
The black-furred wolf hero sat cross-legged beneath the great tree at the center of town. His eyes were closed and his breathing was slow and rhythmic. To an innocent passerby, it might seem like he was simply resting. However, an experienced adventurer would note the spear strategically placed within a moment’s grasp and the slight perking of the wolf’s ears to the sounds carried by the wind.


Vash’s meditation was labored. Concerning. He’d chosen this place that was rich in natural magic when he hadn’t felt his divine spells return to him despite his extended rest in this town. 


In his heart, he knew why. He did not want to save this town. Divine spells drew upon the feeling of righteousness, the compassion for others, and the thanks that they felt upon receiving the caster’s mercies. Of late, he had not felt nor inspired such emotions.


The wolf was a guest in this world. A traveler between dimensions, caught in a random portal when he was still a middle-schooler. When he’d first arrived, the sense of adventure and thrill at the prospect of magic had fueled his early zest for this other dimension. As time drew on, it weighed on him. He was now nearly in his 30’s. He’d been in this world for longer than his original one, or so he reckoned given that he didn’t have a good sense of perspective on whether years were equivalent between the two places. 


Vash missed his modern amenities. The life of a hero was one of constant travel and hardship, sleeping in piles of hay in barns or ramshackle inns. His meals were some form of porridge or soup. Bread was typically tasteless, discolored, and too hard or too mushy or a mixture of both. Even when invited to the houses of nobles, he could expect perhaps a serving of meat or fruit, but that too was plain and meager.


The monastery he’d learned his heroic trade in had regular donations of foodstuffs and general goods from citizens in the capital. While they hadn’t been the most luxurious of items, they’d been palatable enough to stomach for Vash, not realizing that these accommodations would be the highest standards he could expect to receive in this world. 


This was also worsened by the fact that he was almost strictly alone. Heroes were expected to keep a distance and accept only what was required of them before they moved to the next town in search of people to save. Too many people would otherwise abuse the title to grow fat and yet others would falsely claim it themselves.


It was a lonely life. Even at the monastery they’d discouraged friendships and ties to the older heroes as there was rarely ever a need for two heroes to be in the same town unless some great evil was afoot. Growing too fond or too reliant on another would dull your ability to let them go, or so the logic went. He missed his friends. He missed his family. He missed his home.


What he was going through now was not unheard of amongst heroes and even in common knowledge in large enough cities. Heroes who lose their ability to use divine spells typically become mercenaries. They still typically have the ability to cast arcane spells with their own internal magic reserves and were trained in weapons and survival so the jobs were highly compatible. 


These thoughts and alternatives were running through his head when as he tried to muster up the willpower to take on the task given to him by the townsfolk. It was a devil. He’d never fought one, although he’d learned of them during his training. They were a great and powerful foe skilled in magic, trickery, and stronger still than the average man. 


It wasn’t that he was afraid. He’d fought larger foes. Even a dragon once...although it had flown away after he proved his ability to harm it.


The problem was that every supposed evil he had faced had not been so straightforward as in the stories of his own dimension. The dragon he’d fought had been very selective of its prey, avoiding livestock and people themselves in favor of wild game. Fear of what the dragon would do was what had forced his paw as a hero to do the bidding of the village. The drake had even apologized to him and promised it wouldn’t return when he’d encountered it initially, offering to simply leave if allowed to. Believing it to be a clever lie, Vash had taken the initiative and attacked first, but the dragon simply skirted around the wolf, letting the hero’s spear pierce his leg before he managed to get away.


And that had not been the only incident. He’d found a theme of villages fearing potential dangers rather than real ones. He was to slay creatures and drive them from their territories for perceived crimes. It was not right. Or so he began to think. 


But this was a devil...Surely it was evil...Right? Yet every story of this devil from the townfolk had not convinced him. It was not hurting anyone in the cave where it had taken residence. It was not stealing nor threatening anyone. 


This wasn’t good for Vash. This was a powerful foe if it proved to be one. He would need his full arsenal of spells to heal and enhance himself if he wanted to stand a chance. His arcane haste and defense spells were less than half as effective as the ones that used divine power. Healing was nearly out of the question as arcane magic was rather inefficient at replacing organic material like the blood he would lose. It could stitch him up, but it was first aid at best.


The hero steeled himself to the fact that this might be his last mission. Perhaps he would die to this devil or the devil would prove to not be a threat and thus would wholly shatter the virtues that granted him his powers. 


How he wished that he could return back to the carefree days of youth when his greatest concerns were homework and chores. He did not care for this world or its people. He just wanted to go home.


But it was a pointless thought. His time was up. He’d already spent 3 days and nights at the inn for free which was the limit for a hero’s code of ethics. The sun was high in the sky and if he did not get on the road now, he would not have much daylight left by the time he arrived. The extra arcane energy he stored from the rich life energy would have to do. He still had enough divine energy for a single heal. Maybe two. He could use it for an emergency. Although there was a possibility that he would never get the chance…

__________________________


“Night Eye,” Zane intoned at the mouth of the cave to activate the spell that would enable him to see within near pitch-black. He’d meant to whisper it as he’d typically done when approaching a monster’s lair. If he was going to sneak in, he’d need to make the decision to do so now, and he might’ve subconsciously already made that decision when he’d failed to control his voice.


He sighed. It was too late anyway and if this devil was anything like the dragon, he didn’t want to invade its home without announcing himself. “My name is Vash. I would like to come in.” The wolf’s deep voice echoed throughout the cave, repeating at various intervals as it rebounded against the numerous internal passages. The hero’s eyes scanned those passageways within eyeshot and caught the minute movements of bats, insects, and other small creatures that had been disturbed by the noise.


A second voice hissed “Vasssh…” Although the creature seemed to be repeating it to test its sound. It did not sound hostile. “Come,” it said after a few heartbeats delay. “I welcome you to my home.”


Purple faerie fire spontaneously erupted in a linear path before him at regular intervals, prompting Vash to momentarily cancel his night vision or risk the sting of his eyes to the sudden brightness. Faerie fire typically produced no heat and required very little mana to maintain, but he was still wary of someone who could cast dozens of light spells in an area that he wasn’t physically in. This devil was an expert at magic and likely had a massive reservoir of mana to be able to instantaneously generate so many.


Despite his trepidation, Vash did not reach for his spear on his back, but he did double-check his bandolier for his emergency supplies. A flashbang grenade he’d made himself using bootleg chemistry from his recollections of his prior world and his antidotes for various gasses and poisons. He had to be ready at a moment’s notice if he was to face this dangerous enemy.


After traveling for nearly two hundred paces, the light of the faerie fire was replaced by something more artificial. Something Vash hadn’t seen in over a decade. Through an open window in the structure he approached he saw an unfluttering, unwavering, uniform light source. A lightbulb.


“H-how…” Vash said as he approached the opening like a moth to a flame. So transfixed by the familiar item that he’d completely ignored the exterior of the wooden cabin enclosed within the cave as well as a door over twice his height. That door was now open.


Vash’s guard was down. And it took several breaths for him to realize that the devil was there beside him. The eight foot tall curly horned creature resembled a bull with crimson red fur. Yet those paws ended in long sharp talons. Its front canines protruded up onto its jawline. Its thickly furred tail was nearly his body’s length and wrapped defensively in front of him, filling the space between the devil and the hero. It might’ve been notable that the devil was nearly fully naked if not for the jewelry hanging from its horns and pointed ears, but he covered those sensitive spots from view and from attack through its velvet wings which were currently held tightly against his lower body. 


The hero’s body was tense, but seeing that the devil was equally as tense, he made the decision to try to defuse the air between them. “Vash,” he reiterated, showing his paws so that the devil could see he wasn’t trying anything.


“Faussst,” the devil hissed, revealing his snake-like tongue when he spoke the words. “You sssaw my mossst prized item…” he stated, pointing inwards to his home in the direction of that light source hanging from the center of the room. His eyes briefly locked onto the spear on Vash’s back. 


Vash nodded, “a lightbulb.”


Faust seemed confused by that. “You know of it? Even I know not itsss originsss.”


The hero was taken aback by this turn of events, but he recognized that he wasn’t going to get anywhere if they were both on edge. “I want to make you more comfortable. I see you’re looking at my spear. It’s for self-defense, but I don’t think I need it around you. Would you prefer that I bundle it up so that I don’t accidentally cut anything?”


“I will not harm you. Thisss I promissse,” Faust declared, bowing his head by a quarter such that their gazes were leveled and retracting his furred tail from the space between them. When he finished his bow, he stood to his full height and unwrapped himself from his wings. 


In this moment, Vash was glad that the devil had chosen to not reveal its full size until now as he likely would’ve been too afraid to do anything other than draw his spear. One of Faust’s wings alone was as big as him. The devil’s crotch was nearly at his face level and while the girth of the malehood there was daunting, nearly everything on this creature dwarfed him.


With an inaudible gulp, Vash silently and internally intoned an arcane spell that would silence his fear. He was very logical then, being very careful not to make any sudden movements while binding the tip of his spear in fabric. The spell would not last long and he wasn’t sure that the silenced fear wouldn’t return now that he’d bundled his only meaningful weapon. 


But Faust too was worried for his guest. He was a master of magic and was not blind to the smaller creature’s fear nor his spell. He would not disarm his foe aggressively although he had the means with which to do so. A simple teleportation spell could fling the item far from the place or even the wolf himself. But then he’d likely have a fight on his paws and he did not like to fight. He preferred mortals...and even had a preferred form for dealing with them. Seeing that the hero’s attempts to bind his weapon were earnest and not a ruse, Faust allowed himself to make himself vulnerable. With a wave of his talons and an otherworldly incantation, his form began to shrink. 


His red fur took on a more pale and benign spotted brown tone befitting the canine creature he became. Those horns had shrunk down to mere nubs barely visible beneath his fur. While this hyena was much larger than the average male, he wouldn’t have stood out in a band of mercenaries or knights. Although his state of dress still revealed a rather hefty package, another spell summoned a toga from within the home. The cotton item slid over his head and did a passing job at making him decent for his guest once he secured the cords that tightened it around his shoulder and his waist.


The pair glanced at each other and the tension had largely evaporated and yet there was still something lingering force that tugged at both of them. Vash knew that devils could change their form so he wasn’t overly surprised when he’d seen this transformation. Although it begged many questions of its own, he had more urgent questions that would be of interest to them both. Namely, the lightbulb. 


“Come in,” Faust said, his voice modulated to a more welcoming tone by the conversion to a hyena. “You are my first guest in many years.”


“You’ve had guests before? Other devils?” Vash asked as he entered the home. Now that he was not solely fixated on the dangling light, he noted the décor. Although there was a workbench that was clearly meant for Faust’s larger stature, many of the items of furniture were more appropriately sized for Faust’s current form. 


The devil took his seat at the circular wooden dining table beneath the lightbulb and motioned for Vash to take one of the many other chairs beside it. “Sometimes. But we are rare things. Rarer still when hunted down.”


“I’m sorry,” Vash apologized, perhaps leading on too much as to what he was doing here. Seeing the devil’s disappointment, he changed the subject. The wolf pointed upwards at the glass dangling from a string above them. “You have a lightbulb...how? For that matter, how is it even on?”


“You called it that before. Is it so surprising that I would have it or know how to use it? You’ve seen my magic and if you’re what I think you are then you should know it’s not uncommon for us to live hundreds or thousands of years,” Faust asked, his eyes scanning the hero down for additional clues.


Vash wondered if the devil would believe him. Maybe he’d heard of someone like him that had traveled between worlds. Maybe he even knew a way back. It wasn’t as if he hadn’t tried explaining it to others before – it just never amounted to anything. At best, people believed him and then he would have to try to explain things that they had no concept of. At worst, they thought he was crazy. Yet there was something charming about the devil’s focus on him...the intense intelligence of those eyes that made him want to try.


“It’s surprising because it doesn’t work by magic. It’s not supposed to, anyway. It’s supposed to be powered by electricity,” Vash explained, looking up at the cord that was wrapped around the bulb. By all accounts, it appeared to simply be a string. “And it’s from my home world, not this one.”


Electricity wasn’t a word that existed in this dimension, at least as far as Vash had experienced. The concept of powering things with lightning was inconceivable given how explosive and short typical lightning spells and natural lightning were. And while he knew enough about electricity to explain it better than an average middle-schooler, that level of knowledge could not reinvent it in a new world. 


“Electricity?” Faust asked, intrigued. He pondered the meaning of the word based on its roots, yet the translation between dimensions was not exact and could not be inferred with that gap. Giving up on that endeavor, he moved on to the next claim that the hero had thrust his way. “Another world, you say? That’s a rare tale. It’s more often that people simply have vivid dreams,” Faust explained away, but upon seeing the hero’s ears wilt and brow furrow in pain, he pivoted. “Yet you have more than dreams if you truly know what this is.”


Vash took the emotional jab and relented once it seemed that the devil was at least willing to hear him out. “How are you powering it? Depending on the bulb, it works differently, but that one looks like an incandescent. Normally the filament heats up when you pass low levels of ‘lightning’ through it, causing it to emit light.”


“Ahh...either you’re more skilled at magic than I thought, or you seem to know how this device actually works,” Faust said, snapping his fingers. Upon doing so, the light bulb darkened and was replaced by faerie fire of various colors that lit the room in its place.


The bulb slowly levitated down to the table and Faust stared intently at Vash as if testing him. 


The wolf shook his head as he pointed to the bulb. “As I said, it generates a lot of heat when you operate it so it’s not a good idea to touch the glass after it’s been on. Plus, with those types of bulbs, you’re supposed to wear gloves when changing them because the oil on your paws can cause an uneven heating of the glass that inevitably causes them to break.”


Faust was taken aback by the explanation and levitated the bulb out of range of the wolf hero. “Ahh...I see. I suppose it’s a blessing that I’ve never attempted to handle it with my paws for fear of breaking it on accident.” The devil was wary. Heroes had tried to slay him before and used knowledge he’d shared with others as a pretense for getting him to let his guard down. Yet they invariably made some mistake that would trip them up. He wanted to believe although he had the scars to show that it didn’t always go well just because you wanted it to. 


“Humor a short diversion from our conversation…I wish to discuss this further, but I’m afraid we would lose the more immediate topics at hand” Faust said, replacing the bulb above him such that the lights returned. “The day grows short and you are far from the city. It would not be wise to return at night.”


“It is so,” Vash proclaimed, “Nor would the town likely welcome me back.”


“Oh?” Faust inquired. “So it seems I have once again been made the scapegoat and my time in this cave is limited.”


Vash raised an eyebrow. “I have not been told of any crimes you’ve committed. Hence why I was reluctant to instigate a fight.”


“Reluctant or afraid?” Faust asked, narrowing his eyes. 


“Mostly the first. I came here with the resolve to go to the grave if you proved to be an enemy. But I am sensing that you are not and that has complicated my mission. Yet I am curious as to what has changed if you’ve truly lived here for long enough to build all this. There must be something that I’m missing,” Vash explained, motioning to the cabin to emphasize his point. It was certainly not impossible for a great mage to transport buildings long distances but it was usually more strategic to rebuild your belongings in a new place rather than haul them with you. Besides which, much of the furniture seemed to be made for others. There were multiple chairs at the dining table, for instance. 


“I suppose it would be fair of me to lay out my truth on the line when you have done so for me. The village mayor is my lover. In his youth, he promised to protect our relationship for so long as he lived. I believed him,” he said, seeming on the verge between anger and tears from his gritted snarl. But he refrained and relaxed his expression to one of resignation, “when he told me that he was getting married to a woman, I laughed. He had remained my lover while courting her. I thought he would choose me if I just gave him a little push - if he had to choose between us. I was wrong. It’s been many years since then. He has grown old and his children have come of age. Perhaps he would prefer that they never learn of me after he’s gone.”


Vash’s mouth went agape. He’d never met a gay person ever since he’d come to this world, let alone a gay devil. He’d long since thrown away that part of himself and resolved himself to be alone. In a move that surprised even himself, he offered his paw to Faust, gently rubbing his palm pads. 


Faust initially recoiled, but moreso in surprise than for any discomfort. Seeing the hunger and sadness in Vash’s eyes, he recognized it like a mirror into his own soul. “I see…” he said, accepting the paw into his own and allowing the embrace of the other male. He was careful not to overcommit when he turned himself to the wolf so that their chests were in line and closed the gap between their muzzles ever so slightly.


And Vash enclosed the rest of the distance, allowing the devil’s kiss to test his muzzle.


Both of them simultaneously shivered, but broke off the kiss for different reasons. 


Vash was so used to being a strong, independent, and unfeeling hero. He rarely felt strong emotions like this and yet he was burning with so many curiosities. He wanted to know more about Faust...about his life...and he wanted to share about his own. The devil clearly had an interest in things that he had a great passion for and maybe they could work together….


Faust meanwhile could not allow either of them to tempt this momentary truce. Vash was a hero. They were the sworn enemy of devils. While curiosity and a modicum of fear or respect was staying his paw, he would invariably change his mind once he’d grown bored of him...as every mortal did. Then he would find some reason to return back to his initial cause and do away with him. Yet seeing the wolf’s eyes...he wanted so deeply to satisfy that same urge he had. 


“What will you do?” Faust asked. “If you are to stay, you are not to stay as a hero. You will change your mind about me. You must be off before we both mistakes that we will regret.”


“Then I will not be a hero,” Vash declared with vigor and without regret.


“No. Passion and youthful unrest are driving your decisions. You will turn back on your word after you’ve had your fill,” Faust growled.


Vash’s heart stung, but in that moment, he remembered the divine power that remained within him. Enough for a single powerful spell. Perhaps his last divine spell ever. “I will clear my mind. I will share with you my feelings. And you yourself can determine whether I am worthy to share your bed, your time, and perhaps even your love some day.”


Faust did not see how Vash would do that, yet as he began incanting the divine spell, he instinctively understood the meaning behind each chanted verse. The longer the chant, the lower the power requirements and the more complex the spell would become. It was clear that Vash was quite gifted at weaving spells for a mortal. Despite their dilemma, he was impressed at his abilities and grew lamentful that their time was likely to be cut short. Yet he let the chant continue. The spell was harmless...at least physically. It would certainly hurt to turn the hero away who clearly had things he wanted. Yet somewhere inside him, he hoped that the wolf would convince him.


As Vash finished the spell, he grew closer to Faust and touched their foreheads. Instantaneous flashes of Vash’s days in his original universe where he’d learned he liked boys and his father initially yelling at him before they reconciled the next night. The moment of his first kiss and how he’d told his family and how proud they’ve been that he had a boyfriend...then his transfer to this world. Failed attempt after failed attempt at trying to initiate intimacy with his fellow heroes to no avail. His yearning for his home. For the comforts and technology of home. For companionship. For a home. For love. Then the struggles he’d had...his divorce of the ideology of the heroes and the second-guessing of their mission. It culminated in this fated encounter...they were meant to meet. And whether Faust accepted him or not, his time as a hero was likely over.


As the spell ended, Vash had tears in his eyes. He’d opened up his soul to Faust. The light of divine energy inside him was gone...expended. The moment of silence hung for a few moments longer. For all intents and purposes, Vash was defenseless from both a physical and emotional standpoint now that he’d given up his greatest weapon. 


Faust broke the silence with a lick across the wolf’s muzzle where the tears had dampened the fur. “Well I was going to invite you for 3 days and nights, but now that you’re no longer a hero, perhaps you can stay a little longer.”


Vash smiled and laughed for the first time in a long time. “Only if you’re a better cook than the last time I stayed somewhere.” 


“I promise you, good wolf, that devils are quite adept at making ‘soul food,’” Faust said with a sly grin, revealing all of the sharp teeth in that hyena maw. 


He’d seen some glimpses here and there of some interesting things in Vash’s memories that would improve the food situation for the both of them. They’d likely need to move soon or deal with the next hero that happened to stop by the town, but they’d have a few weeks at least. In the meantime, he had a different kind of hunger that needed to be satisfied. One that might take a couple weeks to satiate. His claws grasped the former hero’s shoulders and slid him down to the ground before letting his toga fall to the ground. Seeing that same hunger in the wolf’s eyes, he knew that they’d both be eating well.
