

    
        
          The Reincarnated Demon King's Host Just Wants to Live in Peace, But the Hero Won't Leave Him Alone

        

        
        
          Sierra J Meril

        

        
          Published by Sierra J Meril, 2025.

        

    


Copyright © 2025 by Sierra J. Meril

––––––––

All rights reserved.

––––––––

No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law. For permission requests, contact SierraJWrites at sierrajmeril@sierrajwrites.com The story, all names, characters, and incidents portrayed in this production are fictitious. No identification with actual persons (living or deceased), places, buildings, and products is intended or should be inferred.

––––––––

Book Cover Illustration and Chapter Header Art by Dezaray Shuler (oblivionsdream)

––––––––

First edition 2025


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

Author’s Note

Prologue

1 | A Simple Village Healer

2 | Heavy is the Crowned Head

3 | The Hero’s Party

4 | Definitely Not the One-Bed Trope

5 | Even Immortals Have Beginnings

6 | Embarrassing Encounters

7 | The Duty of the Hero

8 | The Oath That Binds Us

9 | Down at the Tavern

10 | A Demon’s Nature

11 | The Hero’s Day Off

12 | Of Might and Magic

13 | When a Demon Gets Their Wings

14 | A Stupid Thing Called a Crush

15 | The Time We Forget to Cherish

16 | Demon Fever

17 | One’s Dark Desire

18 | Taking Down Your Walls

19 | The Threat of a Hero

20 | Hog’s Intuition Could Give Me Away

21 | A Hero’s Party is a Family

22 | Skies Bathed With Blood

23 | A Demon’s Change of Heart

24 | An Ascension

25 | Absence Makes the Heart Grow Fonder

26 | Haunted by Ghosts

27 | A Path We All Shall Take

28 | We Bleed the Same

29 | A Danger Close to Home

30 | The Hero Eliza

31 | Becoming Something More

32 | Born Again on the Side of Good

33 | Another Difficult Parting

34 | A Future of Peace

35 | Return to the Capital

36 | The Lost Healer

37 | Mending the Wounds

38 | An Audience with the King

39 | Old Flames Die Hard

40 | The Quest Begins

41 | The Healer of the Hero’s Party

42 | Troubles of the Human Kind

43 | Real Love Isn’t Like the Storybooks

44 | One of the Chosen

45 | I Battle My Third Demon

46 | Do You Believe in Ghosts?

47 | Ashenhave’s Peril

48 | Wicker’s Flawless Plan

49 | Wicker’s Flawless Plan (B)

50 | Allure of the Hero

51 | Autumn in Ashenhave

52 | The Target on Your Back

53 | The Demon Lord’s Trap

54 | The New “Demon King”

55 | Hero vs Demon Lord

56 | The Demon King’s Return

57 | The Truth at Last

58 | Trial of the Demon King’s Host

59 | The Demon King’s Heart

60 | Hero vs Healer

61 | Returning Home

62 | The Host and the Hero

63 | With the Changing of the Seasons

Epilogue

The Hero Tasked With Killing the Demon King Falls in Love With a Simple Village Healer

The Reincarnated Demon King Gets a Second Chance to Live

Also by Sierra J. Meril

About the Author



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    To those who heal everyone but themselves
(and those who put duty ahead of all)

      

    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Author’s Note



[image: ]


This novel is Fantasy-Romance for an Adult audience and contains tropes commonly found in that genre. These include, but are not limited to:
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Crude language

Violence and death

Descriptions of torture

Poisoning

Tending to wounds/illness

Mentions of self-harm/suicide

Description of animal corpse

Scenes of consensual sex

Themes of sexual harassment

Mentions of depression/loss/grief

Mentions of familial neglect/abuse
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Most people say the voice in your head is your conscience or the words of your truest self.

Mine is the opposite.

My first memory was from two days after my birth when a voice in my head spoke, raspy and masculine.

Well, this is interesting. Hello, little host. Together, we shall achieve great things.

It took me until age three to realize the voice belonged to the Demon King, Malthios, who had been the sworn enemy of the people of Algeya for centuries. He would have succeeded in conquering the land, at least that’s what he said, but a Hero named Eliza had been born and, with her party of comrades, had defeated him. But there was a rumor that Malthios had cast a spell before he died to transport his soul to the body of another so that he might survive and continue his reign of darkness.

That unfortunate host was me.

Thanks to the demon’s voice in my head, I grew and matured quickly, much to the amazement of my parents who were commoners, neither possessing any magical ability. Luckily for me, they were educated and encouraged my studies, though that did also rob me of my childhood. With such a prodigy, my parents probably hoped I could make them wealthy, so they pushed me to keep furthering myself instead of just having fun like the other village children.

Malthios wasn’t much better. He tried to get me started on the path of evil early, age two in fact, when I could walk, talk fully, and was starting to learn to read and write. But that’s when a snag appeared in his plan to eventually take over my body and return to his place on the throne of demon kind. 

My will turned out to be stronger than his. I don’t know why or how, but Malthios was unable to take over my body or use his magic without my consent, or if I had a lapse of control, such as a strong, sudden emotion like anger or fear. 

That only happened once or twice when I was young, before I learned to clamp down the being inside me. Most of the time it involved the other children of the village picking on me. I was small for my age, and they thought me odd, which I supposed I was. Both times it happened, I was able to get away from the situation before horns grew from my head, wings from my shoulders, or a tail from the root of my spine, my eyes bleeding black with slitted pupils that glowed red. 

It was terrifying, his magic, the raw power of it, but it also felt right, natural like it was a part of me. I wasn’t surprised by this. 

I was the Demon King’s host after all.

The reason I did not follow any of Malthios’s suggestions was not for some higher moral standing, it was just that I didn’t see the point to any of it, and I hated being told what to do. In the early days, when he was learning of his limitations thanks to my disobedience, the Demon King often threw a fit, causing me to become bedridden with headaches so bad it felt like my skull was being split in two. He threatened, telling me he would destroy anything I cared about; he belittled, telling me I was worthless and should be grateful that I had been chosen. But in the end it changed nothing. He was a prisoner in my mind and body while I, in turn, couldn’t have a thought or feeling without him knowing it as well.

Why don’t you just kill me and move to another host? I asked one day when he was bemoaning his situation.

You think that’s a spell I can whip out casually? he snapped back. It took me over a human lifetime to prepare and cast it. So even if you were willing, it would take me years and, at that point, I would just take over and get on with my destruction of you sad mortal races. When you die, I die, kid, so don’t do anything stupid.

Aw, Mal, you care. I mocked.

Don’t call me that.

The true test in Malthios and my relationship, as it was, came when I turned eight and my parents took me to the capital of the human-governed kingdom, Rizaah, to have me tested for magic. It was a normal thing to do, even for the common folk. Anything to ensure a better life for yourself or your child. They were not convinced I possessed magic abilities, but hoped I’d be sponsored to attend an academy or be mentored in a high paying craft.

After only being in my little village surrounded by forests and farms, the capital was overwhelming. I felt caged by the walls and tall buildings and the mass of people pressing in on all sides. I hated it and knew I would escape it the first chance I got. It was interesting seeing more races than I had back home, which consisted of humans and maybe a passing dwarf trader. Once, an orc adventurer had stopped by, asking about any monsters in the area and bartering for provisions. All I knew about the land outside my humble home came from books or Malthios’s memories.

Algeya had kingdoms ruled by each mortal race, with the exception of the orcs who were more nomadic, though the people of the country could live anywhere they desired and cross borders with ease. It was just so one race didn’t get suppressed by another and so resources of a kingdom weren’t stretched too thin. This peace and unity, ironically, was only possible because of the common enemy that was the demons. Thanks to this threat, the peoples had all united many years before, so many that there were barely even any elves alive to remember, forming joint laws for the good of all and cooperating with one another. If they hadn’t, Malthios said he was sure they would have fallen to the demons long ago.

The palace in the very center of the capital city was split into two with a courtyard in the middle that connected them. Half of it was where the King and his family lived and where councils and balls were held. The other half was where magic users and knights were trained, the ones who would go on to serve the royals or become a part of the Hero’s party. While Malthios had been defeated, remnants of the Demon King’s army still lurked across the land, led by the remaining Demon Lords. The Hero’s party continued to protect the common folk from the threat. I could almost feel Malthios vibrating inside me the moment we crossed the capital’s walls. Being here and not reaping destruction down upon it drove him crazy.

The magic test was held in a great hall, the King and his council watching while a bunch of people of all races and magical disciplines waited to bid on us like livestock at auction. I stood with a bunch of children of all ranks and mixed races waiting my turn. There was a giant orb in the center of the room that sensed your magic when you touched it and showed what your ability was. If you had no magic, it would remain dark.

I was terrified, thinking they would find the Demon King’s magic inside me and kill me on the spot. I wanted to flee, but I had nowhere to go. My agitation almost made Malthios come out. But, in the end, I had nothing to fear as I possessed my own magic.

I was a healer.

The glow of the deep emerald green was so bright, it blinded everyone present before fading. People started clamoring at once, eager to claim me, but someone spoke over them, an elf wearing the robes of the court mage.

“My apologies,” she said, not sounding very sorry at all. “But, a person with a gift like this belongs in the Hero’s party. He will be sent to learn from the best healer in Algeya, then enter training with the next Hero when they are of age.”

There was nothing I could do, and my parents just stood by, disappointed that the results wouldn’t benefit them. The next day, I was escorted by the court mage and a group of guards to a town nearby, only slightly less overwhelming than the capital. The greatest healer was apparently the priest who had served in Eliza’s party. He had been badly injured in the final fight, losing mobility in both his legs. Malthios smugly informed me that he had dropped a pillar on him.

You always target the healer first, he added pointedly.

Camden was kind, pleased to have my company and share his teachings. I was grateful that it was him I had been assigned to and grateful that his cottage was just outside town, close to the forest, away from the overwhelm of buildings and people. But I did feel guilt every time he needed my aid or talked about a time when he could move freely. I felt responsible, even though it wasn’t actually my fault. It made me think, as I had many times in my short life so far, would the world be better off if I just took a dagger to my wrists?

I would stop you, Malthios had promised and for some reason, I believed he could.

The years passed peacefully. I was a quick learner, already a stronger healer than Camden as I could pull from the Demon King’s mana, which was greater than any mortal being. An elf could hope to reach a similar level in their lifetime, but demons still always seemed to be stronger. I made sure not to ever take it too far so as not to arouse suspicion. Malthios was also helpful in my book studies. He had lived a long time and had traveled around Algeya so his knowledge on many topics was extensive. Along with training my magic, an adventurer residing in the town, a warrior named Sasin, taught me hand-to-hand combat and training with knives.

“Even though your job is to keep all your companions alive,” Camden said, “you also have to be able to hold your own or guard someone else if necessary. I’m afraid I was not as physically trained as I should have been, but my friends tried to help me improve in our time together.”

When I was maybe four and ten, there came rumors of a new Hero that had been found to be trained to take Eliza’s place. The only weakness of the magic of the Hero was how quickly it burned through one’s body. All Heroes on record had barely made it through their twenties. Eliza had already begun to show signs her time was catching up, the fight with Malthios having taken a lot out of her. It wasn’t surprising she was looking for a successor. I hoped I would never meet them.

Camden talked about the Hero’s party a lot, always with a fond, soft smile on his lips. He promised me there was nothing like those bonds of friendship, something I would experience for myself one day. 

But I knew I wouldn’t, because Malthios and I had made a deal, all those years ago, right after the magic test. 

Mal, as he started to let me call him, would stop trying to take over my mind and body and in return, I would let him have control occasionally, as long as he didn’t do anything against my wishes. Of course, this would only happen when I finished my training and we got far away from the capital and the Heroes, past and present.

The day I turned sixteen, an adult by the country’s laws, Camden told me it was time. A group of guards would come to collect me in the morning and take me back to the capital, to meet the new young Hero and his other companions. We would train together until he became of age and then the charge of purging the remaining demons and protecting the common folk would be passed to us.

That night, I packed my bag with my meager belongings and food for the road. I didn’t even leave a note for Camden, I don’t know what I would have said. Mal and I traveled for two years, doing odd jobs for people we met along the way, trying not to attract attention as we headed farther and farther north until we found a small, peaceful village out of reach of demons and Heroes alike.

Or so I thought.
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“Thank you kindly, Theo,” Raf said, taking the herb pouch I handed him that would help with his son’s fever.

I didn’t smile, I rarely did, but I hoped my expression was soft enough. “No trouble at all.”

Should have let the brat die, Mal said grumpily in my head. The whole village would agree it was for the best.

It is not for us to pass judgment; we aren’t gods, I replied. But I agree.

Not as virtuous as you want to be, eh, kid? Maybe I’m rubbing off on you after all.

I rolled my eyes at that but made no comment. I was just a person, more jaded than most. I bent and picked up the basket Raf had given me as payment, filled with fresh produce straight from the farmer’s fields. Potatoes, broccoli, beets, carrots, peas, and, my favorite, blackberries. It would feed me for a little over a week and meant I wouldn’t have to spend my coin. Worth saving an annoying spawn.

I felt Mal’s disagreement as I left the farmlands, the dirt path turning into cobblestones under my boots. The town of Leafel was small and out of the way, so travelers rarely came by. The draw had grown slightly over the years, as word spread about the town’s incredibly skilled healer. No matter how many times I told the townsfolk not to, they couldn’t help but brag about me. Luckily, few of them ever traveled farther than the next town south and I couldn’t really blame them for their praise. The two things they had to be most proud of were myself and the leader of their meager adventurer party, who was an extremely talented swordsman. This group kept the town safe from beasts, both monstrous and normal. 

Heroes, the townsfolk called them. 

A nuisance, is what I thought of them. 

Their leader was one of the few people in Leafel I actively disliked. He was always hounding me to join his party, insisting on accompanying me when I went to forage in the forest, and many other advances that bordered on harassment. The thought of him put a bitter taste in my mouth, so I popped a blackberry on my tongue to take it away.

You should kick that asshole into next week, Mal said. You could, if you let me have a little fun.

Wouldn’t exactly help and I’d be taking away the village’s only defense, I replied.

Many of the townsfolk—comprised of a blend of many races, more than almost anywhere else I’d seen—waved and smiled at me as I walked past, accepting my solemn nods in response. My hands were full, carrying my basket, but that wouldn’t have changed much. The people of Leafel knew what I was like, that I rarely spoke, rarely smiled, and disliked physical contact. I had always been this way. At first, in my youth, it was a defense, because I didn’t know what would set Malthios off. Now, I still didn’t really want to get close to people. 

Just in case. 

Just in case I had to run again. 

I knew no amount of friendship would save me if anyone found out what I was.

I would protect you, you know, Mal said.

You would protect you, I replied shortly.

Despite our truce, I was under no illusion that the Demon King would hesitate if he got the chance to overpower me. He was an ancient being whose nature couldn’t be changed in a mere twenty-nine years. No matter how much we bantered, no matter what we went through together, I was still just his pathetic mortal host.

I ducked into a small shop sandwiched between a café and a tailor, a bell tinkling over the door. It was dimly lit but cozy, the narrow room ran like a hallway to the back of the building and was lined with shelves to the ceiling overflowing with books. There were also books on the floor in piles that looked chaotic but were actually organized meticulously.

A small creature emerged from the back of the shop and bobbed toward me. The goblin was only about three feet tall, green-grey skin and large batty ears, dressed in a baggy hooded shawl over a brown tunic and trousers, with large round glasses perched on their nose.

“Theo, haven’t seen you in a while,” they said as they reached the front of the bookshop, their voice not high like you would imagine, but deep and baritone.

“Sorry, Nib, been busy,” I said. “I’m out of ink again.”

“Gods above, do you drink the stuff?” Nib grumbled. “I’ll see what I got.”

The small figure disappeared into the back once more. Despite our gruff-seeming greeting, Nib was probably the closest thing I had to a friend.

What about me? Mal asked petulantly.

You’re a menace, I said.

I set my basket down on the front desk as it was heavy and I didn’t know how long Nib would be. My mind drifted as my fingers absently traced the spines of the books. Under the musky smell of books and leather came the sweet scent of baked goods drifting from the café next door.

It was just over ten years since I had arrived in Leafel and decided to stay. I had earned enough coin on my travels to buy a small rundown house on the edge of town just before the forest and fix it up to be my shop. Along with my healing magic, I also sold herbs and potions that I gathered and made to help with common injuries of everyday folk. I slept in the attic of my shop and the potion room doubled as my kitchen. 

I acquired a lot of practical skills as well as simple, everyday spells like mending clothes and cleaning house. I was decent at cooking, gardening, and baking and could handle many minor repairs. I wanted to be as independent as possible, but that also required money and time I rarely had. My garden was mostly cooking herbs and flowers, with space left for produce I wished to grow one day. My shop was no longer falling down around me, but the roof still leaked in one spot—I couldn’t find out why—and the floor in the main room creaked horribly. 

While I had some savings I could use for repairs and upgrades, I didn’t want to drain my future-cottage funds for anything less than an emergency. Although I saved as much as I could of my earnings over the years, I was barely over halfway to the amount I’d need to commission a cottage built.

I didn’t mind though. Life was quiet and peaceful, apart from an occasional encounter with Hayden. The townsfolk treated me with kindness despite my prickly personality and a few of them I could probably even consider friends. That feeling of belonging warmed my heart in a way that was dangerous, far more dangerous than the instant rage Hayden’s presence caused.

This is what you get for putting down roots, Mal said. You are mortal, you can’t avoid getting attached. It’s in your nature.

I didn’t reply, annoyed a demon had to point out my flaws to me. Nib returned, carrying something wrapped in brown paper.

“The pens still working for you?” they asked as they handed me the package.

“Perfectly,” I said, placing it in my basket. “Gets my hands less messy than charcoal.”

The goblin glanced dubiously at my fingers, the index and middle on my right hand baring faded black marks. I offered them three copper coins, but they knocked my hand away.

“Cut it with that, you know I don’t take money from you.”

“It’s been almost three years, Nib.”

“Aye, and I can only use my legs today because of you.”

There had been an accident, part of a shelf collapsing and crushing the goblin’s lower half, fracturing their spine. If I hadn’t been there to call, it was true Nib would have lost the ability to walk. I sighed at the stubborn goblin.

“Can I buy you a coffee at least?” I asked.

“Only if you take a book as well.”

“Deal.”

Leaving my basket behind the desk, we left the shop together, Nib flipping over the sign to say “closed". In the evening, Leafel’s tavern, the Broken Blade, was the busiest spot in town. By day though, the café, Fox Tales, was where everyone gathered. It was late afternoon so the morning crowd had lulled as Nib and I entered, the scent of freshly baked bread and sugar washing over us.

“Well, if it isn’t our village specter.”

Amaya, the owner of the café, waved from behind the counter. A fox beastkind, she had a curvy figure flattered by the silk robe she wore under her apron. Her long hair was about five shades lighter than my own auburn locks, making it almost copper, with her white-and-black tipped ears poking out from the sides of her head. She was one of the only people in Leafel that dared to tease me. I knew she would love to hug me if she got permission, her kind being big on physical affection, but the fact she held herself back from this desire made me appreciate her more.

“Afternoon, Amaya,” I said. “Table for two, please.”

Three, Mal grumbled.

“Sit anywhere, I’ll be right with you,” the fox woman said. “Good to see you, Nib.”

We sat at a table by the window, the goblin having to almost hop onto the chair. Weak sunlight filtered in through the panes and cast shadows across the wood surface. Amaya came to take our order, despite the fact she had two workers who could have done it. Though I only ordered a tea, I suspected I would also be getting an on-the-house pastry after the fox woman poked my cheek and asked if I was eating enough. Nib looked at me over their glasses.

“You do look mighty pale,” they said.

“Long winter,” I tried to joke, looking out the window to avoid the conversation.

The café door opened and two young lads came tramping in, chatting to each other. Their apprenticeships or lessons must have just let out. Most children were terrified of me, which was fine. I wasn’t a fan of theirs either, Mal even less so. Every time we saw one under waist height, he challenged me to see how far I could kick it. Sometimes, I was even tempted.

“That’s impossible. There’s no demons in the area.” One of them said, getting my attention at once.

“I know, but a merchant said he saw the Hero’s party on the road nearby. Maybe they’ll come here!”

“That would be so cool!”

The rest of their chatter faded away and the rest of the noise of the café muffled like I was under water. I wasn’t afraid of a lot, hard to be with the literal king of demons there to protect me. 

I was afraid of people finding out I was Mal’s host as that would surely mean my death. 

Related to that, I was afraid of the Hero and his friends. 

I never met them, never seen them, but I didn’t have to. I didn’t trust my mask to hold in front of them. I was sure they’d take one look at me and see what I was. Mal shared this fear with me, not that he ever told me, but I could feel it. It was understandable, the last Hero had almost killed him. That made a flare of protectiveness rise in me that I instantly quelled, but he felt it all the same.

Aw, Theo, I knew you cared.

Shut up.

“Here you go,” Amaya said, setting Nib’s coffee with a pretty milk leaf pattern and chocolate cake in front of them and then my iced black tea with brown sugar syrup and a cinnamon bun in front of me. “Enjoy!”

“Meddling woman,” I muttered when she was out of earshot, but that didn’t stop me picking up my fork and taking a bite of the iced bun. 

It was delicious.

“Cheer up. I don’t get free pastries,” Nib said, raising an eyebrow. “Though I think you could get anything for free if you smiled and batted those pretty eyes.”

“Fuck off,” I growled even as I felt a flush stain my cheeks.

The goblin smirked, satisfied, and started tucking into their cake. Nib wasn’t wrong, I knew I was attractive by most races’ standards. I had my mother’s heart-shaped face and tapered chin and my father’s rich auburn hair. My eyes however, were strange. It was as if my father’s grey and my mother’s green had blended, making my eyes almost the perfect half of each like a fluorite crystal. I knew if I wanted, I could have all the romantic connections I desired.

But I didn’t.

Having friends was already too much. I should have just kept traveling, I had managed fine for two years, but now, after over ten years of a roof over my head, familiar faces, and not having to constantly look over my shoulder, I knew I couldn’t do it again.

I sipped my tea and glanced out the window at the gathering clouds. I’d already tricked a whole village into liking me, trusting me. I couldn’t trick someone into loving me as well.
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The village burned, the houses resembling blackened skeletons. Thick smoke choked the air as mortals and animals screamed in pain and terror. Any who tried to flee met their end by demon blades. Blood was soaking into the dirt underfoot, the gore adding another stench. It was strange how mortals and demons, despite their many differences, still bled the same color.

Demon King Malthios got only mild satisfaction from the carnage. Mortals were a plague on the world, causing nothing but harm to it and to each other. They didn’t deserve their lives, no matter how short. Their pleading always set his teeth on edge. 

What was the point when they would die and rot away before he even noticed time’s passing? What was so great about living with no greater purpose? What was the point of existing if you didn’t even value it?

There used to be a time when Malthios had been like that, had enjoyed the simple act of living. But those days were long gone, twisted with pain and hatred. He had a purpose now, a goal—though the burning desire it had caused was starting to die a little with every passing decade.

“My king.” Malthios faced Keplo, one of his four generals and a formidable Demon Lord. “Are we done here?”

A higher sound caught Malthios’s ear, like a dog wailing over the death of their pup. It was nauseating.

“Aye, tell the troops to move out,” he said, turning away from the burning wreck.

There was more to destroy after all.
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It was starting to drizzle by the time I gathered my basket, bid farewell to Nib, and walked through town to the outskirts, the trees of the forest looming tall and dark, to reach my shop. The sign creaking in the sudden gust, spring weather quick to change its mood. 

I checked that the garden was prepared for rain before going inside. The main room of the slightly-less-rundown shack was the shop front; shelves of potions, hanging herbs, and the like covering every wall and corner. Behind the desk at the back was a doorway leading to a short hallway with four more opening from it, only two of which actually had doors. These were the one leading straight back into the garden and the one to the washroom while beside it, on the left, were the stairs going up to my loft bedroom and the one on the right opposite lead to my potion room kitchen.

To a newcomer, it would seem past rustic into dump territory, but to me, who had seen how far it had come, the place held its own charm. It was home—one I had built myself, almost literally, and the first one I ever truly had.

I went straight through to the potion room kitchen, setting my basket down on the counter before going to check the roof leak in the corner. It hadn’t started dripping yet, but I put a large bucket under it just in case. The rain seemed to be coming down harder as I lit a fire in the fireplace and began preparations for dinner. I had planned something more labor intensive, but the café trip with Nib meant it was late and I had plans to go foraging tomorrow if weather permitted. Mal had been restless lately with the need to burn some energy and mana. I felt itching on my temple and shoulders where his horns and wings wanted to sprout.

Soon, the stew was cooking and the rest of the produce from Farmer Raf was put away. The ink and book from Nib I had taken up to my bedroom. As I sat at the large table in the center of the room on a chair that was usually at my potion bench, a full bowl in front of me, calm settled into my bones like the warmth from the fire. Even Mal was content, the sounds of distant thunder and occasional flashes of lightning calming him more than a sunny summer’s day.

I was halfway through my stew when there came a hammering on the front door that almost shook the whole shop. It startled me, which was unusual, so much so that Mal almost took over out of reflex, as if it was his job to protect us. I pushed him back as I rose and made for the door. It was not unusual for me to get calls at odd hours and it must be an emergency for someone to have come out in this storm. As my hand touched the doorknob however, Mal suddenly willed me to stop. Which I did because I also felt it. 

There was power on the other side of the door, a presence almost equal to the one lurking under my skin.

Heroes, Mal said, his tone bitter and my stomach knotted.

I took a deep breath, trying to calm my racing heart. I had to answer the door. I was the village healer after all.

They attack, I’ll take over, Mal threatened.

They attack, we run, I replied before jerking open the door.

Seven people who all looked barely older than myself stood soaked and bloody on my porch as if they had just come from a fight. The largest of them, dressed in nothing but a leather kilt and shoulder armor, was sagging in the hold of another three, my eyes skimming over them instinctively in turn. A tall woman with raven hair and scale armor over a flowing dress of white that showed more skin than it covered. The scepter across her back marked her as some kind of priestess mage. Something about her wasn’t entirely human so I guessed she was at least partly faery or nymph. Next, a shorter woman with blond braids and the long, pointed ears of an elf, dressed in green and leather with a bow and quiver at her back. Lastly, a female dwarf, her dark hair, matching the sideburns along her cheeks, done in rows of braids, her skin the color of polished oak. She also carried a staff, a common tool for magic users, and at her side was a black, pot-bellied pig slightly larger than your average footstool with an alarming intelligence in its dark brown eyes.

Beside them stood a human man with blond hair, dressed in the white robe favored by some classes of mages, mostly those with royal positions, and a much shorter figure wrapped in a long, patched black coat and hood, their face covered by a leather beaked mask with blank, dark glass eyes.

In front of them all stood the one who had been trying to break down my door, the one I knew instantly was the Hero.

He was taller than me, annoyingly so, his frame broad and well-built from his training and the magic flowing through his body. He wore a long, gold-edged navy coat under his light leather armor, which consisted of shoulder guard, bracers, and plates on his body that covered his vitals. What drew Mal’s eye, and therefore mine, was the sword at his side. To me, it looked like nothing more than a well-made blade adorned with a few gems, but I felt the Demon King trembling inside me, making my own knees weak.

That’s her sword, Mal said. Eliza’s.

The one that had almost killed him.

“You’re the village healer?” the Hero snapped suddenly, drawing me out of my demon-induced freak out.

That made me look at his face for the first time. He looked absurdly young to be the one carrying the weight of the country, his strong jaw showing not a hint of stubble, his dark hair a mess, as if he were constantly running his fingers through it. But his blue eyes held the same haunted look I knew mine did, of someone who was forced to grow up before they were ready.

I folded my arms. “Aye, I am. How can I help you?”
“Our friend was bitten by some venomous demon spawn a day ago and all our healing efforts haven’t worked. The townsfolk around these parts say you work miracles.”
“Don’t you have a healer in your party?” I asked, but I knew the answer.

No, they didn’t. It was supposed to be me.

“We can do healing spells,” the man in the mage robe snapped. “They have served us well all this time.”

I jerked my chin at their muscled companion. “He’d disagree with you.”

“Are you going to help us or not?” the Hero snapped. “Khal doesn’t have time for this.”

Don’t. Mal’s voice was cold. These are the ones who will hunt us, hurt us if they find out.

I don’t have a choice, I replied as I turned away from the door, saying aloud: “Bring him through.”

My potion room kitchen was not made to hold so many people at once, plus one giant pig. Nowhere in my home was. They swept my cooling dinner to the floor so they could place their companion on the table, the massive oaken slab groaning under his weight. I noticed the tusklike fangs poking from his lower lip and the reddish tone to his skin and guessed he was part orc, a hardy race that did not succumb to poison quickly. Lucky for him.

I tossed my hooded shawl onto my potion bench as the dwarf mage began to unbuckle their unconscious friend’s armor. I could see two puncture marks on his torso that weren’t bleeding but had turned a dark purple, with veins starting to spread under the skin around them. The warrior’s normally tan complexion was ashen and covered in a sheen of sweat.

Basilisk, Mal supplied. He should be dead.

“Have you used any herbs or potions to slow the venom?” I asked, stepping close to the table, eyes still on the wound.

“No, but Avery, Emi, and Viev has been doing revival spells every hour since he was bitten,” the Hero said, right at my shoulder, so close I felt the cool dampness from his clothes.

I glanced around at them. “And you couldn’t eject the poison?”

The blond man, Avery, scowled. “I told you, our healing spells have been sufficient.”

“Tell that to Khal,” the short, masked figure said, supporting my words from earlier. I decided I hated them the least.

Vynnil root should help with any lasting damage, Mal said, but you’ll need to throw all your healing talents at this, kid.

Just what I want to display in front of fucking Heroes, I snapped.

You chose this.

A hand suddenly gripped my shoulder so hard it hurt. and I looked up at the Hero whose pretty blue eyes were furious.

Pretty?

“Are you even listening?” the Hero snapped. “Are you going to do something?”

I did do something then. I slapped the Hero of Algeya across the face. His eyes widened in shock and his companions froze, unsure how to react.

I’m so proud of you right now, Mal said.

“Do not,” I growled, “touch me. You don’t get special treatment just because you’re the Hero. Now, let me do my fucking job.”

The young man’s lips were still parted, and he looked like he was struggling to form words. I didn’t wait.

“You,” I pointed to the elf, the one I trusted to know plants the best. “Start crushing up some vynnil root. The rest of you, hold the big guy down, this isn’t going to be pretty.”

I grabbed a knife from my potion bench, not caring if they listened or not, and stuck the tip of the blade in the fire until it turned red as a dying flame. When I turned back around, the Hero’s party had actually obeyed my orders. The raven-haired priestess had summoned silk bands that had twisted around the half-orc’s limbs, tying them down to the table. She and Avery stood at his feet, the dwarf, who I guessed was Viev, and the masked figure positioned by his arms while the Hero stood by his head. The elf was at my potion bench with a mortar and pestle, plucking a brown shriveled root from the hanging collection of herbs and plants.

“Do five,” I told her as I moved to stand beside the table. “A little overkill for one of his size, but the poison has been in him a long time.”

“Will he be all right?” the Hero asked.

I spared him a look. “I thought you came here for a miracle. Let’s hope you can pay for it as well.”

The blond Avery let out a splutter of indignation. “The insolent—”

With the hot knife, I cut an X across each puncture wounds and fresh red blood spilled out. The unconscious Khal jerked, but his companions lunged forward to pin him down. I casually tossed the knife aside and hovered both hands over the wounds, letting my magic rise. 

Calm, that is how one described my magic. Calm as the sea at sunset, calm as a summer day, calm as the moments before dawn. It was fitting, I thought, as all those descriptions could turn to chaos and destruction in a moment. The deep emerald glow around my hands was almost too bright to look at. I heard the Hero’s companions murmuring to each other, their words muffled as I focused on the poison. I still felt his eyes on me though, could picture their piercing blue depths.

Focus, kid.

I gritted my teeth as Khal jerked under me again, the silk restraints and his companions the only things holding him in place. He screamed once or twice as well. I was too busy destroying the poison that I couldn’t spare any magic to ease the pain. My arms started to shake, but that was the only sign of my fatigue. This was definitely the worst wound I had ever treated.

It’s because of the dark magic, Mal said. Basilisks are demon-made creatures, our magic in their blood and venom.

I felt the last of the poison dissipate and pushed my magic to take away the pain temporarily. Khal’s large body relaxed against the table, his body able to rest since it was no longer fighting the poison.

I stretched out one hand. “Vynnil root.”

I felt the bowl against my palm and sprinkled the powder over the wound like I was seasoning a roast.

“How is he still standing?” I heard Avery ask. “No one should have that much mana.”

I held out my hand again. “Padding and bandages, top cupboard.”

It was the Hero who moved this time, the elf too short to reach the cupboard. I felt his presence beside me as he placed the items in my hand. Mal hissed inside my head. I pressed the two pads to the wounds then realized they’d have to lift their friend up for me to get the bandages around his torso. I looked up at the priestess.

“Can you switch your silky bands to hold these in place?” I asked.

She didn’t answer, just waved her hand and the silk bands unwound from the large man’s limbs and wrapped firmly around his torso, holding the pads in place.

I stepped back and staggered, the toll of using so much magic falling on me like an anvil now that I was no longer focused. The Hero made as if to catch me, but I flinched away from his hands. Thankfully, he stopped. I didn’t know if I’d have the strength to fight him off if he did get ahold of me.

“Tomorrow, I should be able to heal his wounds though it’ll be another three days until he is in fighting shape again,” I said. “He can stay here for the night as he shouldn’t be moved while the root is infusing. You can stay at the tavern in town.”

“We’re not leaving him alone with a stranger,” the dwarf snapped.

“Well, you can’t stay here,” I snapped. “I barely have the space for one of you, let alone seven plus a pet.”

“Could one of us stay, then?” the Hero asked.

I didn’t look at him. I was sure I’d spit in his face if I did.

“Aye, but that’ll cost you extra,” I growled.

“You brat,” the blond-haired Avery snapped. “We are the Hero’s party, we give our lives to protect you from demons. You should show some respect.”

I glared at him. “Respect? You can into my home, demanded help, threw my dinner on the floor, and have I heard so much as a thank you? No, of course not. Because I am nothing to you, even though without me, your friend would be dead.”

I was so pissed, I was surprised Mal wasn’t trying to make an appearance, but he seemed content to sit back and watch me go off. I felt his pride and it shouldn’t have pleased me as much as it did. It was tiring being so restrained all the time.

A silence had fallen. Avery looked like he wanted to continue, but the dwarf punched him in the ribs to silence him, knocking the wind out of him. She and the elf looked at least slightly remorseful. I couldn’t tell with the masked figure, their gloved hands fiddling endlessly, and the priestess’s face looked like she was permanently sucking on a lemon.

“Healer.” I turned to face the Hero who was suddenly on his knees which sent a jolt of surprise and something else much darker through me. “We apologize for how we have behaved; it was uncouth. We are eternally grateful to you for saving our friend and will do whatever we can to repay you.”

He looked up at me then, blue eyes earnest. “Please permit me to stay the night to watch over Khal. It’s my fault he got so hurt.”

Don’t trust him, Mal said. Heroes are all the same.

I sighed and folded my arms. “Get up and stop groveling. You can stay, but I warn you, it’s not much.”

“Thank you,”

I heard the hesitation at the end of the sentence and saw another flash of shame in those sky eyes.

“Theo,” I supplied, taking pity.

I was not expecting to be rewarded with a smile as blinding as the sun and as soft as moonlight that made my heart freeze in my chest and then speed up, so fast I thought for a moment I was dying. Thankfully, the Hero then got to his feet.

“It’s an honor to meet you, Healer Theo. My name is Luca and these are my companions, Khal, Avery, Emi, Genevieve, Bryony, and Wicker.”

“And me,” said a voice with a thick country twang and I glanced down at the hog. “The name’s Cargo. They always forget to introduce me.”

Great, it talks too, Mal grumbled.

I didn’t know how to respond so I just nodded. The priestess, Emi, and dwarf, Viev, returned it while the elf, Bryony, smiled and masked Wicker waved. Avery just folded his arms and scowled. No one seemed to know what to say, and I sighed inwardly, ignoring Mal’s suggestion of using them to make a new door.

“Nice to meet you,” I said. “Now get out of my house.”
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The Hero’s companions still didn’t look happy about abandoning their friends to my mercy, but they trailed out, leaving a wet path in their wake. I rolled my eyes and waved my hand, activating my enchanted mop that started to clean up after them. It didn’t have to worry about wiping away the cooling remains of my dinner because the pig had already taken care of that. I was glad it had left my broken bowl which I magically repaired. I only had two after all.

“Should you be doing that?”

I looked up at Hero Luca’s voice, meeting his blue gaze. I hadn’t forgotten he was there, I just hoped he would disappear. Mal was very aware of him, hissing at me when I turned my back to him.

“I mean,” the Hero continued in response to my silence, one hand on the back of his neck. “You used so much mana already. It’s a wonder you haven’t collapsed.”

“This is nothing,” I said, holding up the bowl. “It barely uses any mana. And yes, I am tired, but magical exhaustion affects me different from most people.”

“Incredible,” Luca said, almost to himself.

I shrugged in response. I could get overtaxed, it just took a lot. The reason I could last was not just Mal’s mana, it was that he told me how demons trained to become so powerful. It was all about balance. Your magic could be strong, but if your body or mind was weak, it would affect your magical ability. So for years, I read, I trained my body, I used my magic regularly instead of saving it, so it became as natural as breathing. In this way, I suppose I was aiding Mal’s master plan to take over my body for his own, but I was sure of my ability to keep him in check.

So confident, Mal said. I’ll find a way, kid. I know you better than anyone.

I shoved him away as I went to get the rest of my stew, which I had been planning to save for my next two dinners, and put it back in the pot over the fire. At the smell of food, the growl of a wild animal filled the room, but it turned out to just be Luca’s stomach. He looked so mortified that it was almost enough to make me smile. 

Almost.

Don’t let an innocent face fool you, you fucking softy.

“Does he need anything?” I asked, gesturing to the unconscious man on my table. “To be more comfortable?”

“Nah, we’ve slept in worse places,” Luca replied, then looked panicked. “By that, I mean the table, not your home.”

That made a laugh try to bubble up inside me, but I swallowed it down as I turned to ladle  out the stew into my two bowls. We sat cross-legged on the floor in front of the fire, Luca leaving a respectful foot of space between us which made my heart go funny in my chest. Usually it took longer for people to respect my boundaries. On a whole, I didn’t like people’s touch and physical contact also implied emotional closeness which I avoided even more.

A closeness I especially wanted to avoid with the Hero.

“How long have you lived here?” Luca asked, his voice soft as if speaking to an easily startled animal.

“Just over ten years,” I replied after a moment, not seeing the harm in it.

“Were you classically trained?”
More of a tricky one. I stayed silent, finishing my stew. I could feel his eyes on me, probably looking for chinks in my armor. Mal was silent, but I could strongly feel his emotions; anger, fear, protectiveness. It was like he cared what happened to me. 
Before I could get up, Luca was already on his feet, offering a hand to take my dirty bowl. I hesitated just a moment, after so long living alone, not used to a simple casual kindness, my eyes searching his face for a trick. I let him take the bowl and watched him go over to my sink to wash up. I had enchantments for that, but I let the Hero feel like he could do something for me. If nothing else, it distracted him from more questions. 

It was strange having someone else in my home. In all my years at Leafel, I had never had anyone over for dinner, or anything more than business in my shop. It was not as unpleasant as I thought it would be.

I left the fire burning so the injured Khal would be warm and slipped off to the washroom. There was no time for a full shower tonight as it was very late already and I didn’t want to let my guard down regardless so, instead, I stripped off my sleeveless tunic and ran a wet cloth over my face and torso.

He’s coming, Mal said sharply before the door, which I hadn’t shut properly, swung open.

“Um.” The Hero seemed abashed, a faint pink tinge appearing on his cheeks as he looked at me.

Oh, this is good, Mal said, surprising me. The Demon King sounded amused.

“Feel free to wash up,” I said, moving to step past him. “My bedroom is up the stairs. I assume you’d prefer that to sleeping on the kitchen floor.”

I didn’t wait for a reply, just ducked around him and headed up to my loft bedroom, ditching my boots at the foot of the stairs. This was the sparsest room in the house, but to me, it was the most personal. This was where I relaxed, the few chances I was able, indulged myself in things that weren’t work. No one had been up here the whole time I had lived in Leafel except for Dale the innkeeper who had helped me get the mattress up. It took up half the space, the low ceiling only allowing it to lie on the floor with no frame, covered with a quilt I had sown myself over almost a year, a patchwork of greens, blues, and browns with hints of red here and there. There was a chest that stored my clothes and an alcove beside the window that I had turned into a bookshelf.

I tossed my tunic into the hamper in the corner, my pants and socks soon following, leaving me in undershorts as I sank onto the edge of the bed. My bedside table was made of a crate on its side with my journal and writing case set inside and a sun crystal balanced on top that illuminated the space. I picked up the leather-bound book and began to record this evening’s events. Keeping notes of all my healing practices and finds, particularly ones as rare as basilisk venom, was a hobby of mine. Hence the reason I was always running out of ink.

I heard the top stair creak under weight and looked up. The Hero’s appearance caught me off guard, for he had shed his armor and coat, leaving him in a simple shirt and pants, both of which showed of the true assets of his body to the fullest advantage. His hair was even more messed than earlier and his face looked freshly scrubbed, though his cheekbones seemed pinker than normal. He still carried the sheathed sword in his hand, the dark red gems glittering against the gold hilt. I gestured to the bed behind me, determined to ignore the awkwardness between us that I didn’t understand.

“We’ll be sharing a bed tonight,” I said. “Is that going to be a problem?”

“Not at all,” the Hero said hastily, walking over and propping the sword against the mattress. “Thank you for your hospitality. I can’t remember the last time I slept in a bed.”

He pulled his shirt over his head as he spoke. I found my eyes trailing the exposed skin, tanned and marred in places by scars, and turned away, setting my things on my makeshift side table again. Why was this so awkward?
Haven’t figured it out? Mal said smugly.
Just tell me, I replied.

No. Consider this a punishment for not listening to me and actually letting the Hero sleep in your bed.

Fuck you then, I snapped back, already on edge.

I felt the bed sink behind me and glanced over to see the Hero climbing carefully under the covers. The bed was large enough that there would be a good foot or so of space between us, but I was sure I would be aware of his presence and blamed Mal’s paranoia.

I covered the sun crystal and slid under the covers. I could feel his warmth even across the space, like a fire burned inside him. The one meant to destroy me. But, as I was always cold,  it was also almost a comfort.

“Goodnight, Theo.” His soft voice drifted through the quiet.

I didn’t reply.
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Malthios sat in the high branch of an oak tree, his back to the trunk and one leg dangling. His black hair was loose, tickling his face and neck as it moved in the breeze. He could hear every movement in the forest around him, every bird flight, every fox step, the trickling of a creek near the foot of the mountains. Nothing could surprise him.

“There you are.”

Malthios absolutely did not yelp, though he did bite his tongue to prevent it, his hand closing around his sword hilt. On a branch beside him sat another demon, her face split in a smug grin. Her auburn hair brushed her shoulders though part of it was pulled back into a small ponytail to keep it out of her face. Her horns were stubby, not even two inches, white tipped with black. Her green pupils glowed with her amusement.

Malthios relaxed back into his original position, trying not to let a scowl bleed onto his face. “Don’t do that or you’ll find my fucking sword in your throat.”

Kamil rolled her eyes. “Sure, Mal, keep telling yourself that.”

She hopped over to his tree branch so she could sit in front of him, blocking his view. Now he scowled at her.

“Aren’t you supposed to be scouting?” he asked.

She shrugged. “I did, got bored. Foras said he’s got it. Both groups were stupid enough to set up base by the river.”

Malithos shifted, the bark starting to dig into his back. “Torq is sure he’s got our base covered?”

She nodded. “I still think I should go with you and Aym cover Foras.”

“Wind and fire don’t mix well,” Malthios said. “We aren’t trying to burn down the whole fucking forest.”

Kamil sighed. “I know, but you and Aym are the strongest, it makes sense to divide you.”

“You and Foras combined at least measures up to one of us.”

“Fuck you.”

“No thank you.”

“Bitch.”

“Birdie.”

“I’m not a fucking bird!”

Malthios laughed, smothering the sound behind his hand. “Keep your voice down or we’ll get caught.”

“It’ll be your fault if we do,” Kamil said, but she was grinning. “Want me to braid your hair before we get the signal?”

His answer didn’t matter, she was going to do it anyway.
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I woke to a chink of sunlight making it through the curtains and Mal restless in my head. I glanced over to find the Hero still asleep, his back to me. He had stayed respectfully on his side of the bed, and I was sure his dark hair was going be a disaster when he got up.

Stop ogling him, Mal growled, already in a pissy mood. You should slit his throat where he sleeps.

He doesn’t know about you. I chided, not in the mood to deal with criticism from a fucking Demon King, especially first thing in the morning. And he never will. He and his friends will leave in a few days and we’ll never see them again.

That’s what you think, Mal said. I think the Hero has a good reason to come back.

And what is that?

You.

My shock overtook my ability to reply with clear thought for a moment.

Me? Why me? I’ve been nothing but short with him this whole time. I slapped him in the face, for fuck’s sake!

He’s constantly staring at you, respected your boundaries, tried to get to know you, and fucking blushed when he saw you undressed. I’m telling you, today, he will be trying to earn your trust and affections.

But why? I growled. I don’t understand why.

You are not a fucking child, Theo. The Hero of Algeya is catching romantic feelings for you. It’s obvious.
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