached the corpse - for it was most certainly a corpse if any of the bodies he'd seen that day could be called so. It's legs were completely missing, only a torso and a head remaining. "Oh my goodness you're burnt! I'll get you some water..."


"Not thirsty," the thing laying next to the wall whispered. It took him a moment to place the sound that came from the hollow chest. When it clicked, his blood froze.


It was laughing.


"Hungry," Madame Orchid growled, springing from the blood-soaked earth. Before the man could cry out, piercing


fangs punctured his throat.


The world went black.
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