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Dear Monster Lover,

Monsters in Love is an ongoing anthology series. Each volume is limited edition, and will be available for purchase for three months in digital and print format.

This volume will be available for purchase in digital and print format until December 26, 2024.
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Future Monsters in Love anthology volumes and release schedule are listed below. We thank you in advance for preordering in support of our stories.

Monsters in Love vol 7: Lost in the Stars

Releasing March 2025

Monsters in Love vol 8: Lost in the Swamp

Releasing September 2025

Thank you for all your love and support. Your preorder lets us know that you want to read more of our work.


Much love,
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Eva Priest

Creative Director, Darklight Press
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Please note that this anthology features a diverse range of stories that span from sweet to spicy, and all the delicious flavors in between. Please consult each story’s content warnings for further details.

They may contain the following themes, tropes, and triggers:

Abduction, Assault, BDSM, Criminal Acts, Dark Themes, Fighting, Forced Marriage, Graphic Sex, Heat, Hauntings, Hunting, Kinks, Menage, Mind-linking, Nightmares, Power Exchange, Size Difference, Why Choose.

Please proceed with caution.


LOST AND FOUND


ALLEGRA HALL
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Change is afoot for Zak, an orc who lost his big acting break in the fallout from the Unravelling five years ago, when the universal glamour was lifted from the world and the existence of non-humans was revealed. Switching careers and downgrading his living arrangements as a 31-year-old was never part of the plan, but the room he rents is tidy, even if it overlooks the abandoned — and supposedly haunted — house next door. That place gives him the creeps, and it doesn’t take long for Zak to find out why.

A ghost lives there.

As Zak works through his initial fear, he finds that Rose the ghost isn’t such terrible company after all. Her sad eyes draw him in, her reappearance every night after sunset intrigues him, and her pointed ears, missing memories, and green glow leave him wondering what she really is, and if she’s actually dead after all.

Rose may have last been alive in 1915, but the heart wants what it wants, and Zak wants nothing more than to bring her back.
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This novella is set in a fantasy version of contemporary Auckland, New Zealand, in the Unravelling Monsters Universe. New Zealand English is used and spoken by the characters within this story, including New Zealand slang and sayings. The novel is written in New Zealand English, please be aware that words are often spelled differently to their US English counterparts.

I have included a short glossary of New Zealand slang below:

Nah: No

All good: It’s fine/no problem

Hen’s do: Bachelorette party

She was all good about… : She was fine with it

Maccas: McDonald’s

Scoffing: Scarfing (eating very quickly).

Doco: Documentary


Content warnings

Frequent references to death. FMC is presumed to be a ghost and therefore presumed to be dead. Memory loss inflicted by magic (not an illness). Brief mentions of the historic drowning and death of a child (the child is related to side characters). Mentions of discriminatory practices regarding the hiring of characters based on species. Explicit language. Explicit sex.

Further notes (not warnings) on content:

The MMC is a male entertainer working for a male strip show. I am a sex-positive author that loves seeing representation of all careers in romance novels. A male entertainer currently in the industry was consulted when writing this story, and I’m very grateful to him for answering all my questions and sharing his perspective on male entertainment.
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Zak

“I appreciate the help,” I say, setting down the final cardboard box of stuff in my new room.

Josh, a tall and lean werecat I only met an hour ago, grunts as he also sets a box down on the hardwood floor. “It’s all good.” He’s one of the other guys living here. “I’m glad you’re moving in; it’s gonna make a difference to the rent each week, that’s for sure. I’ll see you later tonight; it’s $4 day at Pizza Parlour, so that’s dinner sorted.”

“Sounds great,” I say, doing my best to keep my tone light as he leaves.

I start unpacking, shoving clothes into drawers and setting up my laptop on the desk that’s far too small for me. The bed is also too small, so I’m going to have to work out something better in the long term. For now, I’ll have to sleep diagonally across the mattress and curl up on my side, I guess.

I’m trying not to feel like an absolute failure moving into this place, but I’m not having much success. The house is nice enough; an old bungalow in Grey Lynn with high ceilings — a must for a guy my size — and a tidy back garden, but it’s the fact that I’m sharing the place with four university students. It’s a flat. I’m thirty-one, and I’m moving into a student flat because I couldn’t afford my own apartment anymore.

It’s not uncommon these days. There’s nothing wrong with it — that’s what I keep trying to tell myself — but I can’t shake this feeling that I’ve taken a huge step backwards when everyone else I know is moving forwards.

Mum and Dad had tried to tell me that this would happen all those years ago when I decided to study dance and drama. “Acting isn’t a real job,” Mum had said, but it was my dream, and it was going pretty well until the Unravelling occurred and the show I was about to start filming in the States was cancelled before it could even get off the ground. That opportunity was going to be my big break.

Sometimes I wonder what would have happened, had the Unravelling been delayed for a few months. What would the studio have done, when their lead suddenly changed from the handsome human to the giant orc overnight?

Probably what all the other studios did. Pause production. Put out statements about supporting non-humans while quietly recasting roles. The stories were about humans, after all. That’s always the excuse. There’s never any roles written for orcs specifically. The supporting role, the background character… that’s been my thing for the last five years, and I’ve been making just enough money to get by.

I’d be absolutely fucked if I didn’t have my regular weekend role as a ‘zombie monster’ at Haunted, the haunted house attraction out West. Like many actors starting out, I’d worked there years ago, doing every Friday and Saturday night for a year while I was finishing up my study. I hadn’t wanted to go back, but just like moving into this place, there came a point last year when I needed to. Desperate times call for desperate measures and all that.

I’m folding down an empty box when movement outside the window catches my eye. I walk over to the glass pane, a cold chill settling on my neck as I stare at the house next door, searching in the fading light for whatever I thought I saw. I could have sworn there was something person-like moving there in the backyard, but that makes no sense.

The place is a run-down and abandoned version of this house, with a rusted roof, broken windows, and graffiti everywhere. The garden is overrun, too — with my height it’s easy enough to see over the fence, and it looks like a jungle, all tall weeds and grass that would go up to my knees.

Some developer probably owns it.

The economy is only just starting to recover now, four years post-Unravelling. I know a whole lot of building projects went under or were put on hold when the glamour fell away. I wouldn’t be surprised if someone is just holding onto that house until it becomes more economically viable to bowl it and build three more in its place.

I jump as a black cat suddenly appears on the fence directly in front of my window, my heart racing. Fuck. That’s all it was — an animal.

“You’re going crazy,” I mutter to myself. “Too much time spent at a fake haunted house, and suddenly everything’s creepy.”
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“So what’s up with the house next door?” I ask, watching a few of the other guys clear away things after dinner. I’d help out, but there’s no room in the kitchen for an additional body. Most of the house isn’t set up for seven-foot-five orcs like me, so I’m just doing my best to keep out of the way.

“It’s haunted,” Vellar, a lanky mothman, answers, his dark wings shuddering momentarily.

Blake — a wolf shifter with the brightest yellow eyes I’ve ever seen — scoffs immediately. “It is not. It’s just been a dump like that for decades. No one around here knows how to contact the owners, and the council can’t do anything about it. I grew up across the street,” he adds, with a nod towards the front door.

“It gives me the creeps,” Josh declares, his voice sounding almost authoritative. I found out over dinner that he’s the werecat version of an alpha, though they don’t organise themselves the way wolf shifters do. “I’ve never seen anything, but I’ve sensed it.”

That cold chill settles on my spine once more. “Sensed what?”

Josh shakes his head. “I don’t know. Creepy shit. We just ignore it. That’s my advice — stay away from there.”

“Right,” I say with a nod. “Trust me, I will.”
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I listen for the footsteps approaching in the dark, ignoring the icy chill of the midwinter air. It’s always fucking freezing doing this shift in the middle of winter, but I know I’ll forget all about the cold in a minute.

The outdoor maze is barely a maze at all — it’s really easy to navigate, if you’re walking around during the day. At night though, while being chased by ‘zombies’… I can’t blame any person — especially the humans — from panicking and getting trapped in a loop.

For me, as the actor here, that’s always the goal. They’ve paid to be terrified, so I’m going to scare the shit out of them. I always try to push them far enough that they’re debating pushing the emergency buttons on their wristbands, but not so far that they actually do it and call off the game.

I hold my breath as they near. When the first human is on the cusp of walking past the alcove where I’m crouched, I jump out with a roar.

The screams are ear-piercing, and though it’s hard to make out their faces, I see the way they jump. I don’t give them time to recover, letting out a loud groan, my hands — covered in fake rotting wounds — outstretched as I lunge towards the group.

They run, and the chase is on.
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“I saw you dancing out there in the dark, in between groups.”

I turn at the sound of the feminine voice, out of place in the men’s dressing room. Kayla, the only other orc currently on Haunted’s roster, leans against the doorway, her muscular arms crossed over her chest, and her long dark braid hanging over her shoulder. It’s hard to take her seriously though, when she’s still covered in zombie makeup.

We’ve been friends for a decade, having gone through university together. She’s always giving me shit — lovingly — about pretty much everything.

“Look, it’s fuckin’ cold out there, okay?” I say, turning back to my reflection. I carefully use the tip of my nail to pick at the edge of the green silicone wound where it’s adhered to my face, grimacing at the sensation of it slowly peeling away from my skin. “I have to keep warm out there somehow,” I add as I attack another puss-filled gash on my face, depositing it back in its compartment in my costume box. Over thirty different actors work here — non-humans and humans alike — so we each have a box filled with our shit that we’re responsible for.

“I’m not teasing,” Kayla says, ignoring the other guys also removing their gear as she comes to stand behind me. “You’re really fucking good, and you know I know it. I was going to make a suggestion, actually.”

“What, that I dance my way through the maze? That’ll do the trick, really scare the visitors,” I say sarcastically, removing the final wound from my neck. Our brown eyes meet in the mirror.

“No.” She leans down, whispering in my ear, the jewelled rings on her small tusks glinting in the light as I watch our reflections. “Male entertainment. You know I wasn’t here last weekend because I went to a hen’s do. There’s a men’s show on K Road. Friday and Saturday only, all above board, the guys are paid well — better than here — and they’re all really fucking talented.”

I pull my head away from her so I can turn and look her in the eye. “You’re not serious.”

“I am.” She is, her eyes wide and intense as she nods. “My cousin is the MC for the show — she’s the one that got my group discounted tickets. She loves it, and it’s really inclusive, really orc-friendly.”

“No.” I have nothing against strippers, but I’m not interested. If I’m going to dance, it’s going to be as part of the cast of Cats, not Muscle Men, or whatever that show is called.

“I thought it was amazing,” Kayla continues, crouching down beside me, her hand on my arm. “It was such an empowering experience for us in the audience. It was so fun, and I’m not even into men. You’d be great.”

“No. Can you imagine if my mum found out? It’d give her a heart attack.”

“How is she going to find out?! You’re a grown man!”

“The gossip magazines still mention me occasionally, on a slow news week.” I had, once upon a time, been considered a B-grade celebrity here in New Zealand. “Can you imagine the headlines? Zak Carlson: Actor Turns to Stripping in Desperation. I’m all for people doing whatever they want to do in life, but there’s still a stigma attached to that profession, Kay. Mum reads those magazines. She cuts out the pages every time I’m in one. Besides, I don’t think I’m the right fit.”

“Because you’re an orc? I call bullshit on that one. Women love you.”

“Nah,” I say, shaking my head. “Nah. I’m happy here.”

“You are not,” she whispers loudly. “You fucking hate it, and I know it. This isn’t going anywhere.”

“And stripping is?”

“It’s going somewhere warm, at least. No more four-hour shifts freezing your tits off.”

“I don’t have tits.”

“What do you call these, then?” she teases, grabbing one of my pecs and giving it a jiggle. I bat her hand away.

“Fuck off,” I laugh. We’re always like this, mucking around. It means nothing; she always says she wouldn’t touch a dick with a ten-foot pole.

“Look, just take the audition, okay? It’s worth a shot.”

I glare at her, and she grins wide, eyes full of mischief. She looks deranged with all the zombie makeup still attached to her face.

“Kayla, what have you done?”

“You’re booked in for next Friday night. You’ve already got the night off from here; I’ve arranged a cover for your shift. All you have to do is show up, watch the performance, and then audition once the crowd goes home. You’ll be great. You can thank me later.”

“Kayla,” I growl between gritted teeth, but she’s already walking away.

“It’s only a five minute drive from your house! No more hour-long drives home after midnight! You’ll do great!” She gives me a wave, and I return it with my middle finger in the air.

[image: ]


It’s 2AM by the time I turn onto my street. I’m exhausted. All I want is a hot shower and a long sleep-in.

The trouble with these old roads and their equally old houses is that they weren’t made for cars, let alone orc-sized utes. There’s no parking spots left on the road at all, and none in my driveway, and I swear under my breath, slowing down as I try and figure out what the fuck I’m going to do. I’m too tired for this shit.

The abandoned house has an empty driveway. My car idles in the middle of the quiet street as I debate to myself about what I should do. The nearest parking is halfway up a steep hill on the adjacent road, and I don’t feel like walking.

“It’s not haunted,” I mutter as I pull into the empty driveway, my headlights illuminating all the weeds that grow out of the cracks in the concrete. They scrape the underside of the vehicle, making me wince.

The night is still as I jump out, grabbing my duffel from the passenger seat. I’m slinging it over my shoulder when I see movement out of the corner of my eye, and jerk my head towards the empty house.

The blood chills in my veins.

Behind the planks of wood covering a boarded-up window is a face, partially obscured, the one visible eye watching me. The face is a very pale, very translucent, ever-so-slightly-glowing green.

A ghost.

I stand frozen, heart in my throat as they disappear. A second later the old front door opens wide with a loud bang.

I panic, running.
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“You’re on rubbish duty this week, big man. The bathroom bin is fucking gross too; Josh’s girlfriend left all her used period shit in there.”

I cringe — not at the sanitary items, but at the teenage immaturity — as Heath grins at me. He’s the youngest of my flatmates, only nineteen, and it shows. He’s studying sports science, but to be honest, I get the feeling he’ll be dropping out before the year is done. He doesn’t seem cut out for study — at least not yet. Give the kid a few more years to live life first and figure out what he really wants to do.

“It’s fine.” Dragging the bins from the backyard out to the footpath is something I’ve been avoiding all evening, but it needs to be done. I just don’t want to walk past that house again. I’ve been opting to catch public transport the last few days, telling myself I was saving money I’d otherwise spend on parking in the inner city, but the reality is that I’ve been too afraid to go near my car.

I’ve played it over in my mind a hundred times in the last few days. The way I’d had a sense that something was there, watching me. The face — definitely feminine from what I could see, maybe even pretty, and one hundred percent see-through — glowing softly. They hadn’t looked sinister, but the situation had scared the shit out of me. Especially when the door had opened.

But ghosts aren’t real.

There are still a lot of species that humans don’t know exist. Hell, there’s a lot that I don’t know about; I’ve never been to the First Realm myself, and I’ve got no fuckin’ clue about what goes on there. My family — on both sides — have lived in New Zealand for generations, and before that my ancestors had emigrated from Scotland, where there’s still a large orc population.

I may not know much, but I do know that ghosts are not on any list of supernatural, paranormal, non-human, or monstrous beings — whatever people want to call us — anywhere. Ghosts are a myth. Ghosts aren’t real.

But I know what I saw.

I empty the rubbish in the house, my nose scrunched against the smell of rotting food, and carry it all outside to the big wheely bin out back. It’s another freezing night, and the waxing moon lights a halo around it in the clouds.

Ghosts aren’t real, I remind myself as I drag the bin down the path that runs between the house and the fence. That place isn’t haunted.

As I set the bin on the footpath, that same cold, creeping feeling settles on my neck. I freeze, too scared to turn around, until the loud bark of a dog makes me jump.

“Fuck.”

I’m pretty sure I’m the biggest guy that lives on this street. I’m also the biggest coward, too scared to even glance at an empty house.

At some point I’m going to need to use my car again.

I keep my head down as I walk — quickly — to the back door.
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On Friday night I finally use my ute again to drive to the strip club. I manage to jump in and pull out of the driveway without any creepy ghost women looking at me, and I feel both relieved and strangely disappointed after working myself up for six days straight.

The club is less of a club and more of a small theatre. There’s only a small bar to one side, a raised stage with a runway extending halfway into the room, and many circular tables, all squeezed together. I can imagine it feels pretty crowded in here when the show is on. Right now it’s dead quiet, with not a soul in sight.

It looks neat, tidy, and clean. There’s posters on the walls with rules — decorated in cutesy pink sparkles — about having fun respectfully and keeping hands where instructed, and others with information on taxis and rideshares, and the free sanitary items available in the bathrooms. I can’t quite read the other display at the back, except for the words EMPOWERMENT and TAKE CONTROL, but I do know what I’m looking at once I spot the pictures underneath, the variety of dildos and vibrators adding to the impression that it’s one big advertisement for sex toys.

I can see why Kayla likes this place.

“Hello?” I call out, stepping further into the space. The instructions, texted from Kayla’s cousin earlier today, were to “come right in,” so here I am, walking around the Auckland Men headquarters, feeling a little out of place, but more relaxed than I have been all day.

“Hey! You must be Zak! I’m Leigh!”

I turn at the sound and find the tiniest orc I’ve ever met standing on stage. She can’t be more than five and a half feet tall, her skin a paler green than mine, and her tusks less pronounced than Kayla’s. She must be a halfling. Kayla didn’t mention that.

“Hey, yeah, it’s nice to meet you.” I walk up to the edge of the stage, shaking her hand, looking up just a little in order to meet her eye. She grins, and the family resemblance to her cousin is uncanny.

“Kayla said you’d be a great fit here, so I’m glad you’ve come along. We’re always looking for new guys to join our team, and diversifying is important to us.” She tucks her hands into the pockets of the coat she’s currently wearing. “It’s almost time for me to do hair and makeup, but I thought I could show you around the space first, introduce you to the guys, and then get you set up at a table here at the front. You’ll be sitting with some of our regulars tonight. They’re excited to have a man sitting with them at the table. They’re a great bunch — really respectful — so you’ve got nothing to worry about.”

I nod. “Sounds good.” I’ve tried my best to have very little expectations coming into tonight — there’s only so much information on their website — but everything so far has seemed reasonable. I climb the stairs leading onto the stage, asking, “So you get regulars?” as I reach the top.

“Yep. Not weekly, but monthly. They’re a spicy book club, actually. A bunch of romance readers and a couple of authors, too. Like I said, they’re harmless.”

I can’t help but grin, taking another look around the place. It feels cosy, almost. Safe.

I think I can do this.
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I watch the guy on stage — a handsome werewolf in nothing but a g-string thong — gyrate above a woman lying on the dark floor, his crotch hovering over her face, coming so close to touching her each time his hips roll in a simulation of sex.

I can’t do this.

Around me the room is filled with the delighted squeals of a hundred people — mainly women — with wads of cash waving in the air. The rest of the guys, all stripped down to their thongs after the main group performance, stalk around the room, choosing people at random for lap dances. I haven’t known where to look all night because there’s been so much going on, but now a movement out of the corner of my eye draws my attention, and I stare open-mouthed as a minotaur picks up the entire chair a human woman is sitting on. She’s dressed in a very adult version of a princess costume and I see a flash of her underwear as he presses the chair back against the wall, before doing some sort of jiggling/thrusting move that looks good but borderline boundary-breaking between her spread legs. The squeals from her table are deafening, and when he sets her down once more she’s wearing the biggest grin on her face, her Bride to Be sash slipping off her shoulder.

“Isn’t it fantastic!”

I nod, wide-eyed, at the woman next to me. She’s one of the authors and, it turns out, a vampire, her grin showing off her two large fangs. Her pale skin is flushed a soft pink around her cheeks and chest — a sign she fed recently — and she laughs, patting me on the back.

“I know it’s a lot at first, but really, this is just a wonderfully empowering show. Look how happy everyone is! And I think you’d do amazing up there. You’ve got the body for it, that’s for sure.”

I shake my head.

“You’ve got rhythm too,” she continues, ignoring the expression on my face. “I saw the way you were bopping along in your seat to the dance before.”

“I just —”

“I am going to be so disappointed if you’re not up there when I come back here next month,” she says insistently, staring at me with her blood-red eyes. “You should do it.”

I open my mouth to reply, but I’m interrupted by the dragon shifter — I think his name was Axel — who suddenly drags back my vampire buddy’s chair. She lets out a whoop of surprise, fangs practically glowing in the UV blacklight that fills the room. He starts performing a lap dance over the vampire, taking her hands and gently placing them on his abs as he moves over her.

He’s smiling, but I recognise the look on his face. It’s totally professional, and just aloof enough to say this is all an act.

He’s acting. I, an actor myself, feel like an idiot for forgetting this fact. This guy is working. He’s convincing — they all are — but it’s work, they’re professionals, it’s no different to any sex scene I’ve had to act out in front of cameras. And yeah, sometimes I did get a boner when I had to fake having sex with a beautiful woman. So what? It was work, we were professionals, she was all good about it. There were intimacy coordinators involved every step of the way.

I don’t know why I’ve been weird about male entertainment — the correct term, according to Leigh — now that I frame it in that light. It’s a dance and drama show, and sure, the show is very sexualised, but so what?

There’s nothing wrong with it. The word empowering seems to be the one every woman I’ve spoken to has used regarding this. I look around the room again, watching everyone in the audience, all comfortable in their sexuality and their sexual desires, not a hint of embarrassment from anyone present.

I don’t see how this could be a bad thing. I can act. I can dance. The pay is better, the place is warm. It beats being a zombie outdoors in the middle of winter.

Damn it, Kayla was right, and I just know she’s never going to let me live it down.
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“Okay, let’s see you dance.”

I nod at Ben, the minotaur, taking a position in the middle of the stage. “Uh…” I don’t usually get stage fright, but standing here before all these guys who have just performed the shit out of tonight — doing really complicated, well-timed routines — makes me a little nervous. I’ve never auditioned before six dudes wearing nothing but leather g-strings before.

“Well hold on,” Leigh interrupts, dragging a chair out onto the stage. She was great as the MC tonight, and truly made the show. She plonks herself down on the chair now, doing jazz hands in the air. “Give me a lap dance.”

“What?” I laugh nervously.

“Come on, that’s not fair to him,” Nate, the werewolf, interrupts with a laugh. “Now you’re just being mean.”

“He’s a trained dancer — there’s no question about that. It’s the chemistry with the audience we need to see.” She grins, and it’s a genuine smile, no hint of teasing in her eyes. “Do you want to copy one of the guys first?”

In the end, I get walked through a couple of variations of a lap dance routine before trying it myself. Leigh wears a small smile as I begin, though she breaks out into a giggle when I’m brave enough to put her hands on my ass before I roll my hips over her.

“That was perfect!” she cries with a clap when I’m done. “We,” she says, gesturing to the guys, “have to discuss it, but I’m going to call you tomorrow, okay? And feel free to message me if you’ve got any questions.”

Five minutes later, I’m walking out into the rain with the hope that I’ve got the job. Kayla was right about the drive too, it’s only five minutes compared to the long drive back from Haunted. I stop in at Maccas drive thru on the way home to treat myself, using the vouchers I’ve saved up on my app so the whole thing is free. I start eating as I drive the rest of the way, burning my tongue on hot fries.

There’s no parking left again, but I’m feeling buoyed by the fact that I’m almost certain tonight was a win, and I pull into the abandoned driveway with only the slightest hesitation. I turn off the engine but remain in the car, scoffing my burgers.

I sense her before I see her.

It’s that same cool feeling on the back of my neck, though it doesn’t scare me so much this time. Looking up from the meal in my lap to see her face in the same gap in the window is less of a surprise this time around. I stare at her, slowly bringing my last burger to my mouth to take a bite, only slightly bracing myself as she disappears from the window, just like she did last weekend.

She could have murdered me at any point in the last six days if she wanted to, right? I don’t know why, but after obsessing over the memory of her all week, I have the sudden urge to know what she actually looks like. I want to see her whole face, not just one eye and the bridge of her nose.

When the front door swings open, I don’t even jump this time. I see the faint green glow from her a moment before she steps out.

She is pretty.

It’s a weird fucking thing to think about a ghost, but it’s true. She’s a pretty woman with an hourglass figure, and — I realise — she’s an elf. At least I think she is; her hair is tied back in a loose bun and her ears are pointed, but she’s definitely not an orc. She’s a tiny thing; I think she may be even smaller than Leigh, based on how small she looks compared to her busted-up porch. She’s still completely see-through, still a greenish glowing ghost, but I think if my life was in danger, I would know it by now?

I shudder, remembering the movie I watched as a kid where a ghost possessed a person, the spirit rushing into their body through their open mouth. Okay, so maybe I am being an idiot right now. Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck.

My initial bravery is fading fast, the food in my gut churning in a not-so-great lump, and I’m at a loss as to what to do next. I can’t just sit here all night.

I grab my wallet and my keys and open my door slowly, my eyes never leaving her as I climb out cautiously. She just stands there, watching, as I walk backwards down the drive until I’m no longer on the property. She keeps watching as I make my way down my driveway, squeezing past Josh’s car, my height meaning I can still easily see her over the fence between us.

It’s the outdoor sensor light switching on as I approach my place that does make me jump with a startled, hissed, “Shit!”

She doesn’t move from her porch, even at that. She doesn’t talk. Doesn’t do any weird ghost shit. She just stands there — and she is standing, she has feet, clad in a pair of slightly heeled shoes that look old. In fact, everything about what she’s wearing — the pale top with a strange collar, and the skirt that falls to her shins — looks like it’s from over a hundred years ago. World War One. I had to do a play set in that time once, and that’s what she reminds me of, those costumes, which makes sense when I think about it. She’s probably been dead for a really fucking long time.

But she looks so young, I think as I climb the stairs to my porch, nearly missing a step as I try to keep one eye on her. Her body has turned now to face me fully, and she’s still staring over the fence at me with the same slightly wary expression, her porch the same height as mine. She doesn’t look older than twenty-five, and even though I’m scared and confused, there’s a sharp pang in my chest when I realise that this woman is dead.

I turn to her one last time. I don’t even know what I’m doing when I lift a hand in a brief wave as if she’s some regular neighbour, and not… whatever she is.

Her lips move ever so slightly in the faintest smile, but it’s the weight of the sadness in her eyes that stays with me for the rest of the night.
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“You’ve got the job!” Leigh practically yells through the phone, her excitement palpable. “If you come in a few times this week, we can set up some practise sessions and you’ll be ready to start on Friday with the basics; greeting people at the door, the group dance, and lap dances.”

“Okay,” I say, stunned. “Okay,” I repeat, my brain catching up to the news. “I can do that. It sounds doable.”

“It’s totally doable. Now all you need to do is quit your old job! Kayla said it’s been so cold for you both, doing those outdoor shifts. Anyway, I have to go, but congrats! All the guys think you’re a great fit. I knew you would be!”

[image: ]


I’ve figured out a couple of things in the days since the ghost stepped out on her front porch.

One: she only appears after sunset, and two: I’m ninety-nine percent certain that I’m the only one who can see her.

I accidentally tested that theory yesterday. Josh and I got into a friendly argument over which species is faster in mid-distance running — orcs or werecats — and the next thing I knew I was agreeing to go on a five-kilometre run around Grey Lynn in the dark. It was a tie, with both of us trying to force our way through the front gate at once, but more importantly, she’d been waiting outside on her porch when we arrived back, watching with her sad eyes.

I’d pointed next door, asking Josh if he thought Auckland Council would ever step in and demolish the house, and he’d looked in her direction, frowning as he shook his head with a quiet, “Nah,” and a, “I don’t know why you keep parking your ute there.”

“Because there’s no space anywhere else,” I’d replied woodenly, reeling from the truth that I really was on my own when it came to this.
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I grin directly into the camera. “Try Samson Travel Insurance today. They’re here for everyone’s needs.”

As soon as the director yells “Cut!” I drop the fake, approachable smile. I really hate that I’ve had to resort to doing these kinds of ads; I’m an actor, and I’m damn good at it.

I get the all-clear that they’ve got the footage they need, and I’m free to go. At least that was an easy thousand bucks, though the irony is that I’ve never had a policy with Samson Travel Insurance because I’ve never even left the country before. My big break was thwarted, and that was that, all my dreams of getting paid to travel the world ended overnight.

Sometimes I ask myself if I’m happier now that I get to be an orc openly. I’m fourteen inches taller than I used to be pre-Unravelling, when glamour made me appear human. I’m bigger and stronger, but really, nothing else has changed. There’s enough orcs around the city these days that I stopped getting strange looks a year ago. Humans are unfazed by my green skin and my tusks, as they should be. Life has gone on as usual, except in fields like the entertainment industry, where there has been less inclusivity unless brands want to use us for a specific purpose, like today’s gig.

I think it’s different for the were-creatures and shifters out there. They had their inner wolves or cats or bears trapped inside them, unable to release them under the universal glamour. I’d met my flatmate Blake’s wolf form on Tuesday under the full moon; a huge white wolf with a terrifying snarl. He’d run off into the night, and then spent most of Wednesday sleeping. He’s told me before that he’s much happier post-Unravelling, and I can’t blame him. It’s just…

It’s hard not to get bitter about it all, sometimes.
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Quitting Haunted feels like I’m being completely reckless, even though I have a better contract, with clear expectations and outlines, and more pay than before. It’s just strange to sever ties with the one thing that’s been a lifeline in the months when I couldn’t line up enough gigs, but Kayla’s right, I can’t stay there forever.

After staring at my screen for way too long, I hit send on my brief email to the manager before I can chicken out any further. Outside the sun has set, and I rise from my bed — my legs don’t actually fit under the current desk in here — glancing out the window and spotting her standing in her overgrown backyard. She’s been watching me, and I’m surprisingly not bothered by it.

I should go talk to her.

It’s the craziest idea. Dumb. Foolish. Reckless. I usually have a better sense of self-preservation, but I find myself checking the house to make sure none of my flatmates are home — so they can’t see me go over there like a weirdo — and then I’m stepping out the front door and down the stairs, approaching the fence between our houses.

“Hey,” I say, trying to find that balance between being loud enough for her to hear, and quiet enough that no one else on the street hears me talking to thin air. “Is it okay if I come over and say hi?”

I think she was a blonde, back when she was alive. It’s a weird thought to have, but I’m finally at that stage where she doesn’t terrify me, and I can actually take in more than just the impression of ‘pretty ghost lady.’ I’m pretty sure she had blue eyes too, but everything is tinted a pale green now. It’s still really fucking unnerving to look through her, and it’s something I actively try not to do.

Instead, I focus on her face; her pretty mouth and her big eyes, and that delicate nose. I thought she was an elf, but now I’m not quite sure.

After a moment of her staring at me wide-eyed, she nods, and I get the impression that she’s almost shy. It makes me feel better about the whole thing. She doesn’t look like someone that’s about to possess me. She points towards her house, stepping inside the back door a moment later, implying that I should meet her out front.

The ground is wet from an earlier downpour, the concrete shining in the light from the street lamps as I round the letterbox and cross the threshold onto the neighbouring driveway. Act normal, I remind myself, even as that cool feeling settles on my neck the same way it always does in her presence. She’s there, waiting on the porch for me.

I don’t think she’s evil. I don’t think she’s bad, or scary. I think she’s lonely — I can see it in the way her arms cross over her body protectively, and in the sadness her eyes always seem to hold. I think she’s been dead for a long time, and I don’t know why, but I want to help her if I can.

“Hey,” I say again, as I step around messy plants. I stop at the bottom of the stairs, and I was right about her small size, because here we’re standing eye to eye despite the fact that she’s on a raised platform. She may be transparent, but I can still see the strands of hair that have slipped loose from her bun. Something about that — about how normal she seems, despite her ghostliness — makes me feel better. “I’m Zak.”

There’s the softest smile on her lips. “Hello, Mister Zak.”

Her voice is gentle and sweet, and I grin at her use of the word mister. “You can just call me Zak. No ‘mister’ needed. It’s my first name.”

“Hello, Zak,” she repeats quietly. Her accent is Kiwi enough, but with just a hint of British in the vowels, adding weight to my theory that she really is from another time.

“What about you? What’s your name, Miss…?” I ask, thinking back to the honourifics my character always used in that play.

Her eyes dance over my face, no longer looking so melancholy. “Miss Copthorne, but if we’re skipping formalities… my name is Rose.”

“Rose.” The name suits her. I can just imagine her as she must have been, her cheeks flushed rosy with colour, the sun on her face.

Her cheeks aren’t flushed now, and I’m at a loss for words. What do you say to a ghost? How did you die? Why are you here?

“Is this where you lived?”

The question is out of my mouth before I can stop it, and the sorrow is back in her eyes once more. She nods.

“Yes.”

“What happened?” When I was a kid, Mum used to always tell me off for being too nosey, but I can’t help it. I like to know about people; their motivations, what makes them tick. I want to know why this pretty ghost woman is haunting her old house.

“I don’t know.” Her voice is so small, and her fingers play with the sash on her skirt. She shrugs, staring out into the night. “I don’t know how…” Her eyes grow more distant, and the glow of her fades, her body suddenly more translucent than before.

“Hey,” I say, panicking. “Don’t go.”

“I…” She blinks rapidly, as if coming back to the present, but her body remains the same paler green. “Thank you,” she says suddenly, her voice barely more than a whisper.

I let out a big exhale. “What for?”

“For seeing me.”

I nod wordlessly, and that pain in my chest is back again. “I see you all the time,” I say when I can bring myself to speak, whispering too.

I see her, but right now she’s fading.

“I think I’m going,” she says.

“Wait! Where —” I take a step forward, and my foot crashes through the rotting wood of the first step. “Fuck,” I grunt, looking down at the damage. My leg is scratched, but thankfully not bleeding. I need to be able to dance tomorrow.

When I look up, she’s gone.

“Rose?”

Rain begins to fall again, light mist quickly turning into heavy drops that soak my clothes through within a moment.

My ghost girl doesn’t reappear.
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I see the vampire author walk in the door, followed by her gaggle of spicy book girls, and immediately grin. “What are you all doing here? This isn’t your week!”

“A little birdie told us it was your first day! We had to come along!” I can’t actually remember her name, and I feel bad about it now, though I don’t let it show on my face.

“Well it’s good to see you ladies! You’ve got your tickets?”

I’m on door duty, just like Leigh had said.

“I knew you’d be great for this,” another woman from the group says — a human, this time. I scan the ticket on her phone, making note of the name above the barcode.

“Thanks, Stacey,” I smile, looking into her green eyes.

She giggles, blushing, and I hear one of her friends say “He remembered your name!” as they walk away.

“I know!”

I didn’t, but that doesn’t matter. I’m a good actor, and I always take my roles seriously. My role here is to entertain these customers, and, if they’re vibing with the show, make them feel seen.

“Thank you.” I can still hear Rose’s voice from last night, thanking me for seeing her. I don’t want to think about how long she’s gone without anyone acknowledging her existence. I still don’t know what’s going on, but what I do know is that I want to see her again. I want her to be okay. There has to be a way I can help.

The front door opens, and another rush of cold air accompanies a group clearly out for a hen’s night. The Bride to Be — a tall rabbit woman — adjusts her tiara between her ears while her human friend steps forward, the bright pink font on his Man of Honour sash matching hers. “I’ve got all the tickets on my phone.”

I put on my most charming smile. “Welcome to Auckland Men. I hope you’ll all have a great evening.”
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I sit on my too-small bed, staring out the window, waiting. Like clockwork, the sun dips below the horizon, the sky darkens, and a familiar green glow appears inside Rose’s house, barely visible through the layers of dirt and pollen on the side window — one of the few glass panes still intact.

It’s her.

I go through my usual routine; the one I’ve kept up every day that I’ve been home this week. Check that the coast is clear — I can’t be bothered explaining this situation to my flatmates, and I wouldn’t even know where to start — and then head out the front of the house, slipping on my slides and going over to Rose’s place. She made a comment to me about wearing “inappropriate footwear for wet weather” the other night, exclaiming, “Your poor cold toes!” and now I’m just wearing them to rile her up. I’m half-tempted to turn up barefoot one of these days just to see what she’d say about that.

She’s already waiting on her porch, a smile lighting up her face as I wave to her. She really is beautiful. I suck in a cold breath of air, feeling the tightness in my chest that’s been there since last Thursday when she disappeared into thin air on me.

I’m falling for this girl, and she’s not even really here. I am the biggest idiot of all time, because there’s no way this can have a happy ending.

It doesn’t matter. I can’t stay away. “Hey!” I greet her with a grin.

“Hello Zak.” Her eyes dart down to my feet, and a small frown appears between her brows. “Are you not cold?”

“Nah,” I lie. It’s fucking freezing, to be honest — there’s snow down the line — but she doesn’t need to know that. I’m pretty sure she can’t tell. She’s not exactly dressed for the weather either.

“You’re shivering,” she says, folding her arms across her chest, unimpressed.

“Okay, I’m a little cold,” I admit.

The frown between her brows is deeper as she looks over to my place. I follow her gaze to my window; I’ve left the light on, and you can see everything in my room clearly. “You should go back inside where it’s warm. My company is not worth you falling ill.”

“I call bullshit on that. You’re worth everything. Besides, orcs don’t get sick like humans do.”

“What, exactly, are you?” she’d asked me a few days ago, and it had taken me a moment to realise that she didn’t know. She’d never seen an orc before. She hadn’t known non-humans existed until I showed up next door. She didn’t even realise that she wasn’t human. Her mouth had hung open as she’d tentatively lifted her hands to her ears, feeling the pointed tips.

“That… they were not like this, before.”

“Back when you…?” I hadn’t been able to finish the question, and she’d only nodded.

“Yes. Back then.”

I’d thought she was an elf, but now I’m not so sure. I’m about as non-magical as an orc gets — spell casting is not where my talents lie — but every now and then I feel like I can sense her magic, something more than just her being ghostly.

“I don’t like you freezing out here. It hurts my heart to know you’re injuring yourself to see me.”

“I am not injuring myself,” I laugh, just as a low rumbling sound starts up. It takes me a moment to register what it is — a heavy downpour coming this way. “Oh shit!” Without thinking I jump up the porch stairs, avoiding the holes in the wood, as fat raindrops hit my back. The wood under my feet creaks but holds, and I grin down at Rose’s shocked face. She’s a little less translucent today, which is a good sign. She tends to stick around for longer when she starts off like this.

The rain is still hitting my legs here, but the door to her house is open. I can barely see inside, and hesitate, glancing at her. “It’s probably warmer in there, right? Can I come in?”

She nods wordlessly.

“Mind if I keep my shoes on?”

“Please do. It’s a mess.”

I duck to fit through the doorway, shining the torchlight on my phone, thankful that the build of all of these old houses includes the extra high ceilings. It’s actually not as bad as I thought it would be; there’s dead bugs and what I’m going to assume are mice and rat droppings on the wooden floor, torn and chewed on wallpaper, curtains that have disintegrated, but there’s also furniture that remains standing. An old table that looks like it’s made of kauri wood, one of its matching chairs tipped on its side, and a huge wooden chest in the corner.

Rose waits behind me. “Is this how you remember it? Where the furniture is, I mean, and the wallpaper. Or is it newer than when you lived here?”

“This is how it was.”

“What year was it, for you, when you were last here?” When I talked to her about the Unravelling, I hadn’t mentioned specific dates, just that it’s been five years.

“I’m here right now.”

I nod. “Yeah, but —”

“When I was alive,” she begins, and hearing those words hurts more than I thought it would. I think she’s feeling the same, her sentence cutting off as she takes a deep breath. Is she even breathing? I wonder suddenly, observing the rise and fall of her chest. I guess it’s a habit; I’m pretty sure ghosts don’t need air.

“When I was alive,” she begins again, her voice a little shakier, “it was the Great War. 1915. That was when I was last here.”

We stare at each other for a long time, the only sound the noise of the pouring rain outside and the continuous dripping of a leak somewhere in the house.

“How did you die?” My voice is barely a whisper.

“I don’t know. I don’t remember being ill. I don’t remember anything terrible here. I used to wonder if perhaps the war had reached here, but then how would this house still be standing?”

I shake my head, suddenly finding a new use for my old research for that WWI play. “The war never reached New Zealand.”

“The last thing I remember was the back garden. My father had planted roses for me. I sat under the arbour where the pink climber grew — it was in bloom, and it smelled so beautiful. There were mushrooms in the grass. That is, as far as I know, the last time I was alive.”

“Mushrooms?”

“Yes. Pretty white ones, with big caps.”

Oh my god. “Did you eat one?” I ask, my voice serious. I saw a doco once, where a family ate poison mushrooms and their livers melted, and I couldn’t even stomach supermarket-bought mushrooms for years after that.

“No!” Rose replies, her nose scrunched up in disgust. “Do you think I’m a fool?”

“No,” I let out a breathy laugh, “but you had me worried there for a second.”

She shakes her head. “I am not that silly, but I suppose it doesn’t make a difference anyway, does it? I’m dead.” There’s a finality in her words that’s painful to hear.

“You’re here, though, right? I’m talking to you. You’re here and you’re real. That’s pretty amazing.” I don’t know why I’m trying to give her a pep talk. She’s dead. That is pretty fucking serious. It’s not like there’s any coming back from that, and yet here I am trying to see a silver lining, hoping for some sort of miracle.

That’s impossible, though. Her body… I shudder, thinking about the fact that she’s probably buried somewhere in that old graveyard under Grafton Bridge. Fuck.

“How long have I been dead, then?” Her voice pulls me out of my thoughts.

“Ah, if it was 1915? Over a hundred years — no, wait — more like a hundred and ten.”

“Are there others like me?” she asks, her voice small. She holds up one translucent hand. “Like this, now that the Unravelling has occurred?”

I’ve never been this close to her before. I lift my hand, until our fingers should be touching, but I feel nothing. When I look, the pads of her fingers are disappearing into mine. Damn. I’d been hoping she was a little more solid.

“Nah,” I say, pulling my hand away, staring at my fingers for a moment. “You’re the only real ghost I’ve ever heard of.”
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In the daylight, without Rose following me with her silent, ghost footsteps, the house next door just seems sad. I don’t quite understand how a house can be this old, and yet still have items in it from when she was alive, but then again, Rose is a literal ghost, so I suppose anything goes these days.

I’ve got plenty of time on my hands between small gigs, so I went to the hardware store this morning and grabbed a bunch of budget cleaning supplies and plastic sheets to cover the broken window panes. The way Rose’s face lit up when I told her my plans made sweeping up all the gross mouse droppings and scrubbing the floors worth it.

Now that it’s done and the windows have been patched up, I find myself lingering in the empty house, thinking about what life must have been like when she was alive. It’s surprisingly easy to imagine her going about her day in that old-fashioned outfit of hers, playing the piano for her younger sisters, gardening alongside her father, and reading about the war in the newspaper.

I know I’m a little bit obsessed with her, and it’s a problem.

She’s a fucking ghost, but I can’t shake the feeling that she’s meant to be so much more.
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My phone buzzes, the name Leigh flashing up on the screen. I swipe open the call, putting it on speaker so I can keep chopping potatoes. I’ve been living here a few weeks, and it turns out that none of my flatmates know how to cook more than the absolute basics. Josh had his girlfriend cooking for him the last time she was over, and I had to bite my tongue before I made a comment about weaponised incompetence.

“You’re actually cooking a roast?” Heath had asked me earlier as he passed by the kitchen.

“What? Like it’s hard?” I’d replied, doing my best Reese Witherspoon impression, which I actually think is pretty fucking good, but it was obvious that he didn’t get the reference.

“Hey!” I say now, bending over my phone.

“Hey! Look, I’ve got a favour to ask. I know we discussed you having one more week on doors et cetera, but Nate has a family emergency, and he’s got to get back over to Aussie for a bit. If I send you the videos of his usual routine, do you think you could do it?”

“Um, I mean yeah. Yeah I can, but I’m gonna need a bigger helmet.” Nate’s whole thing is him being a biker, which I don’t really get, because he’s such a pretty boy that it seems like a waste to cover his face with a bike helmet, but the audience seems to love it.

“Yeah, I already figured that. I’ve got one for orcs, but it’s second-hand if you’re ok with that? It belonged to my ex.”

Her tone is laced with bitterness. Yikes. “Yeah, that’ll do. Okay. Should I grab that today then? I’m in the middle of making dinner, but —”

“I can drop it off, I’ve got your address. I’m about to head out now anyway. Thank you for this!”

I shrug, even though she can’t see me. “It’s part of the job, right? I’m happy to help.”
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It’s been dark for hours by the time I finally make it over to Rose’s place. I bring the helmet with me because it’s impossible to practise in my bedroom, and I have 24 hours to get this routine right before I’m up on stage in nothing but a g-string and this thing on my head.

“I thought that perhaps you weren’t coming tonight,” Rose begins as she greets me at the door, her eyes roaming over my face. “I’d not blame you; my company is not all that good.”

“Bullshit. I love spending time with you. Why would I tidy up this place for hours just to never come here again?” I step inside, lifting the other item I’ve brought along: a battery-powered lantern. I close the front door behind me, then switch the lamp on, and Rose gasps in surprise.

“Oh that’s delightful, and so bright! It fills the entire room.”

“It's nice right? You can keep it here, if you like. You don't have to live in the dark the whole time.”

She flashes me a sad smile, her head tilting as if to say don't be silly. “I don't think I'm capable of turning it on. I can't seem to be able to interact with anything in here apart from the surface I'm standing on, and the chair there,” she says pointing to one of the wooden chairs that I righted as I was tidying today. “I tested it out earlier tonight; I can sit on it! It's the first time I've sat down in a long time, or at least I think it is. Whenever I'm here I'm usually just standing.”

“Oh, right. Well, I’m here to turn yo— it on, whenever you want me to. Apart from Friday and Saturday nights; I won't be back until late on those days.” I hope she didn't catch my Freudian slip there, though from the twitch of her lips I think she did.

“When you go to your dancing job?” I’d briefly explained stripping to her last night.

“My job as a male entertainer, yeah. Does it bother you?”

There’s that head tilt again, though I can’t tell what she’s thinking. “It’s hard to know how to answer that when I don’t have any understanding of it in my mind. You say you dance for these people — mostly women — and that you are nearly naked… and I cannot picture it.”

I figured that. “Well,” I say, “today might be your lucky day, because I brought this over here so that I could practise the new routine for Friday. I hope you don't mind, but there's no room at my place. I need to learn this so that I don't make a fool of myself up on stage.”

Her eyes are round as she stares at the helmet. “That’s a form of head protection, yes? I’ve seen people wear them while riding their motorcycles past this house. Why would you wear that?”

“Because some people — a lot of people — have a thing for men in masks.”

“A thing?”

Part of me wonders if I'm corrupting her, but I brush that thought away as quickly as it appears. That's some old-school puritanical bullshit right there; there's no corrupting her. There's nothing to corrupt, because there's nothing wrong with sex and sexual attraction, nothing wrong with enjoying the sight of bodies up on stage and doing all the sexual things that make us people.

She was twenty-two when she died, and I find it hard to believe that a pretty woman like her didn't experience anything, anyway.

“Attraction,” I say now. “Men in masks, it turns people on.”

Her eyes travel over my body, lingering on my pecs and my stomach, where I know the outline of my abs is visible through my white t-shirt. Her eyes drop lower still to my thighs, before finally landing on my crotch. When she looks back up at me, there's a heat in her eyes that I haven't seen before. “I can understand that,” she says quietly. “Though it seems a shame to cover up your handsome face. I would quite gladly look at all of you.”

Well damn. “All of me?”

Her smile is flirtatious and knowing, and she bites her lower lip for a moment. “Everything you're willing to show, yes.”

“I'll show you it all, baby.” It's such a lame fucking thing to say but she giggles — giggles — and bites at her lower lip again. She is the prettiest little elf, or whatever she is.

God, I wish she were alive. I want to see her cheeks flush pink with a rush of blood, to touch her and feel her skin under my fingertips. I want to know what delicious things she smells like. I want to taste her on my tongue.

I just want to be able to hold her.

I'm half-hard and getting more aroused by the second, and there's not really any hiding it given the fact that I am a seven and a half foot tall orc. I grab my dick through the fabric of my jeans, quickly readjusting myself, and clear my throat as I glance away for a second. “I really do need to practise this routine for tomorrow,” I say, daring to look at her again.

She nods. “Please do. I would love to watch.”

“Alright then.”

Going through the routine is more technical than sexy, at least at first. I play the videos of Nate that I’ve been sent on my phone, Rose peering over my arm, her eyes wide as she watches a strip show for the first time. We chat on and off as I replay it again and again, practising each individual step, the hardwood floors creaking under my weight.

Rose sits on her chair, her elbow leaning on the table and her chin in her hand while I slowly piece together every part of the dance. Every hip roll and pop and thrust is designed to look as sexy as possible, and I know it’s working on her by the way her eyes stay focused on my body the entire time. I keep the helmet off and most of my clothes on, my long hair tied in its usual half-up style with a small top-knot — one of the only traditionally orcish things I tend to do — and pretend to strip at the right moments, not bothering to actually take my clothes off. My jeans do have to go when they start hampering my mobility as I get down onto my knees, though by then I’m warm enough that I don’t care that I’m down to my boxer briefs.

“You have to imagine this as a g-string,” I tell Rose at one point, as she continues to gnaw at her bottom lip in that hungry way of hers.

“Is that what your friend was wearing? The little loincloth-type contraption?”

“Yeah. Like this.” I pull the hem of each leg up as best I can, tucking the fabric into my asscrack. It feels uncomfortable, but her laugh as I wiggle my ass in her direction is worth it.

“You have a very lovely bottom, sir.”

“Why thank you, milady.” I grin at her undignified snort. “Sorry, that was the wrong century. I don’t know why I went back to the Middle Ages for that one.”

“Hmm.” The humour fades from her face, until her eyes are sad in the way they were in those first days when I saw her. I know what she’s thinking — that so much separates us still. She’s here, but she’s really not.

“Where do you go, when you leave?” I ask suddenly, the question spilling out like half my questions do.

“I don’t know,” she says with a small shake of her head, and there’s a terrified look in her eyes. “I don’t remember anything other than being here. And…”

I wait for her to continue, but she doesn’t say anything further. “And?”

“I have no memory of any time before you. I was alive, living in this house in nineteen fifteen, and then when I was next here, I was like this, dead. I know there’s more to it. When I start to go each night, I feel…” She shakes her head. “I can’t even tell you what I feel because it’s as if every time I go to examine the feeling it slips out of my grasp. I know there’s something there but I can’t explain it. Have you ever looked at the stars, when they’re fading just before dawn? They’re there in your periphery, but when you look at them directly, sometimes you can’t see them because they’re too faint, and then they’re gone. It feels like that, like something is stealing half my mind, and it terrifies me.” She takes a deep breath. “I’m sorry I don’t have any more answers for you.”

I shake my head. “You don’t need to apologise. You’re the one that’s in this situation. I just want to help you, Rose. I’m not a religious man at all but fuck, I’m praying for a miracle here.”

She nods. “I am too.”

“I thought I saw something out my window, that evening when I moved in.”

“When I first appeared here like this, I appeared in the backyard,” she points. “I don’t know how I knew, but I knew instantly that I was not alive in the usual sense. And everything was so different. I saw you in your room and panicked and hid.”

So it was her. I smile, imagining it. “I guess the sight of an orc would have been pretty frightening, the first time.”

She shakes her head, eyes wide. “No! It was a surprise for sure, but no, look at me,” she gestures to herself. “I am a ghost! The panic was over my own appearance, not yours. I was fascinated by you. You’re very handsome, and you have the kindest eyes.” Her expression turns thoughtful. “You were unpacking things from boxes long into the night, and you seemed so incredibly… I don’t know,” she adds in a rushed whisper, “you seemed lost in the same way that I felt.”

There’s a lump in my throat, and my eyes are burning. I nod. “I was.”

“I don’t think you are now. What you’re doing, it’s good. You’re so very good at it, and when you tell me how it is for women — that they can go to your show and enjoy this, and be happy — I just think, it’s a gift. You are gifted at this, but you are the gift… you are doing a good thing. I wish women had this freedom when I was alive.”

“I’m not… I’m still pretty lost, Rose.” My mouth works, but I can’t seem to put what I need to say into words, and I take a deep breath, steeling myself. “I’m not lost when I’m with you.”

She nods vehemently. “You found me. You found me, Zak. I’m still afraid, but I would be so much more of a mess without you.”

“Ditto,” I croak. Two syllables is all I can manage right now.
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After a break for some water and a snack — my excuse to allow me to calm the fuck down before I go and have a cry in front of Rose because she means more to me than anyone else ever has before and I don’t know what to do about it — I’m ready to start practising again. I’ve run through the solo part of the track without mistakes, so it’s time to add on the final part, pulling up a member of the audience, sitting them on a chair, and giving them a lap dance worth remembering.

I watched it through with Rose earlier, and now grab an old chair from the dining set, sitting it in the centre of the room. I mime to an audience member that isn’t there, rolling my hips over an empty chair in time to the music, going through the motions but not really vibing with it the way I was earlier.

What Rose said about not knowing where she goes freaks me out. That she has no memory, that there is nothing between her mysterious death and now. It terrifies me that she doesn’t know what she is species-wise, and that there is so much uncertainty. I hate it when she fades away every night. It scares me that I’m falling in love with a ghost.

“Zak.”

Rose’s feet are soundless on the wooden floor. She walks over to me, pausing for a moment as she stares up into my eyes. “May I sit?” she asks quietly.

“Of course.” I gesture to the chair I’ve been using as a prop. “Go ahead.”

I don’t know why I’m nervous, but I suddenly am. It’s because it’s her. “Do you want me to dance for you?”

“Yes. With that thing on, too,” she adds with a smile, pointing to the helmet. “And your shirt off. I want the full experience.”

I think back to what she said, about women having freedom in this time. Things aren’t perfect, but they’re certainly an improvement on the limitations Rose would have dealt with. The fact that Rose is here, demanding what she wants, makes me happy. She’s right; it is a gift to share it with her.

“Alright then.”

I pull off my shirt, leaving it atop my discarded jeans, and tie my hair back completely so I can slip the helmet over my head easily. There’s something about putting on a costume that I’ve always found helps me properly immerse myself in a character, and this is no different. With the helmet on, I’m not Zak here, just a dancer for my audience, here to give her the best fucking time of her life.

I move to the beat of the music with ease. I’ve always loved dancing, loved how alive it makes me feel, my body speaking in ways I could never articulate with words.

There are so many things I want to tell Rose.

She chews on her lip again, big eyes scanning over my body, as if she doesn’t quite know where to look to take it all in. I don’t think I’ve ever been so aware of how tiny she is as I am now with her perched on the chair, her fingers gripped tight in the fabric of her skirt. I grab the back of the chair with both hands, caging her in, rolling my hips in time to the music, my crotch in her face and that cool feeling I always get around her even more intense against the bare skin of my stomach. It’s all part of the act, but it quickly feels like more when I hold out my hands and she places hers in mine. We’re not really touching as I guide them to my chest, but I swear I feel the icy brush of her fingers as she drags them down my body, and my cock — forever betraying me around her — hardens to a stiff bar that’s unmistakeable beneath the fabric of my underwear.

I’m meant to catch hands that get too grabby, but when her translucent fingers glide over the outline off my cock, all I can do is swear softly under my breath. I’m too hot beneath this stupid helmet so I tear it off, tossing it to the side with a thunk, the music forgotten.

“Zak… I…”

I swear I can feel the pressure of those fingers, just a little. I cover her hands with mine, grinding into my own palm, exhaling at the sensation. “Yeah, baby?”

Her pupils are blown wide, a darker green against the translucent glow of her face. “I wish I could touch you,” she whispers, her voice forlorn and desperate all at once, and I don’t miss the way her thighs press together. Fuck.

I drop to my knees, leaning into her, bringing my face close to her neck. “I wish I could taste you,” I say without thinking. “I’d kiss every inch of your skin if I could. I bet you smell fucking amazing.”

She makes a small whimpering sound, squirming in her seat again, her palms pressed flat against her thighs.

“You don’t need my permission, baby, but if you want it, you have it. Touch yourself if you need to. Trust me, I won’t mind.”

She lets out a breathy laugh. “Only if you do the same.”

I stare into her eyes. “It’s a deal.” I lift a hand to her face, wishing I could feel the softness of her skin as I trace the outline of her jaw. “You’re beautiful,” I add quietly as she lifts her hands to her hair, pulling pins free. They disappear into nothing and she shakes her hair loose so that it falls in waves down to the small of her back. “You’re just so fucking stunning.”

“It doesn’t bother you, that I would quite happily do this?”

“No! Why would it?”

“Because obviously… there must have been others, for a lady such as myself to be confident in what she knows about a man, and —”

“I don’t care. Or, let me rephrase that; I care about you, not some archaic ideas around virginity and experience.”

The relief on her face is palpable. “You’re a good man.”

“I’m just a man. Everyone should be like this. But… does it bother you? What I do, I mean. Now that you’ve had a front-row seat.”

She shakes her head. “You said it was acting. Do you mean it, when you dance for them? Do you mean it in the same way you mean it for me?”

“No. Everything’s different with you.”

She smiles softly. It seems only natural to close the gap between our lips. I don’t understand how I can feel so much when there’s no true sensation here, no pliable mouth sliding over mine, but perhaps it’s the sound of her breathless little moan or the sight of her eyes fluttering closed that does it for me. My hand is on my cock, pulling it out at the same time that she grabs at her breasts through the fabric of her top, squeezing them. I lean back, still on my knees, letting her watch me stroke my cock, teasing myself with the slowest pace possible as I drag my foreskin back and forth over the head. She licks her lips, her eyes meeting mine a moment later in silent invitation, and I rise, pressing my cock to the shape of her mouth.

“Holy fuck.” It’s disconcerting and strange and fucking hot to see my dick in her mouth — I can see through her, after all. She pulls back with a grin after a moment, the cool sense of her on the head of my cock making me shiver.

“I wish I could taste you,” she says. “But the sight of you alone is a joy.” I stroke my dick faster in response, leaking precum that drips through the shape of her skirt and onto the floor, and she lets out a long exhale through pursed lips, her hands finding her breasts once more.

There’s a sudden urgency in the air, accompanied by the sound of heavy breathing. Her fingers undo her buttons quickly, and soon her entire blouse is being pulled over her head, melting away into thin air as she drops it. She pulls her bra-like contraption upwards, hiking the fabric up above her tits so that her nipples are exposed to the cold night air, and fuck it’s such a pretty sight, her full breasts spilling over the edge of the corset she wears underneath.

“I want you to come,” I say. “I want you to touch yourself for me, and I want us to come together.”

“Yes,” she gasps, already playing with nipples. I drop to my knees again, and her legs spread as wide as her skirt allows.

“Show me that pretty pussy,” I demand. “Fuck, I want to touch you.”

She grabs at her skirt with both hands, pulling it up quickly, revealing another layer of… lace-edged crotchless shorts? I’ll have to ask her about her underwear another time, because she spreads her legs wider again, and all of my attention is drawn to her centre, the star of the show, the most beautiful cunt I’ve ever seen. She spreads herself further again with delicate fingers, and I watch, squeezing my dick and feeling ready to explode as she traces her outer folds in a tease before finally setting the pad of her finger on her clit.

I can’t take the sound of her quiet moans, not without doing something myself. It doesn’t even feel silly to lean forward and lick, my tongue swiping through cool air rather than the warmth of her. She moans louder, and her hand moves faster.

“Lie down,” she whispers, and at my confused look she rises, her chest heaving, drawing my attention to her breasts. “On the floor. Please.”

“I don’t think this is how…” I begin, doing as I’m told, but my words cut off as she climbs over me, half her limbs going through me as she straddles my hips. “Oh fuuuck,” I groan, watching her line herself up with my dick. It doesn’t even matter that I can’t feel her; there’s something about all of this — about Rose — that makes this the most erotic thing I’ve ever experienced.

She continues to rub her clit as she lowers herself abruptly, my dick inside her — I can literally see it through the shape of her — and I pump my fist faster. She’s not actually sitting on me — her thighs disappear into my body on either side of my hips, and I know she’s holding herself in place, but it still looks fucking hot. She looks down, watching my cock through herself with an open-mouthed stare, squeezing her breast once more, her hand on her cunt never faltering.

She is a tiny thing, and my dick looks huge inside her. “Holy fuck,” I grunt, too fucking turned on to be disturbed by the fact that I’m rubbing one out inside the body of my ghost girlfriend, my hand working my dick at a frenzied pace, the continuous wet fap fap fap sound loud enough to be heard over the music still playing from my phone. “Fuck I’m close,” I hiss, feeling it building beyond what I can handle. “Rose —”

She cries out suddenly, back arched and head thrown back, tits thrust outwards and long hair brushing my thighs, and it’s my undoing. I come with a groan, thick ropes of cum erupting as I continue to work my foreskin over the head of my dick. Watching me ‘fill’ her is an experience for sure, and she moans as I keep going, until there’s a huge pool of cum on my own stomach, a mess on the floor and on my thighs, and all the while Rose rocks herself as if she’s grinding on me.

I let out a deep exhale, my head landing back on the floor with a thunk, closing my eyes for a moment. Her breathy laugh is such a wonderful sound, and I grin. I get the sense that she’s scooting forward, and open my eyes to her caging my head with her arms, a shower of translucent green hair surrounding me.

“Hey,” I murmur, staring up at her pretty face.

“Hello. I enjoyed that very much.” She is flushed, I can actually see it now, the apples of her pale cheeks slightly darkened.

“Same. You’re beautiful, and perfect, and I was right, you have a very pretty pussy.”

“You have a very big penis,” she grins with all her teeth, “and my god, a lot came out of it.”

We laugh together, and I reach up to her face without thinking, trying to tuck the hair back behind her ear. It sobers the moment a little when I realise it’s a futile task. “I forgot to warn you about how much orcs come. It’s a thing.”

“I wish I could —” She chokes off suddenly, her entire figure growing faint in an instant.

“Hey, no, stay with me,” I say, panic lacing my voice. She fades away every night, but it’s not normally so sudden. “Rose —”

“I’m sorry!”

She’s gone in an instant, winking out of existence like she was never even here, leaving me alone with my mess of cold cum and my phone playing the familiar beats of a song about sex.
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My first solo performance goes well. I knew it would; I’ve never had any trouble putting my own worries aside when it comes to acting, and this is no different. It’s easy to step into the role of a character and pretend that everything is fine, and I have to admit, the motorcycle helmet is a fucking good prop. When I wear it, I’m not Zak at all, just the man on stage, the fantasy for the crowd, and I’m fine with that.

“You gonna stay for a beer to celebrate?” Leigh asks as the final audience members make their way out the door, giggling over the photos on their phones that we posed for.

I shake my head. “Nah, I’ve gotta get back. I’m knackered. That was good, though.”

She grins, her small tusks adorned with pink tips tonight, matching her neon-coloured outfit. “It really was. You were perfect. Now we just need you to work out what you want to do for your solo. Thank you for stepping in tonight, you’re a life-saver.”

“It’s fine. I’m gonna grab my stuff. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

It feels weird being called a life-saver for a situation as simple as this when I know Rose is back home at her house, dead, being pulled somewhere that she doesn’t know. It’s her life that I want to save, and that’s all I can think about as I drive home, skipping my usual Maccas meal in favour of getting back faster. I park in her driveway and jump out, my heart already in my throat at the lack of her green glow in the doorway.

“Rose?”

I jump up the stairs and onto the porch, stepping inside. I cleaned up last night after she disappeared but the faint smell of jizz still lingers in the room. “Rose?” I repeat, switching on my phone torch as I step further inside.

It’s completely silent.

“Rose?!”

I stomp through the house, checking in every room, calling her name, louder and louder over the thunder of my heartbeat in my ears. “Rose!”

It’s as if she was never here.

The back door swings open with a creak, and I walk through the weeds and overgrown grass, breathing heavily, tears burning at the back of my eyes. I’m here later tonight, yes, but she’s still always here at this time. It’s not even midnight yet.

“Rose?”

A light switches on next door — it’s Josh’s room — and I swear under my breath, running back inside, the sound of a window opening following me. There’s no wind tonight, the moon bright in a cloudless sky, and Josh’s muttered, “Fucking psycho,” carries in the still night air.

I know it must look bad. No one has said anything about me coming over here, but they’re not idiots, either. Vellar is a moth, for fuck’s sake; his kind are naturally up half the night, and I’ve bumped into him before, after visiting Rose.

It doesn’t matter. I don’t care, I just care about finding Rose, and saving her, because she’s the only woman who has ever made me feel this way — I could see us together forever — and now she’s not here and —

I sink to the floor, biting down on my fist, my tusks digging into my flesh as I try and fail not to cry because the woman I love is dead. She’s dead, and I’m no wizard, but I know there’s no magic in the world that can fix that.

“Rose?” I whisper into the empty house, but there’s no reply, no cool breeze, no pretty smile and soft green glow. I wait, my head nodding every now and then, forcing myself to stay awake, to hold out hope for her.

She doesn’t appear.

When the birds begin to sing and the world outside regains its colour, I rise, my limbs stiff, my body cold, feeling like a shell of a person.
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The loud knock on my door wakes me, and I’ve barely managed to sit up when it swings open, Josh stepping through the doorway uninvited. The mid-afternoon sun streaming through my window is blinding.

“Hey, can you —” I start.

“I’m worried about you.” His voice holds that tone that I’ve heard before, and I know he’s doing his werecat alpha thing. It’s not going to work on me.

I grunt, rubbing the sleep out of my eyes. “Okay.”

“You were next door at midnight calling some chick’s name.”

Fuck. “It’s a cat,” I lie smoothly. I’ve done plenty of improv practise in my life, and it serves me well now. “The old lady down the street, you know, with the little orange hatchback? I was driving back last night when I saw her outside, calling her cat’s name. It’s a Persian, one of those squish-faced fluffballs. It’s not meant to be out. I’d said I’d help her look, figured if it was anywhere it would be in that fucking mess of a place.”

Josh stares at me, unimpressed. “Do I need to remind you how good a werecat’s nose is?”

Shit. So he did go in there and smell… me. I frown. I really don’t like feeling like I’m being interrogated by a twenty-one-year-old who makes his girlfriend cook for the whole flat rather than learning how to assemble a lasagne himself. “Nah, you don’t. I also don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about.”

He clenches his jaw and I stare right back at him. I know I’m coming off as rude and defensive, but that’s the thing, I am defensive. I know how this looks — bad — but right now I’ve got more important things to worry about, stress squeezing at my heart at the thought that Rose might not reappear tonight. That she might be gone for good.

I’ve already decided I’m not heading in to work tonight until after I’ve waited for Rose. She has to appear. She has to.

“Zak.” Josh tries a gentler tone, but I can tell it’s forced. “If you need help, you just need to ask, okay?”

I stare at him for a moment longer. “I don’t need help. I’m fine. But thank you for your concern.”

“Is my girlfriend safe around you?”

What the fuck kind of question is that? “Just because I’m a male entertainer doesn’t mean —”

“You’re going into random houses, yelling out names, and jacking off. It’s fucking weird. So I’m just checking,” he says with that ever-present frown, and there’s definitely some alpha posturing going on from him because even I can sense that magic. I’m fucking mortified at him calling me out.

“She’s safe, everyone’s safe. You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Yeah I really don’t, and I don’t wanna know. I’ll see you later.”

The door closes with a click, and I bury my head in my hands with a groan.
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I’ve never been more thankful that it’s winter and that the sun sets early. The wait until sunset is excruciating, and by five o’clock I’m pacing in my bedroom, glancing out the window every 3 seconds. My flatmates really are going to think I’m losing my mind.

As the sun dips below the horizon I stop and simply stand in front of the window, waiting. I let out a sigh of relief the moment I see that soft green glow, and in seconds I’m out the front door, sprinting down the drive barefoot, heedless of who might be watching. The one good step on the porch creaks under my weight as I bound up it, meeting Rose in the doorway, and my heart feels like it’s lodged somewhere in my throat.

“Zak, what’s wrong?”

I step inside, shutting the door behind me. It’s not completely dark outside yet, but in here it’s as dim as I can handle without starting to trip on things. I close the gap between us, until I can feel that cool sensation that is Rose on my fingertips as I cup her face with my hand as best as I can. “You weren’t here last night. I got back straight after the show, and you never appeared.”

Her mouth is open in a little ‘o’ as she processes that. “It’s not Friday today? What we did,” she gestures to the floor behind us, “that wasn’t last night?”

I shake my head. “It was the night before.”

She blinks, peering into the dark. “I didn’t appear at all?” she asks in a whisper.

“I waited up all night. I’ve been a wreck all afternoon, worried that you weren’t coming back.”

There’s tears in her eyes when she next looks up at me, so small against my frame, and as she speaks the panic rises in her voice, mirroring my own. “I am so sorry. I have no memory of anything other than being with you! I don’t know where I go!”

“I know.”

“I’m so scared, Zak.”

I wish I could brush the tears from her cheeks, kiss her face, and hold her. “So am I,” I tell her instead, my heart beating fast in my chest. “Last night all I could think about was the fact that I hadn’t yet told you that I love you, because I do. I love you, Rose. So much.”

“Oh Zak.” She lifts her hands to my face, more of her tears overflowing. “I love you too. We need a miracle.”

“Yeah,” I agree. “We do.”
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Rose doesn’t appear twice more in the following two weeks. By the third time it happens, I know there’s no point in calling out to her, no point in hoping that she appears in an hour or two. If she’s not here at sunset, she’s not here at all, her existence somehow tied to the sun.

And maybe, the moon.

“You’re even more solid tonight,” I whisper, my eyes closed, enjoying the sensation of her cool lips pressing kisses down my neck. I can feel her hands where she braces herself on my chest, and the press of her legs where she sits naked over my stomach. She’s still fairly translucent, still very much a ghost, but she no longer passes through my body.

“Yes,” she whispers now, my nipple pebbling as she slides herself lower, continuing with her open-mouthed kisses. I open my eyes and watch her, her long hair a waterfall of green that brushes my hip in a featherlight touch as she takes my cock in her hand, dragging back my foreskin slowly and lowering her mouth to plant a kiss on the exposed head. I’m already leaking precum — no surprises there — and it drips down my shaft.

“Can you taste it?”

She shakes her head. “No smell, either. But this is such a joy, to be able to hold you like this.”

“I know.” It’s the night before the full moon, and as the week has progressed those brief sensations of her fingertips on my skin have turned into actual tangible presses. The first time we realised she could lay atop me was such a happy surprise, and that’s all we did for the rest of the night; lie on the floor, her head on my chest, my arms around her, talking and touching.

Kissing was another first, and I love the feel of her soft lips, the press of her tongue against mine. It’s not quite the same as usual; she is solid, but not entirely here. I can’t smell her, can’t taste her, and though I can see it, I can’t feel the saliva in her mouth or wetness on her glistening cunt. I want to be able to lick the beads of sweat that form on her skin, to taste every inch of her, to have her with me permanently.

“Zak.”

I grin at her now, chuckling under my breath as she opens her mouth comically wide over the head of my cock. Her more tangible form has meant it’s not so easy for her to take the thickness of it in her mouth, but I’m more than happy to trade the ghostly deep-throating that we achieved before for her more physical presence here today.

My laugh turns to a moan as she manages to suck hard on the head, her teeth ever-so-lightly scraping the edge of my glans, and fuck it feels good. She is a goddess in the light of the candles I lit, her own green glow shining in the dim light, and in this moment I can’t help but think I’m the luckiest man alive, even though I’m really not. We are still no closer to understanding her nature, or what to do to help her.

I want that miracle. I want her here with me forever.

“Come here,” I demand, already reaching for her. She’s still too light, not truly here, but my hands can wrap around her waist, and I do drag her forward, ignoring her shriek of laughter as I seat her over my face.

“What are you doing?” she hisses, sounding scandalised as she hovers above me.

“Feasting.” I pull her down with gentle pressure on her hips, until my lips can kiss at her cunt, my tusks grazing her outer folds. We moan together as I lick long stripes up to her clit, revelling in just how soft her flesh feels under my tongue, the prettiest petals of my most delicate flower. I smile against her flesh as she begins to rock against me, all self-consciousness forgotten, and when I latch my lips around her clit, sucking, she cries out, her legs trembling, her entire body growing taut as she comes.

I sit up, catching her in my arms, laying her gently on the blanket on the floor. Last night I’d been able to rub my dick through the folds of her cunt, drawing out moans every time I’d focused on her clit, but when I’d pressed ‘inside’ it hadn’t quite worked — her vagina not fully there — and I’d finished outside of her body, my cock in my hand and my cum painting her stomach and breasts.

Tonight is different. I press into her opening slowly, feeling the snug fit of the walls of her cunt, and fuck, it’s too good.

“Oh,” she moans, her mouth hanging open as she leans on her elbows, looking down at the place where we are joined. “Oh lord.” She laughs breathlessly, grinning with joy. “I can feel that!”

“So can I. Holy shit.” She’s fucking tight, her body still cool rather than hot, but it’s her. There’s no doubting it, and when she clenches her cunt suddenly I grunt in surprise, and she laughs again.

“How far are you in?”

It’s my turn to laugh. “Just the tip, baby.”

“Oh fuck.”

Hearing her swear makes me smile, makes my heart ache with just how much I love her. “I can stop here. This is perfect,” I tell her, taking in the sight of her, her spread legs, the curve of her hips and the dip of her waist, the pale green expanse of her flesh, her gorgeous tits, and that pretty face. Her hair fans out behind her, long and ethereal, her green glow and pointed ears making her look like some goddess from the orcish stories of old.

She shakes her head. “Don’t be silly, you feel amazing, just really big. I have thought of this moment for far too long for you to stop now. Don’t you dare. I want you all the way inside me. I want you to fill me up.”

I breathe deep, shaking my head at her words. I stare down at us, at the way her entrance stretches around me, and she lifts her hips, my cock sliding another half an inch inside. “Fuck, Rose. Don’t tempt me.”

“Oh, I am tempting you, sir. Ravish me.”

I pull out, and the pure outrage on her face is something I’ve never quite seen before. “Just hold on!” I say quickly, before she can jump down my throat. “Trust me, I’m going to fuck you so good, you’re not going to be able to walk, but I am big, and I don’t want to hurt you.”

I squeeze my balls with one hand, jacking off with the other, until precum flows continuously in a clear stream, enough to smear over the length of my dick, coating it completely. “I’ve told you before, orc cum is a thing. Well this is the precursor to that; a natural lubricant. It’s what makes partnerships with smaller species more achievable. I know,” I add, seeing her mouth open in protest, “I know that you’re you, and your body is not exactly normal right now, but I don’t want this to hurt for you. I want you to feel good.” I slide my dick over her cunt again, pushing inside once more. I will never get tired of seeing her body swallow me like this. “I want you to enjoy this as much as me.” I pull back in a slow drag that has her gasping, before thrusting in a little further than before. I repeat the motion again and again, feeling the ache in my balls, resisting the need to fuck her senseless, and I don’t stop until I’m buried to the hilt, her body opening up for me just as beautifully as I’d hoped.

“Zak.” She reaches for me, and I lean over her, her small hands running over my chest as I press my hands to the floor above her head.

“I’m here, baby.” She’s so tiny beneath me, but she smiles, biting her lower lip. “You all good?” I ask.

“Good,” she replies breathlessly. “So good. This is wonderful. This is everything I imagine whenever you dance for me.”

“Yeah?”

“Hmmmm.” Humour dances in her eyes. “I think you should start moving, darling.”

“Hey, I know what I’m doing,” I laugh defensively. “You just wait.”

The truth is that she feels too good around my cock. I pull back and thrust in, falling into a rhythm that leaves her moaning a continuous stream of curses and has me on the verge of blowing my load far sooner than I want to. I keep waiting for her to wince in pain — not that I want her to, not that I would ever hurt her intentionally, it’s just that orc dick is a lot for a human to take — but she does the opposite, snapping her hips upwards to meet mine, until I’m fucking her far harder than I ever expected I could.

I lean back, adjusting the angle, pulling her feet to my shoulders, and she groans a low “Oh, yes.”

“You feel so fucking good,” I grunt between grit teeth, picking up the pace again. “Fuck!”

“So do you!” she keens, her hands gripping the blanket beneath her. I love the way her tits bounce with every thrust, love the small sounds she makes, love the feel of this tight pussy squeezing me the way it does.

I want her to come again, on my cock this time.

I pull out, flipping her quickly, pulling her hips up until she’s on hands and knees, her ass looking gorgeously round and the smooth expanse of her back too tempting to ignore. I bend over her, kissing up her back, brushing her hair off her neck and shoulders so I can lean in and kiss her behind her pointed ear. She shudders when I take her earlobe between my teeth, my dick brushing her backside. I grab it, guiding my cock back to her cunt, pushing inside slowly again, listening to her shuddering breath.

“Alright?”

“Yes,” she answers in a whisper. “It’s only that I’ve never… not like this.”

Ah. “You’ve never done it in this position?” She shakes her head in answer as I move slowly, each drag within her making me feel like my balls will explode. “Tell me if you don’t like it, then. I can stop.”

“Ooooh.” I freeze, waiting for her to say it’s too much. “Don’t stop,” she hisses instead. “For god’s sake, don’t stop now.”

Fuck I love her.

I brace my hand on the ground properly, reaching underneath us with the other, finding her clit. She draws in a sharp breath, her legs already beginning to shake, and when I thrust in further her guttural moan is so loud I’m certain they’ll all hear us next door. I don’t care at this stage. Let them hear her scream.

“You gonna come for me?” I ask. Our flesh slaps together, my balls swinging forward with each thrust, and Rose wheezes, leaning on her elbows. I can tell she’s close, her whole body on the brink, and I want nothing more than to empty into her. “Come for me. I’m gonna fill you up,” I practically growl, chasing my own release.

The sound she makes when she comes is one that will be burned into my brain for all eternity, I’m sure of it. That, along with the feeling of her cunt squeezing my cock, is my own undoing, and I come hard, unloading into her like I promised, filling her up.

Filling her up.

“Fuck!” I cry, my hips still stuttering against hers, watching the weirdest, hottest, most fucked up thing I’ve ever seen in my life. I’ve gotten used to seeing my dick inside her; it’s not weird, you can’t see her organs or anything, but this is different. My cum fills her, fills her, endless white ropes pooling inside of her, filling the invisible shape of something I can’t see. Her womb, I guess.

Definitely weird, but also hot as fuck.

“Oh,” she moans, and I can tell she’s watching too, her head tucked down, her cunt still fluttering around mine. “Zak!”

“Yeah, I’m watching.” I’m spent, and she’s definitely full. She glances over her shoulder at me, and our eyes meet. So much of what exists between us feels entirely normal and natural. From the beginning we clicked, understanding each other in a way that has me convinced that she’s my soulmate. Spending time with Rose is effortless, so much so that I find myself occasionally forgetting the predicament that she’s in.

And then we have moments like this, where we share a look and both know that this situation is so far from normal that it shouldn’t even be possible. I know it bothers her as much as it bothers me, more so maybe because she’s the one experiencing it.

“Are you okay?” I ask her quietly, my hand rubbing gentle circles on her hip. She nods, and I pull out, watching the trail of fluids that drains from her body and pools on the blanket between her legs. It’s still all me, no scent of her present at all, and the worry that exists in all the moments where we’re not caught up in the pleasure of being together creeps back in.

The fact that she and I can touch — that she can interact with more of her environment now — gives me hope that there is something more going on, that she’s not the deceased ghost that we assumed, but so far, every search I’ve tried online has yielded zero relevant results. I’ve tried ghost elves, haunted houses, the undead, glowing green women, and a ton of other combinations. I tried visiting a local witch — a small rabbit woman who runs her business out of a little shop just ten minutes away from here — and she looked at me like I’d grown two heads, like I was crazy.

“I don’t think I can help you,” she’d told me nervously, remaining behind her counter, eying me up and down, and I’d left quickly. I’d felt like a bull in a china shop anyway — the whole place had been designed for human clientele, and all the tiny aisles stocked with glass jars were far too cramped together for my big shoulders. To be honest, I don’t know how legit that witch really was. Sure, she wasn’t human herself, but you’d think she’d have at least a vague interest in hearing the words ‘ghost woman.’

“Will you hold me?”

Rose’s quiet request draws me out of my thoughts, and I open my arms automatically. “Yes, of course.” She climbs into my lap and I lay us both down, tucking my body around hers, spooning her small frame, though I keep my head raised so I can stare at her. She is so stunning, so ethereal, and it’s not the green glow. It’s just her.

“You were lost in thought,” she murmurs, her eyes closing for a moment. She never sleeps when she’s here. I’m not even sure she could if she tried.

“I was thinking about how I’ve had no luck so far, trying to figure out what’s going on with you. I should be doing more. You’re the woman I love. I should be spending every waking minute trying to fix this.”

Green-tinted eyes stare up at me. “You are already spending more minutes awake every day than you should. How much sleep are you getting? How few hours, because of me?”

“I’m fine.”

“Zak.”

“Rose.”

This isn’t the first time we’ve had this conversation. “I know you worry about me,” I tell her quietly, running my fingers through her long hair, marvelling at the fact that I can, “but I’m a big boy, I can take care of myself.”

Her lips twist up into a smirk. “I know you’re a big boy.”

I snort, then lean in to plant a kiss on her bare shoulder. Her clothing never reappears once she takes it all off, but it always resets back to the same outfit when she returns the next evening. It’s one of the many bizarre things going on, but in my experience, when magic is involved things often make very little sense.

“I just hate that I’m inconveniencing you in any way.”

“Rose, babe, you have to stop with that kind of talk. When I say I love you, I mean it. I just had the most mind-blowing sex with you. You make me happy. You are the best part of every day. You will never be a burden, ever.”

She rolls in my arms, until her face is buried against my chest. “I want to be able to help,” she says. “And I hate not having answers.”
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We lie out under the full moon on one of the blankets that I've begun to keep here at Rose’s house, with another two draped over us, keeping us — or at least me — cocooned away from the midwinter cold.

“I know it’s silly,” Rose says for the fifth time tonight. “But I just really want to hear them sing.”

“It’s not silly at all.”

She’d confessed late last night, as she was beginning to fade away, that she missed being able to hear the dawn chorus of birds. I’d warned her that it would likely sound a lot more quiet here in the city these days — I’m pretty sure bird populations are down compared to 1915 — but I understand why it’s important to her. She used to wake early and help her mother with morning chores, the birds keeping them company as the sun rose.

“I’ll feel bad if it doesn’t work anyway, and I could have been riding your cock all along.”

I shake my head. We have a working theory that engaging in sexual activity reduces the length of time that Rose stays here every night. It’s an odd thing to think, but it’s based on our observations, and my guess is it's something to do with expending energy. So tonight we're both fully clothed, trying to help Rose make it to sunrise. I want her to hear that birdsong. I want her to see the sky grow lighter as dawn approaches.
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“You’re doing so well,” I tell her after checking my phone for the millionth time. “This is the longest that you've hung around here for, so you're officially a record breaker tonight. We're going to smash your personal best.”

“You're going to be so tired today.”

“Yeah, well, lucky I missed out on that gig for the floor cleaner commercial, so I don't have anywhere to be. I’ll just sleep in until three in the afternoon, then I won't have to wait long to see you again. It all works out in the end.”

“Mmmhm.” She nuzzles against my shoulder, sounding unimpressed. “Thank you for this.”

[image: ]



The full moon disappeared sometime ago behind trees and neighbouring buildings, and now the stars begin to wink out one by one. “I can feel me starting to go,” she whispers, sounding tired. “Everything starts to feel further away.”

“Hey, no. We're almost there. Come on, you can stay. Stay here with me, just for a little longer. I know you can do it. What can I do to entice you to stay?”

“I don’t need enticing,” she says with a small smile. “I want to stay in your arms forever, you know that. It’s such a strange feeling, being dragged under.”

“Under?”

Her eyes close, and she’s definitely a little paler than before. “Mmm. That’s what it feels like. Like it’s under. Maybe that’s where I am. In Hell.”

“There’s no such thing,” I growl. “And you wouldn’t be there anyway. Look at me.”

Her eyes crack open as I sit up, pulling off my shirt. “What are you doing?” she laughs. “It’s cold out here! I can see your goose pimples!”

“Shh, I’m trying to be sexy. I’m trying to distract you. Doesn’t the sight of these abs make you want to stay?”

“Oh they definitely do things to me.”

I lean over her, pressing into her body, sliding my hand through the soft hair at her scalp to cradle her head. “Good things?”

“Yes,” she whispers. I stare into her beautiful eyes. They were blue, back in 1915. Now, they’re a completely unnatural shade of green.

“I need you to try really hard to stay. Just hold on to me, right here. I’m not leaving.”

In the leafless branches of the old tree, a bird begins to sing. Rose gasps at the sound, her eyes darting upwards to find it, and I watch her, watch the tears that roll down her face. Another bird starts up, and then another, filling the air with birdsong that accompanies the sounds of early morning traffic. The sky begins to lighten too, midnight black fading to a dark blueish purple above.

“Good morning,” I whisper to her. She simply sobs, her smile turning into a determined sort of grimace.

“I’m going to stay until sunrise,” she grits out, her fading glow suddenly flaring brighter. “I’m not going yet! Not when I’m this close!”

“Good.”

Her green glow grows even more intense, her form as solid as she’s ever looked. I can’t even see through her anymore. It’s magic; I can sense it from her, a tingling sensation that runs over my skin, that same cool feeling I used to get on the back of my neck. She’s still looking at me, but in this moment I don’t think she sees me at all, and I watch as her glow extends along the ground in snaking bursts, glowing green mushrooms springing forth in their wake. It snakes up the tree, and more mushrooms grow from the old bark.

Holy shit. “Rose.”

When I turn my head back to her she sees me again, her eyes searching my face, her hands clutching at me, but it’s the antlers that extend from her head that draw my attention, two branch-like protrusions, covered in blossoms.

I know of only one species with antlers like that. I’ve never seen one of them in person, but I’ve heard stories, and seen the odd blurry image on TV.

“Zak?”

“Hey, how are you feeling?” She’s still Rose. She’s still Rose, that hasn’t changed.

“I’m fading.” She is, her glow dimming, the flare gone. She grows more and more translucent as the world around us grows brighter.

“You made it to sunrise! You did it! I love you and I’m proud of you,” I say quickly, trying my best to hide my fear, to celebrate her. “I’ll see you tonight.”

“I —”

She winks out, the green glow disappearing all at once, leaving me surrounded by white mushrooms.

“The last thing I remember was the back garden. There were mushrooms in the grass. That is, as far as I know, the last time I was alive.”

I shudder, feeling like I’m on the edge of something really big.

What if she’s fae?
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When I near the vineyard, I can already see there’s a long line of traffic waiting to turn in. I join the queue and stare at the large logo on the roadside sign; a pale crescent moon hiding behind clouds, sitting over a simplified depiction of rolling hills. LOST MOON ESTATE WINERY. MOTUWAI ISLAND.

I already feel like my dress shirt is suffocating me, and I haven’t even put my suit jacket on yet. I can tell it’s going to be one of those days where my acting skills are put to full use, because inside I’m a mess of stress and anxiety, but there’s no fucking way I’m letting anyone from this particular friend group see that.

I would much rather be at home waiting for Rose, than here on this island, ready to celebrate my ex getting married. I’m happy for her. I am not at all upset about the wedding. It’s our joint friends that I’m not exactly excited to see. It’s the hours of socialising among the people who are now successful doctors and lawyers, who have careers and own their own homes, while from the outside looking in, I’m floundering.

I shouldn’t care what they think, but my first career was built on what everyone else thought of me, and old habits die hard. I don’t know if any of them know I’m a male entertainer now. I really like my job, but I’ve spent the last week imagining their faces when it does come up in conversation, and each time I’ve gotten more and more riled up as a result.

I can’t even talk about Rose either. It’s not like I can say to them, Oh I’ve met the love of my life but she's a ghost or maybe something else, and she was last alive in 1915. She grew antlers last week and then disappeared for four days straight and left me an absolute fucking mess because I was beginning to think I would never see her again.

“I’ve met someone, but it's still really new, and I’d already RSVP’d for only one person,” I say out loud as I pull into a parking spot and cut the engine, practising my lines for the day. “She's beautiful, and sweet, and funny, and her name is Rose. Yes, I'm happy for Zara. It was nice of her to invite me. No, I'm not in any upcoming movies. I've been doing smaller gigs; the hourly rate for commercials is really good. Yeah, I'm living in Grey Lynn now, in a really nice old bungalow. The neighbours are great.”

I climb out of my ute, grabbing my suit jacket from where I left it slung over the back of the passenger seat. At least I know how to dress well; years of attending local red carpet events means I've had plenty of experience dressing to suit my body type, accentuating my broad back and large biceps, and the ass that so many people love. I know I look good in my tailored jacket. This is one of the outfits that I've carefully kept from the early post-Unravelling days, where I was often used by organisations — the Actors Guild, the new Ministry of Non-Humans — as a spokesperson, bridging the gap between the panicked humans and the (often equally as panicked) non-humans such as myself. I was still Zak Carlson, after all. I might have grown a foot taller and sprouted tusks and turned green, but my face was still recognisably the same, my voice just a tad deeper than before, and people trusted me.

I should have asked for better compensation for those interviews. I should have known the work would dry up.

“Zak! Oh my god, you made it! You look great!”

I plaster a grin on my face, ready for my performance. “Hey!”
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The wedding goes well. It’s a pleasant day for winter; the sun is shining, the ocean that this place overlooks is dead calm, and the garden setting within the vineyard grounds is beautiful. Zara marries her mate — a wolf shifter, the same as her — and honestly, it makes sense that we never worked out, because I can tell they’re meant to be. And I’m meant to be with Rose.

Shifters outnumber everyone else at this wedding and it’s one of the few functions I’ve ever been to where humans are clearly in the minority. A few humans have that slightly stunned look on their face as the crowd mingles in the garden post-ceremony while we all wait for various group photos to be taken, and it’s obvious that they feel like fish out of water.

I half-listen to the conversation about the upcoming election cycle and how many MPs are likely to be non-human, my eyes scanning the crowd. I’ve always found people watching fascinating and —

There’s a short woman with long honey-blonde hair, dressed like the other guests for the wedding in a long-sleeved dress, but instead of mingling, she’s crouched down, fussing around with one of the plants in the garden. She stands, pushing back her hair with her hand, turning so that her face is in profile, and the breath catches in my lungs. Rose I think for a split second before I blink and realise it's not her.

She’s not Rose at all, but there’s enough similarities in her small build, in the hair, in the delicately pointed ears, and her pretty-but-not-Rose face, to have tricked me for the briefest moment into thinking that my girl had somehow made it here, to this vineyard, in the flesh.

I watch her, staring at her ears, trying to imagine this woman with antlers on her head. The image I conjure fits too well; this woman has to be the same as her. It’s too uncanny. She smiles, and even her grin looks similar to Rose’s.

I can’t take my eyes off of her, trying to figure out what to do. Someone asks me a question about what I’m doing for work these days and I give a vague answer about commercials and a regular gig, and when the conversation turns again I scan the crowd once more, relieved to find her still there.

Do I go talk to her? Does she even know what she is? Since last week, when I finally realised I should have been searching the term fae all along, I read through all I could find on changelings — the term used for people with fae heritage, and the increasing trend of changelings disappearing into thin air. I found references to a documentary that aired on TV a couple of years ago, but I haven’t been able to find a single version of Stolen By Magic anywhere online, and I feel like I’m slowly going insane reading all these conspiracy theories about fairies stealing people away.

What if she knows how to save Rose?

It’s that thought that has me excusing myself from the group with a quick, “Gotta find the loo,” just as the conversation turns to the fact that a Thursday is a strange day for a wedding, but at least the weather’s nice. I’m weaving my way through the crowd of people when a guy — another wolf, from the look of him, with his dark hair and tall, muscular build — suddenly steps in front of her, wrapping his arm around her waist and bending to say something in her ear. He turns his head, staring directly at me, shooting daggers with his gold eyes.

Fuck.

“Excuse me, are you…?” Someone touches my elbow, and I look down to find a wide-eyed human gaping up at me. “You’re Zak Carlson,” she says breathily, and I recognise the signs of a star-struck fan. “Oh my god. Do you… would you… um…”

“I can sign something for you,” I smile, keenly aware of the wolf still watching me.

I guess I wasn’t that subtle.
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“Hello, troublemaker.”

I grin at Zara, bending to give her a hug. “You look lovely. Congratulations,” I tell her, meaning every word. Her cream-coloured wedding dress compliments her dark brown hair and amber eyes. We were only ever together pre-Unravelling, and I honestly think that’s one of the reasons we’re still able to get along so well. We’re older, different people from when we were together, and the physical changes to us both just adds to that. “Why am I a troublemaker?” I ask her.

“I don’t know, you tell me. How come my new pack alpha is on edge about you? He just asked me who you were before and he couldn’t even keep the growl out of his voice… something about you staring at his mate?”

“Oh, fuck.” I drop my voice low, making a small gesture with my head. “Is that him?” The guy in question — the wolf I pissed off earlier — is watching me again from across the huge indoor event space.

“Yeah,” she nods. “That’s Evander Livingston. Dude, you’re keeping it real classy if you’re trying to get laid at my wedding. But like, seriously, please make sure the targets of your affection aren’t already mated to wolves, because I still care about you and I’d rather your throat be intact and not in tatters in the jaw of a shifter you’ve pissed off.”

I shake my head. “It’s really not like that, and I’m… I’m taken, anyway. I met someone special.”

Zara’s mouth hangs open. “Where is she? You didn’t bring her? Zak!” She gently whacks my arm with the back of her hand. “You should have, you know I would have let you add on a plus one!”

I shake my head. “She couldn’t make it. Hey, if he’s your alpha, I’ve got a question about his mate. What is she?”

Zara seems to hesitate, a small frown crossing her features. “Why are you asking?” Her tone is more wary than I expected it to be.

“Because I know someone that looks like her. The ears, and the hair. She’s not an elf, right? She seems different.”

“She says she’s a garden fairy. That’s what she calls herself.”

A fairy! Fae! “What even is that?” I ask, my mind reeling with the new information. “I’ve never heard anyone use that particular term for a species before.”

She shakes her head. “I can’t…” She looks pained, and I have a sudden memory of Zara making the same face after her old alpha ordered her not to disclose some pack information with me, even though we were living together at the time. Both of us had felt it was wrong, but there was nothing we could do about it back then.

Zara and her husband have only recently joined this new pack, and I had hoped that her new alpha would be a little less heavy-handed when it came to using their alpha bark, given the fact that it is essentially a tool for controlling the entire pack. Seeing Zara struggle to even answer a simple question makes me a little concerned that history is repeating itself.

“He's ordered you to keep quiet about it hasn't he?” I ask. “Does she ever have antlers on her head?”

“If you have questions like this, I think you should direct them to him,” she replies. “To Evander and his wife.”
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It turns out Evander is the owner of this vineyard, as well as the alpha of the shifter pack on this island. He’s also a werewolf, making him a rare hybrid mix of both wolf species. I find out all of this by asking a few people at my table about the guy after Zara gets pulled away, and then I spend some time quietly Googling his name on my phone in between the wedding speeches.

“Jesus,” I mutter under my breath, seeing the dollar amount attributed to his name, an article from the beginning of the year valuing Evander’s wealth at upwards of two hundred million NZD. Another article discusses the vineyard and his wife’s involvement, focusing on how Ellie Hinewai Livingston — or Ellie Harding, the name she still operates her own landscape design business under — draws on her Māori culture when it comes to her garden designs. The accompanying photo of her is an artistic black and white image of her staring off into the distance, and I swear I’ve seen Rose make that same face before when deep in thought.

I shake my head, scrolling through further search results. Evander’s parents are billionaires, and —

Livingstons’ Worst Nightmare: Youngest Daughter of American Billionaire Drowns in Northland Mansion Pool

There’s a sick feeling in my gut as I look at the publication date, doing the maths quickly. Twelve years ago. I click into it, skimming through paragraphs, heart sinking as I read about his youngest sister. She was only six when she died. There’s an aerial photo of the mansion in question, the outdoor pool circled, and then a paparazzi photo of a little girl with tanned skin and curly black hair holding the hand of a beautiful woman that I assume must be Evander’s mother, looking sophisticated in dark oversized sunglasses, a designer handbag tucked under her arm.

I jump at the sound of a chair scraping over the polished floor, flipping my phone over and looking up as the man himself takes a seat across from me. He smiles, but it’s the kind of smile that says my wolf will eat your face off if you come near my mate, and I lean back in my chair instinctively.

“Hey,” I say. “I’m Zak.”

“Zara said.” His American accent is as smooth as I expected it to be. “I noticed something caught your eye earlier, so I thought it’d be best if I came and had a chat.”
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All it takes is a whispered, “Does your wife have antlers? Because my mate does, and she’s in trouble,” for Evander’s I might just kill you vibe to completely fizzle out, replaced by one of extreme — and genuine — concern.

“Are they here? Your mate?” he asks quietly, his jaw clenched and his dark brows furrowed. Sitting this close, I can tell he’s an alpha; there’s a quality to him that is similar to the way Josh is, some innate charisma, and maybe a little bit of magic.

I shake my head. “No, she’s not. That’s part of it. She’s trapped, or dead. It’s hard to explain.”

At my words he grows very still, gold eyes searching my face. “Did they take her?” he asks. There’s a growl in his voice he can’t quite disguise, and I see the way other guests turn their heads at the sound, watching us.

I ignore them, focusing on the fact that he knows something. “I think so. Back in 1915.”

Evander leans forward. “What do you mean, 1915?”
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I step inside Evander’s small office, tucked away out the back of the vineyard’s original building, the setting sun lighting up the room in an orange glow.

In the span of five minutes, everything changed; I’d told Evander what I know and what I suspect about Rose, and he had listened, nodding woodenly at the end and saying, “Wait here,” before rising from his seat and taking off in long strides. I’d watched his wife, Ellie, react to his approach before he was even halfway across the event space, her brows turned down in a worried frown as she swung around to face him, and her expression had given me another eerie jolt of recognition because I’ve seen that same face on Rose before.

And now the three of us are here, having slipped out of the party as soon as the cake was cut. Ellie takes a seat next to her husband on the couch that lines the back wall while I sit on the office chair he gestures to. I’m impressed that it doesn’t creak under my weight, but then again, Evander is a fairly big man himself — not orc-sized but definitely not small — and he’s rich enough to have all the fancy gear, that’s for sure.

“Van said you have a mate like me?” Ellie starts, and it takes me a second to realise she’s referring to Evander. I take a deep breath, nodding.

“Yeah. I mean, we’re not officially mated in any culture, but she’s mine,” I shrug, feeling the pull of my shirt on my shoulders. “Her name is Rose, and she’s wonderful. When I saw you today I got a shock, because for a moment I thought you were her, even though that’s impossible. It’s just the ears, and the hair, and I don’t know, there’s just a vibe about you both.”

“And she’s in trouble?”

I nod, and Evander says, “I haven’t had a chance to explain to Ellie what you told me. I didn’t want to say anything in a room with so many guests that we don’t personally know. Call me overly cautious, but you never know who’s listening or what their intentions may be.”

“Everyone here today should be safe,” Ellie interjects, placing a hand on Evander’s knee, before turning to me again. “There’s a ward around the vineyard,” she explains. “Those who have ill intentions towards us can’t pass through.”

“People are still gossips,” Evander states, and I glance between the two of them. There’s a slight tension between this couple that I didn’t pick up on at first.

“I want to hear from you, Zak, about what’s going on,” Ellie starts, “because Van hasn’t told me a thing except ‘I’m going with him to the mainland tonight and you’re staying here where it’s safe,’” she says, mimicking his American accent with a surprising level of accuracy, “and quite frankly, I understand my alpha husband’s instincts to keep me safe, but I am going to make an informed decision myself.”

Ah.

I clear my throat, crossing my arms over my chest, doing my best to ignore the way Evander opens his mouth and then closes it again, clearly thinking twice about arguing with his wife.

“When I first saw Rose, I thought she was a ghost,” I tell her. “And up until very recently I thought that she was already dead, but certain events have made me reconsider that. She was born in 1893, in Auckland. She was last alive in 1915.”

Ellie looks stunned, and continues to look more and more shocked as I explain everything. How she only appears at night, and how she was always so translucent at first, but now she’s more solid. How the moon seems to influence how long she hangs around for.

“She’s using her own magic,” Ellie says with absolute certainty, after I explain last week’s incident with the glowing mushrooms and Rose’s antlers. “She can’t be dead, surely, if she’s using magic like that. Like this.” In an instant Ellie’s demeanour changes, her back straight and her eyes determined, and in the blink of an eye there are antlers on her head. I stare, shocked, because fuck, they are exactly the same as Rose’s, down to the little flowers that bloom on them.

“Is this what she looked like last week?” Ellie asks.

I nod, grinding my teeth. “Yeah. What does this mean?”

“It means she has fae heritage. The same type of fae as me, if the antlers are similar.”

“I swear, it’s like someone copy-pasted those from her head onto yours. But what does this mean? Fae have been taking people, right? I tried to find some of the stuff that was on the news a couple of years ago but I couldn’t.”

“You won’t find anything.” Evander’s tone is absolute, his jaw clenched. “The fae seem to have a way of making these things disappear from public memory.”

“Well, shit, that’s scary.”

The couple nod in agreement, their voices blending together as she says, “Yep,” while he answers with a very serious, “Yes.”

“Rose has no memory.” That statement has Ellie looking even more worried. “I mean, she remembers her life before she… died, or whatever happened. She says her last memory is of mushrooms surrounding her in her garden. She has no memory of wherever she’s been. She doesn’t know where she goes when she fades away, but the other night she said it felt like it was under.”

Ellie shakes her head, blinking back tears, and Evander’s arm settles around her, pulling her closer against his side.

“I think Rose has been taken by the fae,” he says, and I nod.

Evander’s expression is grim. Ellie looks shell-shocked. I feel both sick and full of adrenaline at the same time. They might actually help us.

“Please —”

“Van’s mother is a witch. A powerful one, with connections,” Ellie cuts in.

“I can’t promise anything yet,” Evander counters. “I need to see this for myself, before I ask anyone else to get involved.”
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An apologetic early goodbye to Zara with a promise to explain later, a phone call to swap my car ferry ticket from tomorrow morning to this evening, and an awkward explanation to the millionaire couple that no, I don’t need to cancel accommodation on the island because I wasn’t staying anywhere anyway — I was going to park up at a beach and sleep in my ute overnight because the $160 return ferry ticket was all I could afford — and our two vehicles are pulling onto the huge red boat bound for Auckland City. I watch the other passengers eye up Evander’s fancy car as he’s directed to park behind me underneath the upper deck, one woman blatantly tapping her husband on the shoulder and saying “Look!”

Evander and his brother Seth climb out, and I join them. The resemblance between the two is ridiculous; Seth is an inch shorter and his hair is more brown than black, but it’s otherwise as if someone cloned Evander and made a younger version. If someone were casting a film, either one of them could be the leading man for sure.

Their wide-blown pupils shine yellow-green under the overhead lights, a clear reminder that they are wolves. All three of us are still dressed for the wedding, and between us we attract even more attention from the human passengers onboard.

“It’s fucking freezing out here,” I say, ignoring the stares. My breath fogs in the air.

Evander nods, gesturing to the stairs. “Let’s go up and find a seat inside. I need a coffee.”

With drinks and food acquired — Evander offered to pay for mine and as much as I’m embarrassed, I didn’t say no — we take our seats in one of the large-species-inclusive booths in the back corner.

“I really appreciate this,” I reiterate, looking between both brothers. “I wasn’t expecting to find anyone that had any idea of what’s going on, and I definitely didn’t expect you guys to help immediately.”

Evander takes a sip of his drink, his eyes serious. “Let’s just say I’ve learned my lesson before; when it comes to matters regarding fae, it’s better to be safe than sorry, and that means not wasting time and hoping that things will just work out. The Unseelie are a serious threat, especially to changelings like Ellie.”

“That’s why we left her at home with the rest of the pack,” Seth adds. He grins at his brother. “I think you pissed her off.”

“Hm,” Evander grumbles, his lips momentarily pressing into a thin line as he stares down at his coffee cup. “Tell me something I don’t know. I can sense it through the bond. Believe me, she’s making it known.” He looks up, his gold eyes intense as he meets my gaze. “She’s scared for me; Ellie thinks I should involve my mother right now, but I need to see this for myself before I take this further.”

I still don’t fully understand why this guy would drop everything to help Rose and I, though I’m not going to complain about it.

“Ellie has had a few near-misses,” he says, as if reading my mind. “She’s supposed to be safe already, but I’m overly cautious about things. She wants to be here with us even though she’s afraid, because she’s my mate and we do things as a team, but I’m not bringing her near any source of danger, not when fae are involved, not until I know more. It’s worth a grumpy mate to know that she’s safe.”

“Rose isn’t dangerous,” I say. “I haven’t felt in danger at her house.”

“I believe you,” Evander says. “But I don’t think any of these kidnapped changelings ever felt in danger. They thought they were safe, until suddenly they weren’t. A lot of the evidence has been erased in the last two years but I’ve been paying attention to it all.” He leans back in his seat. “It’s not her that I’m worried about. It’s them. If she’s travelling between realms, I’m not taking unnecessary risks.”

“I thought you needed a portal to travel between realms.”

“And I thought ghosts weren’t real. Something isn’t adding up here.”
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Car doors slam behind me, but my focus is on Rose’s figure, glowing green on her porch. Her face is worried as she glances between me and the wolves, and I give her a small wave.

“Can you see her?” I ask quietly, not bothering to turn around.

“Yes.”

“Yeah, it’s fucking creepy.” I frown at Seth, and he lifts his hands in a placating gesture. “Sorry man, I just mean this whole situation. There’s even a ward around this property. You didn’t tell us that.”

I stare at him, confused, and then look to Evander.

“You didn’t know?” Evander asks.

“No. What do you mean, a ward?”

“That’s what it feels like. Someone has put this property under a spell. We have one around the vineyard.”

“And what, you can sense it?”

Both brothers nod. “Our mom is a witch,” Seth adds with a shrug. “We’ve both learned a little more about magic in the last few years. Technically, Ellie is a witch too.”

“Ellie is fae,” Evander says, his brow creased as he stares at Rose. “I see what you mean about them both.”

“There’s almost a resemblance,” I nod, feeling validated. I wasn’t just seeing things; having just spent time with Ellie earlier, the similarities are uncanny. “It must be a fae thing.”

I walk across the front yard, stopping in front of the porch. “What is going on?” Rose asks, glancing behind me and back again. “Zak?”

“Hey, these guys are here to help. I met them at the wedding; we just came from there.”

“That was today?” She plays with the fabric of her skirt, the way she used to when I first started visiting. I hadn’t realised how much of a nervous habit that was for her. “I thought I must have skipped a night here again, since I couldn’t remember a time when you were not here.”

“Nah, I saw you just yesterday.” I climb the steps carefully, avoiding the busted ones. I’m sure my foot will go through the remaining wood one of these days, but it’s the least of my worries. “These guys are both wolves,” I say quietly, reaching out to her. When I brush my hands down her arms her form holds, and I can feel the texture of her blouse under my fingers. That’s a good sign. Her eyes are filled with worry as she cranes her neck to look up at me, her hands clutching at my suit jacket. “I told you I work with a werewolf, right? They’re like him. They’re brothers, and the older one is married to a woman who looks like you. We think you’re the same species, so they came to meet you.”

She peers around me at them, and I move a half step so I’m not completely blocking her view, though her hands still hold my jacket in a tight grip. “Rose, meet Evander and Seth. And this is Rose.”

“Hello,” she says softly. “I suppose I should invite you in.”
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With introductions and most of the explanations completed, we stand around in the main room while I confess to Rose that I’ve been keeping a secret for the past week.

“Antlers?” she asks, her hands automatically landing on her head. Her hair is still up in a bun like it always is at the start of every evening, making her look more historic than she usually does. “I don’t have antlers!”

“You did, for a moment before you disappeared. It was when you made the mushrooms appear and glow.”

She shakes her head, her lips pursed. “I don’t remember any of that. I remember hearing the birds, and wanting to see the sunrise.”

“I know. You did so well to make it until then. You were working hard. You were using magic. I’ve seen Ellie use the same magic today; she —” I click my fingers, “snap, made antlers appear on her head. They’re branches of wood, actually, with little flowers on them.”

“That makes no sense.”

“Rose, baby, we’ve spent the last month thinking you’re dead and a ghost. Your house has stuff preserved from 1915. Nothing makes sense anymore. And your ears are the same. You’re not the only one who is like this; there are others out there. It means one of your ancestors was fae.”

“I know it’s a shock,” Evander interjects, his voice very much fitting the profile of a serious alpha. “My wife felt the same when her antlers first appeared. And I was just as confused and worried as you are, Rose. But I think this is potentially good news. I don’t know what happens to people when they die,” he says, his voice turning sombre, “but I don’t think a dead spirit could use magic that way. I could be wrong,” he shrugs.

“I don’t think you’re wrong,” Seth adds, hands in his pockets. He’s been pacing around the room for the past ten minutes, eyes examining every wall and item of furniture in the soft glow of the portable lamp. “She’s gotta be trapped in the First Realm, right? Mom always says we don’t know shit about what the fae are up to behind their borders.”

“If that’s the case, she hasn’t aged since 1915.”

“Yeah, well, she’s fae, right? Maybe Ellie will be the same, and outlive you by a hundred years.”

“Can we talk about next steps,” I interrupt, before Evander can speak. The deep frown he wears says enough. “Will you talk to your mum? Will she want to help?”

“She’ll help.” Evander turns his attention to Rose. “You wouldn’t happen to know who the current owners of this property are, would you?”

She shakes her head, and I step closer to her, putting my hand around her waist. If she’s annoyed at me for not telling her about the antlers, she at least doesn’t shrug me off. After a brief glance upwards she leans into me, wrapping her arms around my middle.

“Why would that matter?” I ask.

“Apart from the fact that you’re trespassing on private property daily?” Evander says, nodding to the pile of things I’ve left stacked on the floor; blankets, pillows, torches, snacks, and the lit up lamp. “I can’t ignore the ward here, and the more I think about it, the more fae it feels, which makes me a little nervous. You’re sure the ward isn’t something you’ve put in place?” he asks Rose again for what I’m pretty sure is the fourth time.

“It wasn’t me, I swear it. I thought I was human until Zak told me otherwise.”

“I don’t sense any fae from it, it just feels like magic to me,” Seth mutters, frowning off into the distance.

“Yeah, well, you’re not mate-bonded to a fae woman like I am. It has the same quality as Ellie’s magic; I keep getting stuck on that fact. I don’t think we’re in danger here,” he adds quickly, seeing the panic on my face. “I know what it’s like to be at the mercy of fae magic that is dangerous, and this isn’t it. Not all fae are of the kidnapping, let’s rule the world variety.”

“Right. But who’s behind it, if it’s not Rose? And it can’t be Rose, she doesn’t have any control over any of this. It’s why we need help.” I’m still worried that at any moment Evander will turn around and say this is all too weird and back out of the whole situation.

“It’s gotta be a relative, right?” Seth asks. “If the magic is fae like Van says it is, then it would make sense that it’s from someone already connected to this house and to Rose.”

“That’s what I’m thinking,” Evander confirms, pulling out his phone. “Why else would someone be protecting this house and preserving some of your things? I know, Rose, that you’ve mentioned your sisters and believe me, I understand that it’s probably difficult for you to talk about your family given the circumstances, but if you could give me their names — the names of your parents, siblings, anyone that lived in this house — it’ll be a good starting point for finding out more information.”

“Alright. Well, in 1915 it was my mother and father, Harriet and Theodore Copthorne, myself, and my two sisters, Amaryllis and Iris. Amaryllis was fifteen, Iris was only five years old.”

“That’s everyone?”

“Yes. Is this something you’re an expert at? Finding information like this?” Rose asks. Her fingers dig into my side, and there’s a worried frown on her face.

“No. But I can easily find people that are, and I can cover the cost of that without worry.”

“And you would do that for a stranger, sir? Go to all this effort, to try and discover what is going on, to try and help me, a person you don’t know and just met, who is probably already dead?”

“I’m doing it for my wife.”

I can appreciate Evander’s honesty, at least.

“And also for myself,” he continues, “because I sure as hell won’t be sleeping well at night, having been here and met you — a changeling that I suspect has been taken by the fae — without having more answers. I’ll be completely honest with you; you seem like a lovely person but I don’t like being here. I don’t feel comfortable inside this ward. My wolves are on edge, and I can’t help but…” His words cut off in a growl that has Rose freezing like a prey animal, and I tighten my grip around her waist.

“The fae threat is always at the back of our minds,” Seth says, his tone more serious than it has been all night. “We’ve seen it first-hand. We don’t want to lose the people we love. Ellie has been in my brother’s life since before I was born; she’s always been a sister to me, and a member of my pack. We’re here because we’ll do anything to protect her.”

“Do you think I can be saved then, or am I just a lost cause? Or maybe I truly am dead.” Rose’s voice, so forlorn, is like a dagger through my heart.

“You’re not a lost cause,” I say immediately. “You’re here. Look at you, you’re solid.” Even as I say it, I can tell that she’s fading a little. Some nights are better than others, and tonight isn’t a great one. I hug her against me, but I can feel the fuzziness to her edges that often indicates she’s going to start disappearing fast. Soon my arm will pass right through her.

“I don’t want to make promises I can’t keep, Rose,” Evander says quietly, levelling his gaze at her. “But I will do my best to help you here, so long as it doesn’t put my family or my pack in danger.”

There are tears in Rose’s eyes, and I hate it. I hate seeing her afraid, I hate seeing her sad. I know these feelings already existed; that she fears the unknown the way I do, that she hates being torn away from this world before dawn every night that she is here. I swallow back the lump in my throat as Rose lifts her chin as if in defiance at the world and the cruel nature of it. “Thank you,” she whispers.
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The wolf brothers ask Rose if they can search the property. “I don’t know what we’re looking for exactly,” Evander admits. “Just anything out of the ordinary.”

We follow them from room to room, the lantern in my hand because I lack the eyesight these wolves have, and Rose points out how the personal items in all the bedrooms have remained far more preserved than the furniture in the front of the house, or the curtains and other furnishings. “Is it magic, do you think?” Rose asks.

He touches a finger to the small doll that lies on her sister’s bed. “It could be. That’s beyond my understanding of it.” His lips curl up in a wry smile. “I’m beginning to regret turning down my mother’s offers to teach me, all those years ago.”

“Yeah, same!” Seth says, his voice echoing down the hall from one of the other rooms. “Hey, are these your parents, Rose? There’s old photos on the wall.”

“In the master? Yes.” I trail after Rose’s silent footsteps, her soft green glow casting light on the tattered wallpaper as we pass by, Evander hot on my heels. When we enter, Seth has already moved onto the wide bookcase in the corner, his fingers tracing over the spines. I stand back and watch Evander freeze as he catches sight of the portraits, his eyes focused on the one of Rose’s father.

I’ve seen them before — a pair of large sepia toned photographs in oval frames made of dark wood, both her parents wearing equally serious expressions. I can see parts of Rose in both of her parents; she has her father’s nose, and the shape of his mouth, though her features are much more feminine than the stern-but-youthful man in the picture. The shape of her eyes belong to her mother; large, wide-set, and fringed with dark lashes, they’re the prettiest eyes I’ve ever seen.

“Do you mind if I take a picture of these, Rose? They may be useful for research. I know it’s unlikely that there are other photographs around in historical records, but just in case. Has Zak told you about facial recognition software?”

Rose shakes her head, gesturing to the portraits. “I don’t know what those words mean, but you’re welcome to take a picture.”

“It means there’s technology that can read a face, the same way we read words, and identify who the person is. I forgot to ask about their middle names,” Evander continues, lifting his phone to each portrait, snapping a picture. “There might be a ton of Harriet Copthornes to wade through.”

“I believe we were the only ones in town at the time, but of course. Mother’s middle name was Rose. Father’s was James.”

“James,” Evander repeats, and there’s something strange about the tone of his voice that rings alarm bells. “Harriet Rose and Theodore James.” He frowns at his phone screen for a moment, Rose’s father staring back up at him.

“That’s him. He owned a bookstore on Queen Street, if that helps, under the name T. J. Copthorne Bookseller and Stationer.”

“Holy shit, you don’t show up on camera,” Seth interrupts, his phone pointed at Rose. “I didn’t realise. That really is ghost-like.”

“I could have told you that,” I say, pulling my gaze away from Evander and his sudden odd change in demeanour. “I said before, no one else on this street can even see her, and my flatmates are all non-human.”

“It’s the magic.” Evander’s jaw is clenched, his frown more pronounced than it was five minutes ago. “Seth, go shift and search the backyard, see if you can scent anything out of the ordinary. I’m going to look around inside a little more. It’s getting late, and I want to get back to Ellie.”

Seth nods and disappears without a second glance, the dynamic between the two — alpha wolf versus pack member — suddenly obvious.

“I don’t think there’s any ferries running this late that’ll take you back,” I say without thinking.

Evander nods. “There’s water taxis, and helicopters. I’ll go with whatever I can find.”

Of course. He’s filthy rich. He can do whatever the fuck he wants.

“Seth is out there now,” he says, nodding his head in the direction of the back garden. “If you want to see what a shifter looks like in his wolf form, Rose, feel free to go watch him do his thing, the moon should still be bright enough for you to see him in the dark.”

“I would quite like that, actually. I am still very new to this post-Unravelling world, as Zak calls it.”

“What will you be doing in here?” I don’t know why I have the sudden sense that Evander is hiding something.

“Seeing if I can pick up the scent of fae anywhere. There’s certainly other scents present in this house right now.”

“Yeah, alright,” I say, feeling defensive. Is every fucking alpha I know going to directly point out that they smell my cum in this place? “She’s my mate, I’m allowed to —”

“I didn’t mean anything,” he laughs. He did, and I shake my head.

“Come on, Rose, let’s go watch this wolf.”
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Rose is nearly as translucent as when I first met her by the time the wolf brothers leave, despite it not yet being midnight.

“You’re tired, eh?” I ask her. Her form is no longer solid, but I still hold my hand to her cheek, and she closes her eyes, her frown pronounced and her chin wobbling. “Oh babe, please don’t cry,” I whisper.

It’s a futile request. She lets out a sob, and I can’t even hold her in my arms anymore. It’s so fucking unfair. “It’s going to be okay,” I tell her. “We’ll find a way.”

“A way for what? For me to come back from the dead? Or out of wherever I’ve been kept? If fae have had me this whole time, what have they been doing with me? Zak, I’m so scared. Why can’t I remember any of it?”

“I know. I’m sorry. I’ve got you,” I tell her, but I don’t, and she fades out of sight and out of existence once more.
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My phone rings at ten the following morning, waking me up. The name Evander looks blurry on the screen, but my heart begins to race, adrenaline spiking. I’m wide awake as I swipe the answer button.

“Hello?”

“Zak. I wanted to update you; there’s been a lot of developments in the night. I don’t think I explained my mother’s history to you at all, but she was once a core member of the Maheras coven. The current High Witch is my great-grandmother, and has expressed a lot of interest in Rose’s case. She’s concerned that we may miss a window of opportunity, and wants to act tonight, given how unpredictable Rose’s form and appearance is.”

It takes a moment to process what he’s said. “I don’t know anything about the First Realm,” I admit. “I’ve never heard of that coven. I’m the least non-human non-human you could find, in terms of knowledge about that stuff. What do you mean about acting tonight? They’re not going to hurt her, are they?”

“They won’t hurt her, not intentionally. The witches want to save her. I don’t think you realise how big this is. This situation is unheard of, and they think she might be the key to unlocking some new information about the Unseelie fae.”

“She doesn’t know anything.”

“I know, and I told them that. It’s not about what she can say, but more what they can observe.”

“She’s not a science experiment.” This is what I wanted, help, but it’s happening so fast and I feel like I can’t keep up.

“I know. Trust me, I made it very clear that the goal needs to be saving Rose. She’s the priority.”

“Why? Why do you care? I’m not trying to be rude. I’m just trying to understand why you’re so invested. I know you mentioned Ellie, but —”

“Ellie is the reason.”

“Yeah, but —”

“Look, I haven’t even had a chance to talk to her about this. I haven’t even slept yet. I’ve been to the First Realm and back since I last saw you less than twelve hours ago.” I hear him take a deep breath. “It could be a huge coincidence, but fae have long life spans. Much longer than wolves and orcs. It’s very possible that Rose’s fae parent might still be alive. When it comes to people who are mixed fae and human, the parent tends to outlive the offspring, in terms of lifespan. And someone has placed that ward on the house.”

I hadn’t even thought of that. “You think her mum or dad is hanging around?”

“I don’t know, but that’s not why I care, or at least it’s not the core reason. Rose said her father was known as T.J. Copthorne — that was the name of his store, right? Well I know another changeling woman with a father who went by the name TJ. Ellie. TJ is the only information my wife has ever had about her father; it was a one-night stand, her human mother didn’t know him well at all. He left no contact details. It could be a coincidence, but if it is, it’s a really fucking big one. Maybe I’m going crazy, because I’ve always thought Ellie looks like her mom, but I swear, every time I look at that photo of him I see my wife in there.”

Holy shit. Holy shit.

“Rose kept doing little things that Ellie does,” he adds. “Little gestures, like playing with the fabric of her clothes when she’s nervous.”

“They have the same smile.”

“They do,” he agrees. “Their expressions — at least some of them — are identical. It’s personal, Zak. My wife is an only child, but I think Rose is her sister. It sounds ridiculous, but what doesn’t these days? I’m a big believer in fate. I have to be, because Ellie is my fated mate, and we have the bites and the bond to prove it. I think I have to believe that the universe is trying to tell us something here.”

“Are you going to tell her?”

“Yes. I’ll leave it up to you to tell Rose, which you can do later, after we save her.”
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When Evander said that a High Witch was coming, I hadn’t expected this.

“What the fuck is going on, Zak?” Josh calls out from the front step of our place, his hand shielding his eyes from the late-afternoon sun and his mouth hanging open as he looks over the crowd gathered in Rose’s front yard. There’s medieval-robe-wearing werewolves; a half-fae half-werewolf woman walking around in her fae form with blue skin, long pointed ears, antlers, and unnaturally bright eyes; wolf shifters — Evander’s alpha father and members of his pack, plus Evander, Seth, and two more of the Lost Moon pack — and at the centre of it all an ancient-looking werewolf woman with the meanest resting bitch face I’ve ever seen. The High Witch. All of this is under a dome of gold-tinged glamour that covers the two neighbouring properties and hides it all from the humans on the street — a miscommunication, because I never intended for my flatmates to know, but it’s too late now.

“Uh, nothing to stress about! Just some magic stuff!”

He’s unimpressed, but my phone buzzes — it’s Leigh from work — and suddenly I can’t give two shits about what Josh is thinking. I’ve got enough crap on my own plate.

“Hey,” I answer. “I am so sorry, I lost track of what day it is, and this is an emergency, and —”

“Zak, it’s fine. Calm down.”

I take a deep breath and exhale in a gust, turning away from Evander’s concerned gaze. I feel so fucking exposed right now — the only orc present, the mate of the changeling, as they keep calling me. Everyone has been staring since they arrived half an hour ago.

“I promise I’m never normally this unprofessional, but there’s just a lot going on right now. I can’t even explain it except it’s…” I trail off, unsure of what I should be telling her. I texted her only ten minutes ago, after Seth had joked “Thank god it’s Friday, right?” and I’d had the awful realisation that I’m supposed to be at the club at seven tonight.

“It’s fine. We’ll be totally okay. Loved ones come first. I had no idea you had a girlfriend. I hope she’s okay. Are you guys at hospital right now?”

My text had said an emergency with my girlfriend, so I can understand the assumption. “Uh, it’s not a health thing per-se, I mean it is, but we’re getting it sorted.”

“No need for explanations. Hey, I know this is bad timing, but I was going to share it with all you boys tonight. I want it to be a unanimous decision; you’re all the talent, after all. We’ve been approached by an entertainment company, they want to put us on the road. Do an international tour. All flights, accommodation, living costs covered, including partners. Increased pay, and travel the world! It would be a year-long contract. I want you to think about it. They’re a legit company, and they reckon the world is ready for non-human male entertainers on the big stage. They want to do a behind the scenes documentary too.”

Fuck wolves and their fucking super-hearing. As soon as Leigh says the word male entertainers I swear about 80 percent of them turn to stare at me. I’m not ashamed about what I do, but I don’t like feeling judged either, and I can feel it now. “Can we talk about it later?” I ask. It sounds amazing, but I can’t wrap my head around it at this moment. I can’t focus on anything, can’t seem to take in a deep enough breath, can’t see beyond tonight and the crippling fear of what if they can’t save Rose? and even worse, what if they kill her?

“Sure. Give my love to your girl, I hope everything is okay. I’m here if you need to talk. And take tomorrow night off too, okay? Don’t rush back.”

“Okay. Thank you.”

I slip my phone back into my pocket, the worried golden eyes of Evander’s werewolf mother — looking just as chic as she did in that photograph from the old article — catching my gaze. “Oh honey, it’s going to be okay,” she reassures me.

“I feel like I’m gonna puke.” I wouldn’t normally admit it, but she gives off such warm mum vibes that the words just tumble out. “I’m fucking scared for Rose.”

“We won’t hurt her, I promise. She’s family.”

I don’t know how much more time passes. I can’t focus on the conversations, but I know the moment the sun sets, because everyone falls silent. I walk forward through the crowd as Rose appears on her porch, slowly growing brighter, ethereal and beautiful and my everything, the beacon that calls to my heart.
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The place between worlds

Rose

I am flying. I’m falling upwards, being pulled to the sky. A little girl is far below, watching me with her gold eyes, and as I touch the surface I see it all at once, all the realms. The First, the Second, and this place, the Under.

It is like this every time, and because it is, I know that I am about to forget it all again. Time passes differently here, and I linger in this place between worlds for a moment, observing, enjoying this small patch of time when I understand it all, when I know where I’ve been trapped, when I understand who has done this to me.

When I know what I am, and what I may become.

But the little girl’s magic is as insistent as ever, and I understand why; she’s just as desperate to escape this place as I am. I don’t know why she cannot try to free herself; there must be something that keeps her here.

She pushes me further, until I can see the world I am from. The house I once lived in, the garden I loved so much, now so overgrown.

I see a handsome green giant of a man, with pointed tusks and the world’s kindest eyes. My Zak. My love.

There’s others here today. Some that I’ve met before. Men — brothers — with gold eyes like the girl. Wolves. They’ve brought more of their kind to my house.

They promised to save me.

Wait! I want to tell them that I met a little girl like them, that she’s right there, but the veil is the same as always, sucking every thought from my mind as I am pushed through, and then I cannot remember what it was that I had to say.
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“Zak is her mate, he can stand with her.”

“I disagree,” the High Witch snaps at Evander’s mother — her own granddaughter — as members of the werewolf coven pour bags of salt out onto the grass in a detailed circular pattern, interspersed with lit candles, surrounding Rose and I.

“With all due respect, you have not dealt with fae spells like this before. I have. I’ve felt it. The power of bonded mates —”

“He is an orc! There is no bond! Foolish girl. You don’t know what you’re talking about. But of course, you would put too much value in mates. That doesn’t surprise me at all.”

A warning growl rips through the air, Evander’s father looking murderous as he steps closer to his wife, and suddenly everyone is growling and snarling, the whole backyard filled with the sound, like a pack of menacing dogs. Rose whimpers and hugs me tighter around the waist, and I can feel her shaking.

“Hey!” I yell. I’m normally a pretty chilled out guy, but not when they’re upsetting Rose. “HEY!”

The growling stops as my booming voice echoes off the house. Sometimes I forget that I am a head taller than these wolves. I don’t have time for their bullshit right now. “Stop upsetting her!” I turn to the High Witch. “And I’m staying right here. I’m not letting her go.”

The old witch snorts. “Well at least someone has a backbone,” she mutters. “Fine. Stay in the circle, but don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
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In the end it’s not the High Witch that leads the magic, but the half-fae woman. Her name is Lylia, she’s over three hundred years old, and the most powerful one of us all, according to Evander’s mum.

Her antlers look just like the ones I saw on Rose and Ellie’s heads. It’s pitch black now, clouds covering the moon and stars, and if it weren’t for Rose’s glow and the candles, I wouldn’t be able to see a damn thing. Lylia’s pupils shine in the faint light, round and reflective like a cat’s as she speaks to Rose and I softly.

“You are the first person to have ever made it back to this realm from the land of the fae. That alone is amazing.”

“But I’m not back, I’m not really here, am I? And I have no memories…”

“Fae magic and trickery is very powerful. I would know. We’re going to open the door between the world here and the world you are in, and pull you out. It’s not without risks, and there are a lot of unknowns, but I have long had a theory that they are keeping changelings like you and I in some form of stasis on their side. They have some way of manipulating ageing and lifespans. I know that was a concern to you, that you might come through and immediately be a hundred years older and pass away, but I want to reassure you I don’t think that will happen. I think you appear here in this form because that is your form on that side. Now, is there anything you can tell us about any of this? Even the smallest details may be of use to us here.”

“Last week she said it was under,” I say as Rose shakes her head. “Like an underworld, I guess.”

Lylia nods, waiting. When we say nothing else, she gives Rose a small smile. “Well, let’s bring you back up to the surface. It’s time to set you free.”

The werewolf coven is already standing in place around the salt circle. Lylia steps back, taking her place between the High Witch and Evander’s mother. The gathered members all link hands, a low humming chant starting in a language I don’t recognise. The salt at our feet glows gold, the pattern lit up to reveal a shining moon and stars. I catch Evander’s eye from outside the circle and he gives me a reassuring nod. He’s half-werewolf, but it’s clear from this that he’s very much a shifter in the eyes of this coven, and like his father and brother, he’s been quietly observing the werewolves this evening.

Even knowing that Rose is probably her sister, Ellie chose to stay back on Motuwai Island under the protection of Evander’s sister and the rest of his pack, and I can’t blame her for that decision.

“Hey,” I say quietly to Rose, tilting her chin up with my hand. The magic enveloping us feels like static crawling over my skin, but I ignore it. “I love you, and I’m so proud of you. I can’t wait for our future together.”

Her eyes are filled with tears. “A life with you is all I want.”

There’s an awful ripping sound, and Lylia screams. The world around us seems to fall away, or open up. I can’t explain it, but I grip onto Rose tightly, seeing my panic reflected in her eyes. All at once I can see too many things; Rose is here but she’s also there, under as she said, lying on the ground, her blonde hair spread around her and sightless blue eyes that stare up into nothing, her body surrounded by mushrooms and their glowing tendrils that seem to be feeding from her very flesh.

The magic is no longer an uncomfortable static but an all-consuming roar, burning my skin, filling my head, disorientating and ominous, and it tastes like death. Rose is slipping out of my grasp, falling through the open hole in the air as the werewolves around us chant and scream and the air is filled with a haze of green and gold.

I cling on to her wrists and she howls in terror as dark blue claws reach through the hole and snatch at her ankles.

We’re going to tear her apart.

“No!”

Hands that glow gold join mine, gripping her arms. I’m flanked on either side by Evander and Seth, their growls in my ears as together we pull. I’ve never been so desperate in my life, so panicked, my muscles aching with the strain. Rose’s cries tear at my heart, but then something changes in her. Her eyes flash gold, then green, her antlers grow, her body losing the glow, the translucence, the ghostliness. She is flesh and blood, pale skin and blonde hair, her pulse racing beneath my fingers.

She’s alive.
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I’m lying on my back in the grass, and for a moment everything is so quiet, so still; a chilling calm after a huge storm. I know that in the days that follow I’ll be able to process this better. The way Rose tore free from that realm with a final triumphant cry, falling atop me as the hole in the fabric of space and time closed behind her, shutting out that world of death.

I’ll be able to think about the way Evander stood, staring at his hands as if they weren’t his own, as if he didn’t understand what he’d just done.

I’ll be able to think about the haunted look on Seth’s face, as if he’d seen a ghost.

I might even be able to remember the hushed words spoken by the werewolves — the witches who talked about how this changes everything.

But for now all I can do is hold my Rose tight in my arms, her face pressed to my neck and my nose buried in her hair. She smells like a summer’s day, sweet and floral and perfect, and her breath is hot against my skin.

When she lifts her tear-stained face, smiling weakly, her lips and cheeks blotched red from crying, I kiss her slowly, reverently, tasting the salt of her tears and the sweetness of her mouth and tongue. She’s here, with me, and I’m never letting her go.
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Rose

Hours pass in a blur of questions and talk that would surely overwhelm me if not for Zak’s constant presence. He is a shield at my side, unafraid to bark back at the werewolves when they pester me too much.

“She’s already said that she doesn’t know anything. How many times do you have to hear it? I’m beginning to get really fucking tired of this bullshit. And she’s not going to the First Realm with you. I don’t care what you think — she doesn’t owe you that. She just got here, for fuck’s sake.”

“She needs to be monitored.”

“Then monitor her from here.” His voice is sterner than I’ve ever heard it before, having lost his usual friendly charm at some point in the last half hour. I lean into him further, and he re-tucks my woollen blanket higher around my shoulders.

“I agree.” Evander’s resolute tone cuts through the unsettled murmurs of his mother’s people. I hadn’t understood why he seemed so invested in my welfare until it was revealed to me that his wife’s father may very well be my own.

I keep thinking about Papa and wondering what he knew.

There’s further argument, but it’s so very difficult to pay attention. Warm arms scoop me up, and Zak’s scent — wonderfully spicy and masculine and perfect — surrounds me as he holds me in his arms. “We’re going back with Evander,” he says. With my head against his chest, his voice seems to rumble through me. “I’m not letting her go.”

I hear the words car and too late for a helicopter and vacation house out west in Titirangi, but I am in and out of sleep, waking only when Zak asks me to stand for a moment. “Sorry babe, but I can’t get us both through the car door.”

It’s cold and there are other hands at my back. I recognise Evander’s voice asking, “You’ve got her?”

“Yeah.” I’m lifted again, back into Zak’s arms. “I’m just gonna hold her, okay? Just don’t crash or pass by a cop.”

“Avoiding cops at this time of night might be impossible, but the windows are tinted enough,” Evander replies, and I can hear the humour in his voice, even if I don’t understand what he’s saying. “We’ll be fine.”

There’s another person in the front of the car. A werewolf, I think. She turns, her gold eyes reflecting light, but I don’t recognise her. “It’s me, Lylia,” she says with a small smile. “I’m in glamour.” It makes no sense, but nothing makes sense right now except the strong arms that tighten around me.

I fall asleep under the glow of street lamps that are both familiar and foreign all at once, the heartbeat of my love steady against my ear.
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The birds are singing. I recognise tui and grey warblers, and tears well in my eyes at how familiar it all is. I don’t know where I am and I don’t remember getting here, but I used to wake to the sound of birdsong every morning. Now I can again.

The empty space beside me in bed is still warm. Zak. I may feel adrift regarding so many things, but he holds me in place, solid and strong and good. I slept in his arms all night — I know that much from the brief kisses we shared in the dark before slumber overtook me once more.

I slide out from under the blankets, finding a note sitting atop the robe that’s draped across the foot of the bed, and fresh tears well as I read.

Rose,
Just downstairs grabbing tea/coffee for us. I know there’s a lot going on, but we’re in this together.
Love you,
Zak


I slip the robe on over my naked body, tying it at the waist, and pull back the curtain that hangs over the window.

I am struck by the beauty of it all. A blue, cloudless sky and native bush greets me. There’s a balcony here, and I play with the lock on the strange glass door, biting my lip as I slide the door open.

The crisp winter air smells so sweet. I take in great big lungfuls of it as I step out onto the wooden decking barefoot, ignoring the biting cold. It’s more than worth it to feel the morning sunlight on my skin.

“Rose.”

I turn at the sound of Zak’s voice. He’s there in the room, wearing a matching robe far too small for him, and I grin at the sight of his bare legs, the hem barely reaching the middle of his muscular thighs. “You found me,” I say quietly.

The look he gives me is intense, stealing the breath from my lungs. “I found you,” he agrees. “You look beautiful.”

I know I’m blushing. We’ve done so many things together, and yet I feel a nervousness now that didn’t exist before. I suppose it’s because I’m truly in the flesh. “And you are as handsome as ever,” I tell him as he joins me, his big hands settling on my waist.

In the sunlight, his eyes are a lighter shade of brown. I reach up, running my fingers over his jaw, feeling the short stubble growing there. “I’m here,” I whisper, touching his long black hair, worn loose around his shoulders.

“You’re here,” he agrees. “I’m never letting you go.”

I nod, leaning into his open arms. I have grieved for my family already, and I will continue to forever. I have so many questions about my father and my newly-discovered half-sister. I want to know where I was trapped, what Zak saw, and how they freed me.

It would be so easy to panic, but Zak’s embrace grounds me and brings me back to the present.

“How do you feel?” His voice is deep and smooth, wrapping around me like a hug. I take one of his huge hands in mine, lifting it to my lips, kissing his claw-tipped fingers before pressing it to my chest, over my heart.

“Alive,” I whisper. “And so happy to be here with you, my love.”
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After months of dull work and duller living, Penny needs a night of fun. When her friends invite her to The Underworld, the hottest club in the city, for a Halloween masquerade, Penny thinks it’s the perfect solution to her boredom. After she catches the eye of Ty, a hottie in a devil mask who happens to own the joint, Penny thinks her night can’t get any more fun.

But there’s more to Ty than meets the eye, and The Underworld isn’t just a club. After a critical mistake leaves her trapped, Penny must use her wits and her wiles to find a way to escape…or else she might just be stuck in hell forever.
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This book contains minor mentions of theology, pseudo-kidnapping, terrible friends, and consensual sex between a human and a monster. Please read at your own risk.
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According to everyone who’s anyone, getting into Hell is a rare privilege. Getting in during a special occasion, like the masquerade party on Halloween? Practically unheard of for a normal girl like me. I have my friends to thank for it; Athena and Selene must have used their infinite money and/or connections to pull some strings. It’s the kind of thing they do. We’re not actually all that close, and though I’ve known them for years, I don’t see them that often.

They’re sort of a strange pair, like two exotic moths who flit into my life at random intervals, but whenever they do, they tend to have something good to share. Like tickets to The Underworld, the best club in the city. Which is precisely how I find myself bypassing a long line of desperate people to skip Purgatory, the upper level, and heading for the VIP entrance straight to Hell.

It’s a chilly night, the sky cold and clear. Stars twinkle above, and the moon hangs fat and low with a faint red ring around it. Dry leaves scratch along the street, pushed by the breeze, and I can smell the faint scent of smoke from someone’s backyard fire. It’s late enough now that any stray trick-or-treaters will have gone home to gorge themselves on sugar, and the only costumed revelers out now are people like us, people ready to shake off the shackles of a dull work week and indulge in a little champagne.

The club is housed in an art deco building not unlike the Chrysler Building, and a bright neon light in what I recognize as the Metropolis typeface shines down on us, announcing our location as The Underworld. The wind keens, a low, ominous sound just as I enter the two-story club that is known for its fancy imported booze and lavish parties. I shiver at the noise; it’s sorrowful and haunting, which I suppose is appropriate for the occasion.

Any other Halloween, I’d be at home in sweats and a messy bun, eating mini candy bars—because trick-or-treaters never swing by my apartment complex—and watching old horror movies from the days before slasher films got quite so bloody. But not tonight. After a tedious, mind-numbing few months of endless work and zero dates, I need a carefree night of drinks and dancing. The fact that I’m gonna do it at the most exclusive club I’ve ever been to is the carving on the pumpkin, so to speak.

Which is why, despite the chill, I’m wearing a fringed gold mini-dress I can barely afford, along with heels and an elaborate gold mask—intricately shaped like a butterfly—that disguises most of my face. My long blond hair is down in loose curls, and I feel ready for anything.

As usual, Athena and Selene are dressed similarly, in lacy black dresses with matching masks that leave their pert noses and full lips exposed. Athena’s thick, dark hair is twisted up into a bun, the picture of elegance, while Selene’s bouncing black curls twist down her back in a springier version of my own hairstyle, scattered through with braids, beads, and tiny bells.

Athena, older than her sister by two minutes, grips my forearm as we step into Hell. “Remember the rules,” she says. “No accepting drinks from strangers, no taking off your mask, and no disappearing into a dark corner with a good-looking guy. Be good.”

I laugh. “I got it, Grandma.” The twins aren’t that much older than I am, but sometimes they seem as prim as Victorian governesses, despite the fact that they are as gorgeous as goddesses and dress to highlight that fact: Athena always elegant and classy, and Selene wild and bohemian. They could take the same outfit—and often do—and achieve two vastly different looks with it. And yet, they share the same reserved, occasionally chilly, personality.

Athena rolls her blue eyes at me and I shake my head affectionately. I know she’s just looking out for me, and it’s true that she’s been here many times before, but come on. I know better than to let someone spike my drink or to give my number out to strangers. I may be a new visitor to The Underworld, but I’m still a woman.

Selene leans in to give me a kiss on the cheek, and then drifts away into the crowd, disappearing like smoke. Unsurprising. She’s a quiet one, as graceful as a panther, and loves to be in the mix of things. She has a talent for stirring up trouble from the sidelines and then observing what she wrought, entertained without being involved. I’m not sure if it’s intentional or simply a side effect of the way people seem to flock to her, but where Selene goes, drama follows.

“I better keep an eye on her,” Athena mutters, following her twin. “Have fun and be careful.”

I grin at her departing back and drift deeper into Hell, finding a relatively clear spot where I can stand and take everything in.

This club must have some impressive insulation, because I can’t hear anything from upstairs. Whatever is happening in Purgatory—the slightly more accessible half of the club—is completely muffled. Down here, the lights are dim, with spotlights aimed at a stage where burlesque dancers writhe and spin, wearing the most incredible costumes I’ve ever seen. They’re all dressed as demons, with intricate scales painted on their exposed skin. Elaborate prosthetics, including horns and tails, decorate the men and women, casting eerie shadows into the crowd. The overall effect is both beautiful and strange.

Elsewhere, red velvet banquettes, long, lacquered bars, and gold, art deco chandeliers and sconces surround us. The effect is sexy, lush, and private, despite the fact that the place is huge and the dance floor is packed with masked club-goers grinding against each other.

In a corner near one of the bars, a man leans against the wall. Something about him catches my notice and I can’t tear my gaze away. He seems perfectly normal, and yet there’s a magnetic pull that keeps my attention fixed on him.

He’s wearing black slacks, a black button-down open at the neck, and a black leather belt. Despite his slouch, I can tell he’s tall, and regardless of the shadows that seem to surround him, I get an impression of strength and power. The upper two-thirds of his face are covered by a red and black devil mask, which makes me grin. Appropriate, given the name of this part of the club is Hell. I can’t make out his eyes from this far away, but all the same, I feel his gaze when it lands on me, as surely as if he’d touched me.

Moving with all the grace of an ocean predator, he peels off the wall and strolls to me, a lowball glass hanging loosely in his left hand. Perhaps he feels as drawn to me as I do to him.

“Hello,” he says, his voice low and silky. He extends a large hand. “I’m Ty. I don’t think I’ve seen you here before.”

I smile and gesture to my mask. “Penny. And how would you know? It’s a masquerade.” I shake his hand and an electric jolt zips through me, making me shiver. It’s not the kind of thing where you build up too much static on the carpet and then shock your friend as a joke. This feels like bottled lightning in my veins, shooting tingles all up and down my back.

“True,” he says, “but I’m very aware of the patrons of Hell. The regulars and the new ones. I would have remembered you.”

“Is that so? But I’m just another faceless blonde.” Despite the odd magnetism I feel from him, the idea of him excessively cataloging every person in here makes me take a step back. “You are aware that sounds a bit creepy, right? What, you lurk in shadows and keep track of everyone who comes through the door?”

His hard mouth turns up in a smile, which is reflected in his voice. “Well, yes,” he says with a low chuckle. “But it’s not as awful as you make it sound. As it happens, I own The Underworld. It’s my business to pay attention to the clientele. I’m managing my investment, not stalking my customers. It’s good business to know who patronizes the venue.”

I catch a whiff of his scent as he leans close, and he smells like nighttime and secrets and Halloween. Like the velvet of an autumn sky and the smoke from a dying ember. The sweet lick of candy corn and the wind rustling through a broken branch. Like fallen apples and rising heat.

I’ve never smelled anything like it, and I want to drench myself in it. I inhale deeply, and I can feel it settle over me, almost like a blanket of scent, comforting and…well, embarrassing as it is to admit, kind of erotic.

I step closer to him, intoxicated. I can’t help it. Who is this guy, and why is he having such a powerful effect on me? I’ve been talking to him for five minutes and I’m already turned on, already imagining that big hand touching me in all my neediest places.

When did I become such a hussy for a sexy voice and an appealing scent?

“A new burlesque show is about to start,” he says, tipping his head toward the stage. “Would you like to join me at my private table to watch?”

I nod before I can stop myself. I know what Athena said when we entered; I know not to let myself get swept away by a stranger. I don’t know anything about him, not even if he’s telling the truth about owning this place. But everything in me wants to accompany him, so I do.

We’re just watching a show, after all.
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Ty leads me to the back of the club and up a small staircase, where a private, enclosed banquette is situated. From here, we can see the stage clearly and completely unobstructed. Further, no one can see us. He presses a button under the table and smoked glass walls rise up, encasing us in an even more private bubble. I guess he really does own the place.

“This is one-way glass,” he explains. “For everyone out there, all they see is a mirror.” He points to the button. “Just press this if you want to bring the walls back down.”

I nod, relieved to know that I can exit any time I choose, and search the crowd for my friends, but I can’t see them. Between the dim lighting and the number of people here, everything is sort of camouflaged and blurred, like nothing is quite real. Like an impressionist painting, of sorts. It feels as though everything is coated in a haze of smoke, almost, even though that’s impossible.

The music winds around me, a dark, hypnotic beat, and I lean my head back against the cushioned seat, letting the magic of this place wash over me. No wonder it’s so exclusive. Everything about it is too good to be true. I’m pressed right up against Ty, the heat of his thigh seeping into my leg. I can feel his powerful muscles, and even though I should get a grip and scoot over, I find myself shifting even closer to him.

“Watch,” he commands in a low voice that makes me tingle. There’s no way he could know I’m a sucker for an authoritative man, but it’s a sexy coincidence. “Dialevia is our most gifted performer.”

The lights dim even more and the music stops. Everything in the club goes still, even the writhing mass on the dance floor. The spotlight on the stage brightens and the music starts up again, a low, pulsing bass that I feel all throughout my body. It seems to be beating in time to the thud between my thighs, stoking my strange arousal even higher.

On the stage, a trapdoor opens and a golden pole with a ball on top rises up. Once it’s settled into place, about eight feet tall, a woman slinks into the spotlight. I thought the SFX makeup on the other dancers was impressive, but hers is next level. Her skin glistens, covered in thousands of golden and orange scales. Long, flowing fins extend from her hips and shoulder blades, like the world’s most glorious koi fish. Her long red hair cascades down her back and her face is one of the most stunning I’ve ever seen. Her makeup and effects are so well done that I can’t even tell which parts are her and what’s a prosthetic.

I’m straight and have never been especially attracted to women, but she’s undeniably beautiful and something about the way she moves strikes me as erotic. She’s dressed in only tassels that cover her nipples, leaving the rest of her full breasts bared, and a tiny G-string the same shade of gold as her scales. Moving sinuously, she wraps her lower leg around the pole and then suddenly swings herself forward, dangling upside-down and twirling, all while holding on with her ankle.

She defies physics.

She slithers up and down the pole like a snake, smooth and unhurried, perfectly in time to the music. There’s nothing vulgar about her performance, but it’s unbearably sexy, and I feel wet warmth gathering between my thighs in spite of myself. My breath comes faster and my heart pounds along with the beat. My nipples peak against my dress, but hopefully all the fringe camouflages that.

Ty’s hand comes to rest on my leg, and without thinking, I drop my knees apart, an invitation if ever there was one. I’m suddenly desperate for him to touch me, and if he doesn’t, I might take matters into my own hands. He glances at me, a question in his eyes, and I nod.

“Please,” I say.

His mouth turns up in a wicked grin, and I stare at his hand on my leg. His sleeves are cuffed, revealing a strong forearm, a huge hand, and long, thick fingers with perfectly groomed nails. They’re masculine hands, no doubt, and the sight of them somehow makes me even wetter.

Moving along with the beat and the dancer’s own rhythm, his fingers slide up my skirt and dance across my panties, a light tease that makes my breath catch.

I’m encased in a bubble of darkness and bass beats and skilled fingers. My head falls back and my eyes close as he strokes me against the lace of my panties. The nub of the fabric creates a delicious friction on my clit.

“Open your eyes,” he commands. “Watch the show.”

“But—”

“Watch the show or I stop what I’m doing.”

Heat surges through me at the command in his voice. Damn, how is he pushing my buttons so easily? And when is he really going to push my button? I lick my lips and nod, forcing my gaze back to Dialevia and her sensuous performance.

“Good girl,” Ty whispers in my ear, shoving my panties to the side. His fingertip swirls at my entrance, collecting the moisture there.

His tone sends more trembles down my spine, which he notices. With a dark chuckle, he slides that thick finger inside me and then back out again. He repeats the motion again and again, the movement slow and shallow. It’s delicious, but not near enough to get me off.

And he knows it.

“You like it when I tell you what to do.”

It’s not phrased as a question, because he obviously knows, but I nod anyway. I squirm against the banquette, trying to force his finger deeper inside of me, and he laughs again. “So impatient,” he whispers.

Without warning, he adds a second finger and picks up the pace, while also managing to land the pad of his thumb against my clit. I don’t know how he’s doing it—it must be murder on the wrist—but I also don’t care. As long as he doesn’t stop.

His mouth hovers near my ear, nipping at me and blowing warm breath down my neck. “Do you need to come?” he asks, and I whimper.

He turns his attention back to the stage, but moves his fingers faster and faster, making me pant. Right as the music reaches its crescendo—right as Dialevia executes some sort of complex flip into the splits—he flicks my clit and I come in a hot, wet rush, gasping and moaning.

Without even looking at me, he removes his fingers, straightens my panties, and then lifts his hand to his mouth licks his fingers clean.

Fucking hell.

The sight makes me groan. Even though I just came, I definitely feel like I could keep going. Everything in me is still pulsing and tingling, ready for more.

The stage lights dim as the dancer makes her exit, and with Dialevia’s spell broken, the normal music resumes, the crowd filling the dance floor again.

“Dance with me,” Ty says.

Again, he’s not asking so much as demanding, and I fucking eat it up. I’m not sure I can move, much less dance. I think the orgasm he just gave me melted my bones. But I nod anyway, eager to have his hands on me again, however I can get them.

He pushes the button to lower the privacy glass, then takes my hand and leads me to the dance floor. The music is still heavy on the bass, and he pulls me close. I crush my hips against his, delighted to find what appears to be a very generous hardness pushing back against me. I may be wet as hell for him, but he’s not unaffected. He wants me too.

I’m generally not the type of person who hooks up with some stranger at a club—in fact, I’ve never done anything like this—but I can’t seem to help myself. He’s barely said ten words to me, but there’s something incredibly magnetic about this man and I want more of him.

I want all of him.

I press closer, crushing my breasts into his hard chest. His hand lands on my ass and he cups it, keeping us aligned as we grind to the beat. His rhythm is perfect; there’s no awkwardness to his movements at all. He’s as smooth on the dance floor as anywhere.

Despite the delightful orgasm I just had, I’m fully primed again. I can feel more wetness pooling in my panties, and I think if we keep dancing like this, it might just be enough to get me off again. All I have to do is rub myself against him.

His eyes bore into mine and a slight grin plays across his lips, as if he knows exactly how turned on I am. Though, judging by the hard length in his pants, which I swear is getting even harder, we’re both feeling it. Unfortunately, the stupid sound system chooses that moment to end the song. Ty steps back slightly and the distance brings me to my senses a little.

Shit, I can’t just rub my crotch on some stranger on the dance floor, can I? No matter what we just did in his private booth?

Yeah, I should probably go find my friends before I do anything else embarrassing.

On an impulse, I push his mask up a little, further revealing his sharp jaw and firm lips. Before I can talk myself out of it, I press my mouth to his. Despite what we did in the booth, this feels, in a way, more daring and more intimate, especially since we’re in full view of everyone. I slide my tongue along the seam of his lips and he parts them, participating but letting me take the lead. After an intense moment of tongue fucking, I break away, thank him for the dance, and sashay into the crowd, cheeks heating from my own boldness.

Yep, time to find the twins and get out of this guy’s erotic orbit.

I only make it to the edge of the dance floor before a strong hand captures my wrist.

“You sure you wanna walk away?” he asks, his deep voice raspy and full of promise. My heartbeat kicks up another notch. He leans close to my ear. “I know what you want. I’ll give it to you.” He pushes against me, pressing his erection into my hip and showing me exactly what he’s promising.

“Okay,” I say on a shaky breath, throwing caution to the wind.

He grins and tugs me back in the direction of his secluded booth. “If you’re sure, come on.”
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I follow Ty, chewing my lip, curious if I’m really bold enough to fuck someone in the middle of a crowded club, no matter how private his booth may be.

Who am I kidding? Ty makes me bold. Bold and wild and wanton. And wet. So very wet. I am absolutely going to do this.

When we get back to his booth and the glass is up, he sprawls onto the banquette, shoves the table out of the way, and pulls me in front of him. He doesn’t remove his mask, or any of his clothes. Mine either, for that matter. He just yanks off my panties, unbuttons his pants to free himself, and rolls on a condom. With one eyebrow arched at me, he rucks up my dress and cups me, sliding his fingers along both sides of my clit.

My eyes want to roll back in my head, and a low moan spills out of me. He dips his fingers into me, gathering my creamy wetness, and then slides them back to my clit, strumming and flicking it like it’s an instrument only knows how to play.

My hands land on his shoulders as I steady myself. My legs are trembling as the hot pressure builds in my belly. Without warning, he pinches my clit hard and I shriek, erupting as an orgasm races over me, sharp and intense. Before it can subside, he picks me up at the waist, and then drops me down on his cock, impaling me from below.

I gasp at the sudden invasion, because what I suspected from grinding on him was right: he’s huge. Super thick and long enough to hit my G-spot if he angles himself right. He grunts his approval and leans forward to nibble at the juncture of my neck and shoulder.

“You’re so wet,” he hisses. “And your orgasm is milking my cock. It feels fucking good.”

“Yessss,” I moan, shuddering at the sensations rushing through me. He’s moving his hips slowly and smoothly, building the pleasure at an excruciating pace. I want to demand that he speed up, except I’m enjoying the slow build toward what I suspect might be the orgasm that kills me once and for all. I can feel it forming already, even though I just came fucking hard.

He reaches behind me with one hand and grabs my ass, squeezing firmly. His other hand snakes between us, strumming my still-throbbing clit, and I suck in a breath.

“You like that, sweet Penny?” he asks in a low voice.

I nod, feeling desperate. “Yes. Please don’t stop.”

He chuckles. “Why would I stop when I want to feel you come on my cock?”

He shifts his hips, tweaking the angle, and just as I suspected, manages to hit my G-spot with the flared crown of his dick.

I whimper and he notices, switching up the pace to drag himself over that sensitive place again and again. I gasp at the intensity of the feeling. I usually come from clit stimulation alone; the G-spot usually seems like it’s more trouble than it’s worth. But at this moment, I’m wondering why I don’t have ten dildos that hit it, because this is incredible. I feel a new sense of fullness; my breasts feel heavy and taught, my inner walls are clenching, and my clit has its own heartbeat. And then, deep inside me, there’s a pressure building where his cock continues to stroke me.

“Mmm, so good, sweet Penny. I can feel how hard you’re gonna come,” he croons.

“Y-you can?” I gasp.

He nods. “I can tell by the way your pussy is squeezing me. All I have to do is…” he trails off and uses one finger to firmly push against my clit. He doesn’t strum or stroke; all he does is apply a steady, solid pressure.

My hips buck once, twice, and then the world explodes.

Stars dance in my vision, my breath goes sawing out of me, and every pleasure point in my body contracts and expands, a heart-stopping climax ripping through me. I’m writhing on him, desperate to find every facet of pleasure, and he encourages it, talking dirty and pressing my clit the whole time.

Just when I think the orgasm might be fading, he grunts and jerks.

“Fuck, Penny, you’re squeezing me so tight. I’m gonna come,” he announces, and then he’s railing into me, groaning and gripping my ass, his dick swelling inside me and setting off more aftershocks that leave me gasping and shaking.

I collapse against his chest and his hands fall to his sides as we sit there panting.

“Holy bananas,” I mumble, earning me a laugh.

“Glad you had fun,” he murmurs.

We stay like that for a long time, quietly coming down. It isn’t until I notice that the club seems to be closing that I sit up.

“What time is it?” I ask.

“It must be two,” he says, without looking at his expensive watch.

“Time to go, I guess. Don’t have to go home, but can’t stay here and all that, right?”

He just laughs and helps me stand and straighten my dress. I give him one last lingering kiss as the music fades and the lights brighten. “It really is time for me to go. Thank you for an extraordinarily fun Halloween.”

He squeezes my hand. “The pleasure was all mine. I’m sure I’ll see you again.”

I don’t know about that. This place isn’t that easy to get into. Then again, he owns it, so maybe I have an in. With a grin, I slip out of his booth and find Athena and Selene waiting for me near the exit.

“Ready, Penny?” Selene asks.

I nod. “Let’s go.”

They both move to the door. I try to follow them through, but I bounce against it, as if I’ve hit an invisible wall. “What the hell?” I try again, and the same thing happens. I can’t pass the threshold, even though there’s nothing there.

“Um, guys?” I say, thoroughly disturbed.

Selene gasps and Athena looks at me sadly. “Oh, Penny, what have you done?”

I shake my head. “What do you mean? I didn’t do anything!” I rush the doorway again, and once again I bounce off of it.

“I tried to warn you,” Athena says, a tear tracking down her cheek. They both raise their hands to wave goodbye and back out onto the street.
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“Wait!” I cry. “What’s happening!” I throw myself into the invisible barrier again and again, crying and shrieking, but it does no good. What the actual fuck? I’m stuck behind some invisible barrier and my friends who brought me are just gonna leave me here? I know we’re not like, besties for life, or anything, but come on. You don’t just ditch your girl at a club when she needs help.

People throng past me on either side, and I throw myself at the doorway again and again, until I’m bruised and sobbing. Finally, a strong hand grips my elbow and pulls me back. I whip my head around to see Ty. “What the fuck is going on? Why can’t I leave?”

“You broke a rule,” he says.

“What the fuck are you talking about? Why can’t I leave?” The pitch of my voice rises with my hysteria.

“You stole from me.”

I swipe tears from my eyes and glare at him. “What? I did not!”

Ty heaves a sigh and snaps his fingers. Suddenly, everyone who was around us vanishes and the music goes silent. We’re alone, in a quiet, empty club. He reaches up and pulls off his mask, revealing an even more handsome face than I could have expected.

His hair is dark, his eyes are sea-glass green shot through with amber, and his nose is strong and straight. I’d already seen his stubbled jaw and strong mouth, but now, combined with the rest of him, the effect is arresting.

If I weren’t in absolute panic mode, I’d take a moment to appreciate the hottest man I’ve ever seen. But now is not the time.

And also, what the actual absolute fuckity-fuck just happened with him snapping and everyone disappearing? What the hell Halloween horror movie is this?

With a gentle hand, he reaches out and removes my own mask, revealing my delicate features. “You are lovely,” he says in a low voice.

Again, in different circumstances, I would very much appreciate the compliment and the searing way he’s looking at me.

BUT NOW IS NOT THE TIME.

I scrub a hand across my cheeks again, rubbing away more tears and discreetly removing any snot that may have dripped.

Am I losing my mind? Why can’t I leave? Where did everyone go? And why is he being so chill about it? And accusing me of stealing? None of this makes any sense and I don’t know whether to be mad, sad, or committed.

“What’s happening?” I whimper. “Who are you? What is this place? Where did everyone go?”

He gazes at me with sympathy and a dose of confusion, as if he’s the one who doesn’t understand the situation. “I’m Typhon, ruler of the Underworld. And thanks to your act of theft, you are trapped here for eternity, as per the rules.”

A truly hysterical screeching noise comes out of me, like a raptor caught in a blender. “What are you talking about? Trapped here? Ruler? Rules?” I fall to my knees. “Please let me go. I swear I didn’t steal anything.”

He smirks. “Oh, but you did. On that very dance floor. You stole a kiss.”

My heart sinks even lower than my knees. Is this fucker for real? “You have to be kidding. That’s just an expression. Honestly, none of this makes any sense.”

He drops to his own knees and takes my face in both his hands. He studies me with a frown. “Sweet Penny, you truly don’t know what’s happened, do you?”

I shake my head. How many more ways can I make that clear?

“As I said, my full name is Typhon. This club—The Underworld—serves as a portal from the human realm to my own. I am the Lord of the Underworld. To put it another way, I rule over hell. Humans are invited to my revels,” he gestures absently at the club around us, “but any who break the rules are forced to stay here with me for eternity. It is one of the ways I collect souls. But most of those who come here know the rules. Rarely does anyone break them these days.”

I chew my lip. He’s claiming to be the ruler of hell? I suppose that explains his devil mask—his idea of a joke. But that is the only thing I’m comprehending. “My friends Athena and Selene brought me. But they didn’t mention anything about rules or getting trapped here.” Yes, Athena had warned me about spiked drinks and strange men, but if she truly knew what could happen, why hadn’t she told me? Why had she let me wander off on my own?

He shakes his head. “Then they were careless, or perhaps not true friends. For that, I’m sorry. But the fact remains, you are here with me now and forever. Not in this club, of course. But in my realm.” He rubs a thumb across my cheek, trapping another tear. “I cannot find it within me to regret that. You are the loveliest, sexiest human I have ever met.”

I swallow hard, trying to grasp anything he’s telling me. I know it’s Halloween, a night for parties and pranks, but this feels real. After all, there’s toilet papering somebody’s house, and then there’s snapping your fingers and making a hundred people disappear in a blink.

He stands and then grips my elbow and helps me to my feet. “Come with me,” he says, leading me through the club to a sort of lounge area, with velvet couches and pretty sconces that offer soft light.

“Sit,” he invites. “Let’s see what we can do to sort this out.”

Sort it out? This doesn’t need sorting. Just let me go!

He snaps his fingers again and two things appear on the table: a tall glass filled with ice and something fizzy, and a plate covered by a dome.

“What’s this?” I ask.

“Sprite and hot French fries. Eat. You’ll feel better.”

I uncover the plate and shove a few fries in my mouth. How he knows they’re my favorite is beyond me, but whatever. They’re delicious. And he’s right. They make me feel about 1.3 percent better.

“I don’t want to be here,” I say after I’ve eaten a bit and calmed down. “I want to go home. I want to find my friends.” I choke on the last word. Are they my friends? If so, why wouldn’t they have warned me? Why would they have just left me here?

A look of sympathy passes over his face. “I understand. Unfortunately, that’s impossible. You triggered the spell that traps you in the Underworld with me. I’m as powerless as you are to change it.”

I blink at him. I thought I was in for a fun Halloween party that got a little dirty. But he’s talking about alternate dimensions and spells and being the Lord of the Underworld. Which makes him…the literal devil?

Nope. I cannot process this.

“What spell? Magic isn’t real,” I protest, even though I witnessed him magic a whole bunch of people out of this club just minutes ago. I keep getting hung up on that. Everything he’s saying is bonkers, but the fact that the door won’t let me out and he can evaporate people seems to suggest that there’s at least some truth to what he’s telling me, incomprehensible as it may seem. That and the magic food.

He apparently knows what I’m thinking. “Sweet Penny, everything I’ve told you is the absolute truth, I swear. I wasn’t aware that you didn’t know the rules. In fact, after what we experienced up in my booth, I thought you broke them on purpose. That for the first time ever, a human was choosing to stay with me.” His expression remains impassive, but I swear there’s the tiniest note of hurt in his voice.

My heart gives a pang. He’s the most attractive man I’ve ever met, and our chemistry could blow up a lab. Would I like to keep seeing him? Sure. Would I like to keep hooking up with him? Absolutely! Would I like him to be less lonely, if that’s what he’s telling me? Of course.

But would I willingly give up my life and my freedom to hang out in this club with him for the rest of my life? Um, not so much. The sex is spectacular, but nothing is good enough to trap me in hell forever.

“Sorry, but I had no idea about the rules. And since that’s the case, can’t you make an exception this time and just let me go? We both know my ‘theft’ was a petty one at best.” ‘Stealing’ a kiss after he finger banged me in his private booth doesn’t really seem like it should count, especially considering that he fucked me six ways from Sunday afterward.

“I’m afraid I don’t have that power,” he says, his voice laced with regret. “I’m not the one who created the spell. That was courtesy of my mother.”

“Your mother?” Oh, good. Things are getting even weirder.

He nods. “A vengeance goddess who was quite angry on my behalf.”

Sure, yes. Naturally. Hell and magic weren’t enough. Potentially having sex with the devil wasn’t enough. This Halloween shitshow is now bringing vengeance goddesses into the mix. “What does that even mean?” I finally ask.

He sighs. “It’s a long story, but here’s the short version. My father bound me to hell as its ruler as a punishment. Part of my job is to collect a quota of souls; if I fail, I face an even worse punishment. The kind only he can mete out.” He grimaces. “This can be a challenge, as I rely on damned souls to do this. My mother, furious at losing her only child to an…unpleasant, shall we say?...situation, cast a spell to assist me. Anyone who committed a sin in the club forfeited their soul to me. As you can imagine, it used to happen quite frequently.”

I raise my brows. “Anyone who commits a sin? How are there not a hundred people here right now? How is not half the city trapped in your little dimension?” On any given night, the club must be ripe with lust, if nothing else.

He frowns. “It’s not little,” he mutters. After clearing his throat, he continues. “There are restrictions. The spell isn’t active every night. Just on special occasions, like holidays and masquerades. Also, not just anyone can get into the club, and Hell is even more exclusive than Purgatory. It only applies down here, and only a select few ever get this far. And third, a lot of my clientele are aware of the rules and are careful not to break them. It’s been quite a while since anyone was affected by the spell. You just got caught in a perfect storm, I’m afraid.”

Lucky me. “So it can’t be undone? I’m seriously just stuck here with you forever? As the Lord of the Underworld, you really aren’t powerful enough to set me free?”

“I’m extremely powerful, but I’m as bound by the spell as you are. My mother ensured it,” he says with a grimace. “As to your other question…” He purses his lips in thought. “Can it be undone? No. Circumvented…maybe.” I glance up at him, barely daring to hope, as he continues. “This has never been attempted before. I’ve never even shared this with anyone before.” He holds out his palm, and in a poof of flame, a parchment appears. In an old-fashioned scrawl, it says:

He who shall complete these challenges three, within a span of twelve hours, shall be granted return to the mortal plane:

Redo a mistake.

Undo a sin.

Outdo a demon.

The tiny granule of hope that had flared in my chest dies. These tasks are weird and impossible. What do they even mean? And in just twelve hours? Yeah, right.
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I read the parchment again and heave a sigh at the prospect of trying to attempt this nonsense. “Are there any additional rules or clarifications?” I ask.

He shrugs. “Not that I’m aware of. Except you have to do these things on your own. No asking for help.”

I roll my eyes. Who would I ask, anyway?

“Staying here wouldn’t be so bad, Penny,” he says. “You could rule the Underworld with me. It’s a fascinating place. Far more interesting than the mortal realm.” The look on his face is…vulnerable?

His offer actually sounds kind of intriguing, except for the fact that I’m not being given a choice. If I want to be co-ruler of hell, I should at least choose to do it, right? Not just fall into it like Alice falling in a hole.

Straightening my shoulders, I take a deep breath. Okay, I need to think. These tasks may be difficult, but I should at least try. What’s there to lose? Besides, if they were impossible, why would this option even exist? There must be some way to do this. So maybe I just need to think creatively.

I sip my Sprite and gnaw on the end of the straw. How does one undo a sin? Once a sin has occurred, how could it be undone? But it doesn’t say what kind of sin or that it has to be one I committed. So perhaps I can work with any sin?

“Hey, Ty, what are some sins? Surely you know them, right, O Lord of the Underworld?” I flutter my lashes at him and he laughs.

“Sure. Lust, sloth, murder, greed, envy, pride…should I keep going?”

I shake my head as an idea forms. “No, I’m good.” I reach into my tiny gold purse and pull out my phone. Miracle of miracles, I still have a signal. Wherever we are, apparently it’s in range of a satellite somewhere.

I open a few apps and tap the screen. Within minutes, I’ve accomplished what I set out to do. It was surprisingly easy, and if this doesn’t count as cheating, maybe I actually have a chance at success.

“There,” I say. “One down, I think.”

He tilts his head, curiosity on his beautiful face. Those green-and-amber eyes are mesmerizing. “What did you do?”

“I just donated fifty percent of the money in my bank account to charities. Animal welfare organizations, specifically.”

He stares at me, and it’s clear that he doesn’t quite understand. “Okay?”

I shrug and sip more Sprite. “Look, I don’t know how to undo a sin. I don’t think that’s even possible, unless you can control time or something. What I can do, however, is counteract a sin. Greed one of the sins you mentioned, yeah? Avarice? Well, by donating a significant portion of my own wealth to those in need—more than I can really afford, actually—I’m helping offset some of the greed in the world, right?”

He grins, his harsh lips crooking up at the corners. If his eyes are enchanting, his mouth is fascinating. His lips are just on the right side of fullness, without crossing over into pillowy or feminine. When he doesn’t smile, they’re a hard slash across his face, but they transform when he’s amused.

“I think that probably counts. As a human, I don’t know what more you could do.”

“Exactly,” I say, grinning back at him. I lean in close, tracing those interesting lips with my finger. “Can I kiss you?” I ask. “I know it seems out of the blue, but…”

He arches a brow, but nods.

I shake my head. “Nope, I need verbal consent.”

He chuckles. “Yes, you can kiss me.”

I press my lips to his and let my eyes close, enjoying the whiskey-and-smoke taste of him. When he deepens the kiss, I go with it, letting my attraction for him override my good sense for a minute or two. When we finally pull apart, we’re both panting.

“That’s two,” I say. “The first time I kissed you, I made a mistake in not asking. Stealing a kiss, as you put it. I have done my best to rectify that. To redo my mistake, so to speak. Surely that’s what it has to mean, I think. Redo an action, but in the correct way. Not make the same mistake again. What would be the point of that?”

He nods. “Seems logical enough to me. It’s only taken you fifteen minutes to get through the first two items on the list. Not bad, Penny.”

“Thank you,” I smile and mime dusting off my shoulder. “But the third one is puzzling, if only because I don’t really know what it means. How do I outdo a demon if I don’t even know what demons do?”

He shrugs again, his powerful muscles flexing under his shirt. “I can’t give you information.”

I drum my fingers against the table, thinking. “You can’t help me, but can you participate? If I told you what to do, you could do it?”

He sits and leans back, assessing me. “Probably, within reason. Why, what are you thinking?”

“Those burlesque dancers we saw earlier—they were demons, right?”

It makes sense now. The outrageous costumes weren’t costumes at all. They were just normal demon appearances. But I have a feeling there are plenty of less seductive demons out there, and not all of them dance. I’m not going to like…out-murder one or something. Presuming demons are evil. I’m way out of my depth.

He nods. “They were. You want me to dance with you?”

I laugh and shake my head. “No. They were far too talented. I couldn’t outdo Dialevia on the pole. But…” I trail off, uncertain if I’m really going to propose this.

“But?” He arches a dark eyebrow at me, curiosity written all over his face.

“Have you ever slept with any of them?”

His eyes widen, as if I’ve surprised him. “You sure you want to know?”

I nod.

“Sweet Penny, I’m the Lord of the Underworld. I’m as old as time and not a particularly good person. Of course I’ve fucked my demons. More times and in more ways than you can imagine.”

I think he’s trying to warn me off, but instead I get a shiver at the thought. How many positions must he know? How many ways could he get me off, if given the chance? How many ways could I return the favor? I bite my cheek to hide my grin. “Like I said, I can’t outdo them on the pole. But maybe I could outdo at least one in the bedroom.”

Fire shoots through his eyes and he chuckles darkly. “It would be brave of you to try.”

I shrug, hoping I seem casual. “Nothing I haven’t done before.”

“Oh, but it is.” His eyes are alight with wicked mischief and his grin is huge. “I’ve only ever fucked demons in my true form. If you want to outdo them, that’s what you’d be facing.”

“And what exactly is your true form?”

“You couldn’t handle it.”

“Try me.”

“No, it would terrify you, little human.”

I narrow my eyes at him. “If I fail this challenge, I spend eternity with you. I’m sure I’d see your true form eventually. At least if you show me now, there’s a chance you get laid.”

He throws his head back and laughs. “Very well. Remember, you asked for this.” He smirks at me as his skin begins to change and then, before my eyes, becomes…something else entirely.

He’s huge, at least eight feet tall, covered in scales and tails and horns.

Gone is his all-black outfit. He stands in front of me, gloriously nude—and blue!—rippling with muscles and serpent scales. Three snake tails swish behind him, his head is crowned with a pair of huge, sweeping horns, and not one, but two enormous cocks jut out, proudly at attention.

Only his eyes remain the same, watching me carefully, gauging my reaction.

“Holy fuck,” I finally say.

He barks out another laugh. “Not what you were expecting?” His voice has changed too, a raspy booming thunder of sound that sort of echoes in on itself.

I shake my head. “I guess not. I think I imagined something more like your mask. You know, the devil?”

He nods. “I have been called that, of course, and I have taken that form many, many times. But this is my original appearance. And I am not the devil, exactly, not in the sense you mean. I am the Lord of the Underworld. It is…different.”

I suppose I could have a debate with him right now about theology or mythology or his -ology of choice. He could school me on his millennia of history and who and what he actually is. But honestly? I don’t really care. Because at the moment, I’m captivated by the horns on his head. He sees me staring.

“They frighten you? I did warn you.”

Ha, anything but. I chew my lip. “No. It’s just…” I trail off and blush.

“Tell me,” he demands.

“I was just imagining holding on to them while I ride your face,” I say, avoiding eye contact. It’s true. His new form is monstrous, but somehow, no less appealing to me. I still want to fuck him every which way I can.

He growls, actually growls, deep in his chest and swoops me up. In two steps he has me at the bar, where he sets me down. Even with him on his knees, this might not be high enough. He shoves my dress up above my hips and rips off my lace panties. In an instant, he’s on his knees, his face buried between my thighs.

He takes a long, deep inhale. “Penny, you smell delicious. I can’t wait to taste you.”

The image of him licking his fingers earlier pops into my mind. “Didn’t you already?”

“Not nearly enough.”

His face is as big as the rest of him, and he shoves it against my flesh, dragging his tongue along my crease and sending fireworks shooting through me. He swirls the tip of it around my clit, rimming and stroking and making me wild.

“Hold on,” he mutters, and then he adds his fingers to the mix. In this form, they’re easily long enough to reach the hot spot inside me, and he rubs it as he licks me. I gasp and buck, and then I follow his instructions: I grab onto his horns and hang on for dear life as he eats me like dessert.

“Keep your legs spread,” he growls, and then he presses the flat of one hand low on my belly. He keeps the pressure there firm, but continues to work both my clit and G-spot simultaneously. I mewl as the pleasure builds hot and fast.

“Keep that up and I’m gonna come,” I pant.

He glances up at me and breaks off his attentions for just a second. “Oh, Penny. You aren’t just going to come. You’re going to erupt. You’re going to squirt for me.”

I blink at him. “I’ve never done that before. I don’t even know how.”

He raises a wicked brow. “Lie back and let me take care of it. All you have to do is enjoy.”

Yes, sir. Message received.

I lie back on the bar and focus on keeping my thighs wide. He goes back to his ministrations, crooking a finger deep inside me and sucking on my clit. All the while, he keeps that steady pressure on my low belly, as if he’s stimulating my G-spot from both sides.

A tsunami begins to form inside me, something wild and strange and uncontrollable. Sensations I’ve never experienced are rolling through me, small waves of concentric pleasure that I can tell are leading up to something huge.

My hips jerk against him as he hits a particularly sweet spot, and a strangled noise erupts from my throat.

“Ty,” I gasp. “Something is happening. I don’t know if I can…”

He pulls back and blows hot air against my fevered skin. “Relax, Penny. Let it take you under.”

He drops his lips back into place, sucks hard, and I shatter. Pleasure, hot and sharp, pierces through me. My clit throbs, my hips go wild, my thighs tremble, and still the orgasm hammers through me, as if it’s intent on drowning me. I feel a hot spurt of release shoot out of me, creamy and dripping, and it’s not until Ty takes pity on me and stops touching me that the force of my climax begins to relent.

“Holy. Fucking. Shit,” I pant.

He looks up at me, head still between my legs, and shoots me a feral grin. His chin glistens with my juices, which I apparently shot all over his face. Damn. Every other orgasm I’ve ever had was merely a warmup for what he just did to me.

Once I catch my breath, I prop myself up on one elbow and eye his two cocks, which are hard as iron and glistening at the tips.

“Why two?” I ask, pointing at them. “Is there a difference?”

“They function the same, if that’s what you mean. But having two allows me to switch back and forth. To come twice as many times. To keep you coming twice as many times. When one is spent, I just switch to the other. And my rebound time is far faster than that of any human,” he brags.

“Well, I’m more than eager to test them out, but I have to warn you: there’s no way I can come again. You’ve used me up.”

He laughs, a sinful sound I feel all the way in my bones. “Oh, Penny. Believe me when I tell you you’ll come for me again when I fuck you. At least twice.”

I narrow my eyes at him. “Challenge accepted.” I yank off my dress and bra, ready to really do the damn thing.

Like the rest of him, his cocks are bigger in this form. Luckily for me, I’m literally dripping wet, so accommodating all that girth isn’t as big a challenge as it might be. Still, as he enters me slowly, I feel the burn of being stretched.

“Are you okay?” he asks.

I nod. “I’m good. More than good. You feel amazing.” I still have my doubts about any more orgasms, but I can still enjoy the sensation of fullness and the fun of being fucked by a man—monster?—who has mastered it like a sport.

Because of his height, he’s standing at kind of an awkward angle with his legs shot wide, but I can’t get up any higher than the bar. He doesn’t seem to mind, instead focused on the slow rhythm of sliding his upper cock in and out of me, while the lower one glides between my ass cheeks.

“Mmmm,” I sigh at the sweet pleasure of it. I was right—I won’t come from this, but it still feels lovely. He picks up his pace and force a little, banging me into the bar and making my boobs bounce.

“Your tits look so pretty jiggling for me,” he growls.

I laugh and let my head fall back, enjoying the feel of him inside me. But suddenly, he stops. I pick my head up. “Something wrong?”

“Yes,” me mutters. He pulls out and walks behind the bar, rifling around. Eventually he comes back with several towels, which he rolls into a sort of makeshift bolster.

“Lift your hips,” he orders. I do, and he slides the towels under me, angling me upward. Without missing a beat, he shoves back inside of me, making us both hiss. “Much better,” he says.

I gasp in agreement. I hadn’t thought much about the angle, but this new position is way better. Every time he drives deep, his pubic bone grinds into my clit and his crown rubs my spot deep inside. He strokes against me again and again, palming one breast in his hand and pinching at the nipple.

“You’re so wet and warm for me, little human,” he says.

“You’re so big and hard for me.”

He chuckles and picks up his pace again, shunting into me hard and fast. Unbelievably, little sparks of pleasure begin to build deep inside of me, the stirrings of an orgasm. I groan at the sensation and he grins at me. Without a word, he slides his free hand between us and rubs my clit with the pad of his thumb. Within seconds, I’m trembling and straining, and then the dam breaks and I come like a rushing river.

“Fuck,” I grit out, but he’s coming now too, hard and hot inside me. I feel him swell and then spill, and that’s when I realize he’s not wearing a condom.

Shit.

He must feel me tense, because he opens his eyes and looks at me. “What?”

“No condom,” I say.

“Oh, that. It’s no problem. I’m not human. I can’t get you pregnant and we can transmit diseases to one another. I only used one earlier because you didn’t know what I was and it would have been suspicious not to.”

“Oh. That’s good.”

I drop my head back as he slowly pulls out of me. My thighs are aching and I’m covered in sweat, but I suspect he’s not done. When he picks me up from the bar and carries me back over to the couches, I’m sure of it.

I glance down, and yep, his second cock is still at attention and ready to go. Ty drops onto the couch and brings me with him, settling me over his lap.

“Ride me, sweet Penny,” he demands.

And with a shiver, I do.
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I don’t know how long we were at it, but it seemed like hours. All I know is that I’m sweaty, sticky, and sore. I need a shower, a full meal, and at least eight hours sleep. And he was right. I came another three times before I begged him to stop. Now I’m collapsed against his chest as we try to catch our breaths, and I’m fantasizing about pizza and tacos.

As we sit there panting, there is an audible pop! in the air and everything goes slightly shimmery, like heat wafting off asphalt.

I sit up and look around. “What was that?” I ask.

Ty shoots me a grin, which is fearsome, given his sharp teeth. “That, sweet Penny, was the sound of the spell breaking. You did it.”

“Seriously? I’m free to go?”

He nods and gestures toward the exit. “You can walk through that door whenever you’re ready.” He lays a palm against my cheek. “I will miss you, Penny. And while I understand why you must go, you should know that I would have been happy to have you by my side for eternity. It’s really not so dreadful here. Not like you might think.”

My heart thumps at his words, and a little frisson of energy zings down my spine. I know what he means. Spending eternity at his side—and in his bed—isn’t the worst thing I could think of. “Well, maybe we’ll see each other again one day.”

He shakes his head sadly. “I’m afraid not. This is goodbye, Penny.”

“Why? Why does it have to mean goodbye? Why can’t I see you again?”

“You know if you return to the mortal plane, I can’t come to see you. I’m tethered to this dimension.”

Yes, obviously, but I would be free. That’s the whole point. “I can always come back and visit the club, can’t I?”

“Would you want to? Would you chance it?”

“Would I be able to?” I counter.

“Of course. I can add your name to the VIP list and you could return any time you please. But you’d run the risk of getting caught in the spell again. And I have no idea if you could be freed a second time.”

I think about this fascinating man and the sparks that fly between us. Could I really resist my greed for him? My lust? Certainly not. If I came back, I’d be sinning in minutes. If I go home, I have to stay there, with my drab apartment and dreary data-entry job. Only two hours ago I thought that giving everything up for him would be ridiculous. But would it really? Or would it be the best choice I’ve ever made?

I haven’t been happy in a long time. I’ve been searching for some undefinable thing, something that signals I’m on the right track and life begins now! or whatever. But what if that thing isn’t up there at all? What if it’s down here?

I take him in again, all blue and muscular and terrifying, but oddly gentle all the same. His human form, all sexy jawline and firm lips. His hurt at never being chosen by a human, at having nothing but demons for companions. His fate that was sealed by selfish parents, who cast him into this dimension and then enspelled it.

He may be the Lord of the Underworld, but he’s also sexy, kind, dominant, vulnerable, and really, really fucking hot. He’s complex and interesting, and despite this whole spell thing, I’ve had more fun in one night with him than in the last year up in my own dimension, plodding through the days while I wait for…what, exactly? What’s up there for me that I haven’t found yet? That I haven’t even been looking for?

I make my decision.

“So,” I say with a slow smile, “what exactly does co-ruler of hell entail?”
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Thank you for reading Penny (Not So) Dreadful.

For more of my sweet and cozy monster romances, check out my Monsters of Haven’s Hollow series, starting with Darkheart.

(https://viviennehart.com/book/darkheart/)
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While most of my body of work is written about the experiences of my peers, as they have relayed them to me, this work is written in the Lady’s own words. It was recovered in the year YPS (Years Post Slumber) 996 by a pair of junior researchers who got lost deep in the caves surrounding the Lady’s lake. The book they found, a journal, penned in our goddess’s own hand, has single-handedly rewritten centuries of dogma. Therefore, it is presented here without editing, with minimal footnotes when I cannot contain myself. I am truly humbled by the opportunity to share it with you. After a lifetime of worship and over a decade of study, this one text has helped me connect more deeply with the Lady than I have ever imagined.

As per usual, (though perhaps surprising in this case) this body of work contains sexual content. Specifically represented content includes: Dominant/Submissive dynamics, restraint, overstimulation, and dubious practices that should not be considered safe or standard in a regular power dynamic.

I hope you cherish it, as I have. Enjoy...

—Sirin Agbuya Broderson, YPS 1008
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In Which the Lady Convenes the Conclave of Gods... With One Notable Exception

I never meant to ruin the world, yet here we are regardless. I promise, I had the best intentions, or at least, as good as someone as immature as I could have had. As time has passed, I’ve grown to see the error of my ways, and as such, I have decided it is time to remove myself from the equation.⁠1

They stood before me, a collection of my most trusted deities, though what I trusted them with varied. Of course, some I would trust to care for my world as I would, others I would trust to run it into the ground.

I had yet to decide which I actually desired.

When I’d created this world, I’d wanted nothing but to amuse myself. Envious of older gods and goddesses and their individual playgrounds, I willed my own into being.⁠2 As children are wont to do, I pleased myself first, creating an entire planet full of beings based on what I thought might be fun.

In hindsight, I wish I’d done things differently. But all I could do was move forward and give the world an opportunity to grow without my machinations.

Which led us to the line of deities in front of me. One of them would be responsible for my planet, and another would be responsible for my exile. It was potentially the single most important event this planet had seen since its creation, and all I could think about was how annoyed I was that one of them couldn’t even be bothered to show up.

Mentally, I sorted them into buckets. First, the simpering attachés. If my guess was correct, they would do everything in their power to see the world maintained just as I left it. At least, until they realized that no one was coming to check their work. At that point, each and every one of them was unpredictable, to say the absolute least.

Next were those power-hungry deities who resented that they were modeled after gods on other planets. Always jealous that they were nothing but a facsimile, they were eager for an opportunity to assert themselves. They wouldn’t mourn my absence and take any opportunity to grab for power.

Those that were too wrapped up in themselves and their power, for example, those that ruled over the realm of sleep, didn’t fit nicely into either category, as they tended to be too distractible to hunger in such ways. It was this lack of drive that made me worry for my plan.

Ideally, I’d have one god to handle all that I needed done, but my options weren’t looking promising. The death gods were, ostensibly, those most fit to the task, but though they were varied in their motives and techniques, they were also invariably secretive. I could not count on what I knew of any of them.

Their shapes were multitude, from humanoids, anthropomorphic or chimeras, monsters from planets I’d visited, to formless suggestions hanging in the air. Frowning, I noticed one missing.

Orcus.

Fashioned after a death god from a culture known as Roman, he had been my primary foe these many years, whether he wanted to or not.⁠3 I’d created him, my most terrifying foe, to lead the forces of evil against my heroes, the scrappy little humans. He may not have liked the role I’d cast him in, but he’d never complained.

In fact, I shouldn’t have been surprised that he hadn’t shown. Why would he? Did I not manifest him to be the very bane of my existence? Of course, he hadn’t heeded my summons. Still, I wouldn’t risk him claiming favoritism, wouldn’t allow him to suggest an unfair choosing.

I might have been giving my successor a whole mess of problems, but Orcus was one I’d take care of now if I was able. With a thought, I snapped my fingers and summoned him. I opened a portal facing toward the floor and dropped him through it, smiling to myself as he smacked onto the ground, his signature tattered black cloak fluttering about. I might have been naïve when I designed my world, but even I had to admit that I had style.

The man who stood up, however, was not what I was expecting. Last I saw him, Orcus had been wearing the form he’d worn for years, since his creation. Instead of a shadowy suggestion of a body, with wicked teeth and glowing gold eyes, something blue and hulking stood. Through the threadbare clothing he wore, I could tell he was built thick with muscle. Two large white tusks jutted up from his bottom lip. He bore the pointed ears of an elf, and the heavyset brow was reminiscent of an ogre, but altogether, this form was entirely unlike any other creature walking the face of Timonde. A thick tail lashed behind him and his body was covered in scales and horns that jutted from every joint. His feet were cloven hooves and great horns curled back from his head, wrapped in black and blue shadows that hovered around him like hair. 

“What have you done with Orcus?” I demanded. I didn’t know who the hell this was, but I couldn’t believe he’d managed to escape my whim and replace himself with whoever this was.

“Princess, I’m affronted. I’m shocked that you don’t recognize me. Have I been downgraded from your arch-nemesis?” He looked around, holding his arms wide, as if searching the crowd of assembled entities for whoever usurped his place.

But this couldn’t be Orcus; he was at least a head taller than I was. The voice, though, that gravelly bass grated along my nerves as it had so many times before. And no one else had the gall to call me princess.

“Am I to believe that you are Orcus, then?”

“None other, my lady.”

I would know that tone anywhere, the way he could make my name, my title, sound like a curse rather than an honorific. It must have been him, though why he looked different was beyond me.

“Don’t toy with me, Orcus, you know very well how different you look. What are you playing at?”

He sidled over to me, looming. “I’ve simply decided that if you’re determined to leave us, I’d like your blessing to make some changes first. My people have suffered enough without —“

“Your people will be free of my influence soon enough. You don’t need my approval for anything where they are concerned. Isn’t what I’ve done to them enough?” I turned my head in shame because if anyone had a right to hate me for all I’d done, it was Orcus. “I have no right to say anything about what they do or what you do with them.”

“Oh, but my lady, that is where you are mistaken. Everyone in this room would agree that you’ve made mistakes, but thinking you can just wash your hands of them and be done is your biggest. It will take more than removing yourself from the situation to fix it, but I have a few ideas to get you started.”

Rearing back, I screwed my face up in anger. The light in the room darkened with my rage. “How dare you! I am trying to make this right!”

“By leaving!” he roared.

The room had gone silent around us, everyone I’d called watching with bated breath as the two most powerful beings on the planet truly squared off for the first time.

“You don’t fix things by running away like the spoiled princess you were when you created this world. You fix them by making it right.” The walls of the room flexed around us as he squared his shoulders. He grabbed my wrist, hard enough that I was unable to twist away, and turned his snarling gaze to the room. “Your services will no longer be needed.”

With a snap of his fingers, the room faded away, and I was left floating in nothingness.⁠4



1 As best I can estimate from our records, this takes place roughly 100 years before we began counting our current time. As such the date should I assume, correctly be counted as approximately YPS 1083 rather than YPS 983 as there have, in truth, been 1083 years post slumber. I've lodged an appeal with the Council of the Compact of Nations, as well as the Shades of Sanctuary, but they are, as yet, unanswered.

2 There are, of course plenty of alternative creation myths on the beginning of the world. I am unsure, if at the start, anyone knew the actual truth of it. I cannot help but wonder though, about these other worlds, and if we shall ever see them.

3 It is unclear if Orcus's looks, personality, or only his name were fashioned after this society, as we have no records of them to speak of.

4 It is shocking to me that Orcus had enough to power to do this. I’d have figured that none of the Lady’s creations would have been able to affect her personally.
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In Which the Lady is Kidnapped, Confronted, and Propositioned

I spun in a circle until I saw Orcus standing, rather than floating, a smug smile on his newly gorgeous face. I had no idea what was going on with him, what possessed him to change his looks, but it was unbelievably distracting. If I squinted, I could see vestiges of the old Orcus in him—an unnervingly focused gaze, a stance that was too still, and a disregard for his clothing. Not to mention a complete disinterest in heeding instruction, and a knack for infuriating me.

“What in the world do you think you are doing?” I'd have transported myself back immediately, but I couldn't have him causing havoc in light of my plans. I would deal with this now if it killed me.

“Things were getting heated, and I thought it might benefit us if we moved the discussion somewhere private.”

“Oho! How thoughtful you are!” I bit out. “Air your grievances, Orcus. Make your point. Since admitting my fault, issuing a formal apology, and trying to make it right is clearly not enough, I’m prepared to listen to what it is you have to say.”⁠1 With a thought, I conjured a dome chair and sat on its plush velvet seat. I might have been anticipating the harshest dressing down of my long life, but I would be damned if I showed weakness to Orcus, of all people.

It would be one thing, if I didn't deserve it, but I did. I made the world, and in doing so, made him my villain. For years, he had judged me, played the part of the perfect villain, thwarting my plans at every turn, and now he had the temerity to insult me in front of all of my subjects?

“So this is your grand plan then? To sleep? To avoid your problems until they are different enough that you feel you don't own them anymore?”

“Was it not you who pointed out the many flaws in my actions? Was it not you who said you were surprised that I'd made so many missteps? That it was unfair for such a young goddess to have such power? Well, as you’d have it, I grew up, Orcus.

“And now that I have grown, it's become abundantly clear that my machinations have created a world where people's lives are dependent on the whims of a goddess.”

With a smirk, Orcus conjured a chair and sat, his foot thrown across his knee nonchalantly. “And so, your solution is to remove yourself from the equation? What good does that do?”

“It gives them time, if nothing else. This way, they’ll have time to become whatever they want. When I wake up, I figure a thousand years should be sufficient; I'll assess.”

“A thousand years?” He shot out of his chair, his face stricken. “A thousand years is a long time, even to us! Think of what happened to the world during those brief stints you were away!”⁠2

“I've fixed things since then. I might have had little concept of the laws of physics when I created this world, but I assure you, it’s been in balance for the last two centuries without any intervention. I promise, the world has achieved equilibrium. It doesn’t need me any longer.”

He crossed his arms before holding up a triumphant finger. “Well then, what about me?”

“What about you?”

“Who is going to control me while you are gone? Who is going to protect your precious humans from my hordes?”

“Well, I’ve removed the elves' access to magic, for one thing. I’ve erected a barrier between the continents. It will hold for the course of my slumber.⁠3 Your hordes will have plenty of time to mature on their own. To see that I led us all astray. The orcs, on the other hand, have drifted to align with the current perception of them on Earth. I don’t know if you’ve noticed recently, but even their culture seems to be shifting.”

“They're my people. Of course, I've noticed. You don't think I noticed when it was happening to myself? When my shroud of shadows began to evaporate around me?”

“You could have stopped it,” I said with a shrug. If he didn’t want his looks to change, he needn't play the victim. “Honestly, Orcus, I had hoped you would be an ally in this. I figured you’d like nothing better than to see me removed from the world. Though it seems we must adhere to our roles, eh?”

Orcus stood so still; a bowstring pulled within an inch of its limits. His muscles were bunched beneath his tattered clothing, flexing and twitching as if barely restrained. He tightened his jaw and tilted his head to the side, a muscle in his jaw flexing. “I have been,” he started, each word an effort, “everything you wanted.”

I squinted at him, mouth agape. Confusion and anger warred within me. The audacity of this man knew no bounds it seemed. “You can't be serious.”

“Of course I am.” In the blink of an eye, he was before me, clutching my jaw in an iron grip, held just on the edge of hurting. He always had such a tight rein on everything he did, it made me want to scream.

“I have been nothing but what you wanted, what you made me to be. You wanted a villain, princess, and then whined when that is what you got. Oh, you may complain, but without me, where would your precious games have been? How would you have amused yourself if my armies hadn’t given yours someone to triumph over? When you grew bored, I launched a new attack. When you were tired, when your forces could take no more, I’d conveniently have a catastrophe.”

His hand loosened on my chin and, like a whisper, his thumb glided across my cheek. If it were anyone less precise, I’d assume it was a mistake. But as far as his body was concerned, Orcus was all restraint. 

I could have twisted out of his grip then, as easily as a thought... and yet... it was the most alive I had felt in years. 

In my chest, my heart beat out of control, and I felt no compulsion to slow it. Instead, I wanted to drown in that feeling, allow the thrumming in my veins, the confusion in my mind, and the warmth that emanated from him to consume me. I wanted to bask in the feeling of helplessness he gave me. For a moment, I wasn't a goddess, in charge of an entire planet I made on a whim. I was simply a captive, transfixed by the black eyes boring into me and the euphoria I felt building within.

I studied his face, unfamiliar and yet, so entirely fitting. Was this what he looked like underneath the shadows that always clung to him? He had always been so terrifying, and even now, as I saw his shadows coalescing behind him, I felt exhilarated.

Orcus blinked at me, as if confused. His hand shifted from gripping my jaw to my neck. His finger pressed gently into my pulse, surprise flashing across his face before he pulled his cool mask of indifference across.

“I think, princess, I may have just found us a solution to your little problem.”



1 I must admit to a distinct disappointment at never seeing our Lady in her power. She sounds like a force to be reckoned with.

2 Here, Orcus refers to the trips our Lady made to the planet Earth and others to study their balance. During those times, the world we now know descended into utter chaos, sometimes at a metaphysical level.

3 To say that this is both a cause for concern and jubilation is an understatement. The find of this text has set all of Sanctuary in a flurry. If this is true, the slow decay of the barrier could indeed be a countdown to her Awakening.
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In Which an Agreement, A Farewell, and the Lady Enters Her Lake

I stared up at him, this man, this god, that I knew so well. And yet, until today, I'd never seen his face. He stared so intently, his focus tangible on my skin. His plan was a mystery to me, but the idea of it terrified and tantalized me. A liquid, pulsing heartbeat that I couldn't suppress. Surely, if I somehow managed to do so, I'd die just as quickly. 

I gulped and watched as his face changed. I could see him feel the muscles in my neck move, the power it gave, despite the inaccuracy of the scenario. He couldn’t kill me if he tried, unless I allowed it, but whatever passed between us was the closest I've ever been to true danger.

When I spoke, my voice was a rasping whisper, certainly not what I'd intended, and far more vulnerable than I was comfortable with. “Why do you call me that?”

I should have asked him about his “solution.” Instead, the question bubbled through my lips before I could stop it. I'd wondered for years. “Princess” had always been his favorite condescension, but it had never stung quite the way I thought he meant it to. 

“Ah, now there's a question,” he said. He smirked as he said it, and I realized that in this form, he was taller than I was by a fair bit. Why had I allowed that to happen? I'd always been careful to avoid putting myself at a disadvantage, especially with him. 

“I decided long ago that if I was to be what you needed, if I was truly your greatest adversary, I could not allow you dominion over me. If I addressed you as Lady, or my Goddess too frequently, I'd inherently internalize a power differential. To me, you could not be more powerful. I needed to know, to believe to my very core, that we were equals. Otherwise, you'd surely prevail every time. And that's no fun for anyone, is it?”

“N-no.” My breathing quickened. Perhaps I'd made a mistake when I'd fashioned my body. I modeled it on the humans I so loved, and subjected myself to the weaknesses such a body would impose. So, I breathed. My heart raced. Blood pumped through my veins along with magic, displaying the way he affected me plainly. 

“Now, to my idea...” he flexed his fingers again, running his thumb along my artery. “You want to atone for your mistake, to give the world time to mature without your influence? I propose you submit to my punishment, with guidelines, of course, and I will help you make amends. I've an idea where I could execute this “slumber” you mentioned in your original missive. Because I'd be overseeing it, I'd remain in contact with you, in complete control of your keeping, wellbeing, protection, progress, and schedule. Perhaps, by the time your self-imposed exile was over, we'd have learned a few things, and you'll emerge the goddess I know you are capable of being.”

The idea should not have excited me. I should have screamed in horror or lashed out at him, showing him what a ridiculous notion it was that he should have dominion over me. I should have burned him to a crisp where he stood, or at least transported myself back. 

And yet, I did not. I stared up at him, my mind whirling faster than my human body should allow. I couldn’t comprehend what was happening to me. Here I was, being held so gently, so firmly, by my greatest enemy. I was shivering all over… and it was the most thrilling experience I'd had in years, perhaps my entire life. 

I hadn't felt as exhilarated since I had learned of the planet Earth and conceived of my own. Since then, for years, I had tried to recreate the adrenaline-fueled euphoria of my discovery.

And so, instead of burning him to a crisp or fleeing the situation, I tilted my head and pursed my lips. “What sort of guidelines?”

“Everything will be negotiated in advance, and I will not keep you beyond what you've agreed to. In fact, we should put safeguards in place to ensure that you can wake up, should you be ready before then.”

It solved several of my problems quite tidily. I wouldn’t have to worry about Orcus interfering with whoever I placed in charge of my slumber, because he would be in charge. For some reason I couldn’t quite explain, that thrilled me. 

I'd always felt I was someone who knew her own mind. But I was slowly learning how wrong I was. I had somehow created layers to Orcus and with his shadows gone, I'd apparently made him astoundingly beautiful, in the most dangerous way.
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Days of careful preparation and planning later, I stood shivering inside my mountain. I'd needed to do everything I'd done, certainly, but I can't deny that I delayed more than needed. I might have hurt the people of this world, perhaps beyond repair, but I still loved them. It was because of this love that I needed to leave them. I'd made them for me, selfishly, and though I knew they deserved the chance to grow without my influence, I desperately wished that was not the case.

The cavern, though it would seem vast to a human, was snug for me, as I knew it would be for Orcus when he arrived. To one side was a small overlook where my people could, if they wanted, observe me.

A singular winding tunnel served as the opening to the valley beyond, to my perfect hamlet I'd created for my most steadfast supporters. On my trip to Earth, I'd observed a village that was perhaps the most magical place I'd ever seen, and I'd recreated it, with a few improvements, for my people. Inhaling, I closed my eyes, squeezing back tears. I'd not see the beautiful settlement for a thousand years, at least not with my own eyes.

Orcus had indicated that he disagreed with my intent of total isolation. He'd ensure that I had updates on their progress. It wasn’t clear if this was a kindness or punishment—perhaps both. 

Gunna, the leader of my people in this place I'd called Sanctuary, huffed at my side.

She'd been a valuable voice of reason for her short eighty years of life. To her, I still appeared perhaps twenty. This was something I'd been planning her entire life. It likely seemed like something she'd never actually expected to happen. 

Truthfully, she'd spent the last forty years trying to dissuade me from my course. Though in the face of my preparations, the reality seemed to have settled. She'd never been anything but respectful, though she'd admittedly challenged me more than anyone else on the planet. She'd earned her place at the forefront of my people by questioning me when I'd needed it. My humans’ lives were so short, barely two hundred years, worse, in many parts of the world, but I was still intimidating and timeless to most. 

“All preparations have been made, my Lady.” Gunna set her shoulders and lowered her voice. “Are you certain? I mean, Orcus? Must it be him? Surely one of the other⁠—“

“No.” I cut her off. The last thing I needed was to question my choices. “It must be him, I'm quite sure.” It was a query I'd wrestled with enough of my own. On the face of it, it seemed absurd. To submit myself to my greatest enemy. 

And yet. I knew I must. No mortal could undertake the task of keeping me asleep, could keep me, no matter how I railed, from touching the world. While I'd certainly harmed his people the most, they were incapable of exacting my restitution, such as it was, and so he'd undertake it on their behalf. 

In the brief moments I'd had to discuss it with him, I'd begun to worry that Orcus might not be quite as stern as I'd like, that he'd relent. But every other of the lesser gods would break long before he did. 

He was my best option, whether I liked it or not.

Perhaps more concerning were the strange feelings that welled up inside me when I saw him without his cloak of shadows. Wrapped in them, it had been easy to make him my Dark Spectre, the terror of my nightmares. Without them, though he was still wickedness incarnate, I found the fear exhilarating. 

Perhaps that was part of my punishment. I'd developed some sick fascination with the man I'd warred with for centuries. Now, I'd have to submit myself to his whims.

“It must be him.” We'd debated it at nauseum, and Gunna knew my mind. I refused to explain myself further. 

With perhaps perfect timing, Orcus coalesced, his shadows wrapping around him once more. 

“Leave us,” his voice rumbled through the cavern like thunder, rolling over me and caressing my insides until I shivered. A week ago, I'd have snapped at him for speaking in such a tone, but I needed to get used to his dominion, to trust his judgment. 

So instead, I turned to Gunna and nodded. She held her hand out of me, then kissed her fingertips, settling it over her heart with silent tears running down her face.

Perhaps, if I was very good, Orcus would pass messages along for me. 

Gunna stepped away, and in seconds, she disappeared. Orcus's shadows wrapped around us, and it struck me how odd it was to feel comforted by it. Instead of oppressive, they cocooned us, sheltering me from the outside world in a way I'd not experienced since the very beginning of my experiment.

Within his shadows, Orcus appeared as I'd come to know him, instead of the shadowy specter of my nightmares.

“I'll ask you again,” he said. “Is this truly what you want? Do you freely submit yourself to my dominion, to make me your lord and master in all things, of your own will?”

“I do.” I breathed. My entire body hummed with anticipation. A tether stretched between us. The oath we'd begun tugged me to him, though he could not extract such an agreement from me without reciprocation, our power imbalance, even now, too evenly matched.

“And you? Do you swear to ensure my punishment is enacted with the best interests of the world at heart, seeking restitution for those I've wronged and rehabilitation of your charge?” he said, his words whispering across my skin.

“I do.” The tether of our connection pulled tight, binding us together in a magic more ancient than even my mother's.

The corner of his mouth hitched in a smirk, making me shiver. The feeling zipped through me, stimulating and sensitizing my entire body. With a nod, he held out his hand and escorted me into the aquifer.
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In Which Orders are Issued, Power is Exchanged, and a Bond Snaps into Place

The cool water of the lake lapped at my naked feet and suddenly I realized how much larger than me Orcus was. To a human, I was a giant, towering over them. I'd grown so used to being in the position of power that I was entirely unfamiliar with the vulnerability I felt next to him. 

His hand though, was sure and steady, gently leading me deeper until the light linen dress I wore clung to my body. 

“This is a good location. Peaceful,” he noted. “Your body should be well protected here, though your mind will be with me.”

“Yes,” I whispered. I knew some of what to expect. We'd negotiated certain aspects of my captivity, some he'd insisted upon, a timeframe rather than an indefinite period, for example, and some that had been my idea, like ensuring there was a focus on my pain being productive.

We hadn't discussed what exactly I would endure, instead, we'd discussed a framework in which to work. Those I'd harmed by assigning them to the forces of evil had not had a choice as to what pain they'd receive by my orders. Orcus hadn't had a choice as to what pain he'd been forced to inflict. Even now, I wondered if he had a choice in this. 

Soft fingers tipped with claws settled on my shoulders, and with a gentle nudge, he indicated that I should lie back. Vaguely, I was aware of how the wet dress clung to me, sheer with the water. I wanted to cover myself, lest he see my form. It was a silly worry, a silly realization. My body could appear however I liked, and it was not as if he was unfamiliar with the human form. 

I floated atop the water, seeing past the craggy ceiling of the cavern, the stalactites that hung there, to the valley I'd created beyond. Out there, I knew, the villagers, my protectors, huddled in their thatched roof houses, were eating a somber feast in my honor. Their prayers, and their attention, would aid Orcus in harnessing my own power to initiate my ritual. 

My own power would keep me bound, and once he held it, I'd speculated that I'd not be able to regain it unless he relinquished it. Closing my eyes, I cast my mind out, checking the many wards I'd put in place. 

The barrier, spanning the globe, would separate the peoples of magic from the humans. And the bubble over my valley, that regulated not only passage in and out, but their environment, granting them a temperate climate instead of the harsh polar weather. All of it was in place. Orcus and I were positioned at the exact magnetic north of my planet, harnessing the very fabric of magic I'd used to craft the world for our work. It was not easy, what I'd asked him to do, though he was nearly my equal in power—I'd made him to be my match, after all—our powers did not mix easily, and this would take both. 

Once I was settled, arms floating out from my body, Orcus slipped his hands up through my hair to cradle my head. 

“Open, princess,” he prompted.

Perhaps someday, following his orders would be simple, something I'd do without thought, but that order, so deceptively simple, initiated an internal battle fiercer than any he and I had ever waged. Tentatively at first, I reached my power toward him, the blue green of my magic appearing around me as tendrils. I focused on opening myself to him, on connecting. Another part of me, however, a baser, and perhaps more powerful part, resisted, whipping the tendrils of power away from him. 

I was a god. I'd created this world, and him with it. What was more, I'd created him to be my opposite, my exact balance, and my very nature rebelled at the notion of offering myself to him. What we were doing disrupted the natural order I'd created so carefully. But that was the entire point, so I struggled.

With effort, I harnessed my power. Vaguely, I was aware of his hands wiping sweat from my brow and massaging my temples. I lost track of time, and eventually there was nothing but the feeling of his hands where they grounded me, and the battle within. I'd fought Orcus for years, wielding my powers against him, and it was not ready to be mastered by him. He wiped tears from my eyes and hummed to me when I wailed, my screams echoing through the cavern. He never spoke past the initial command. He could feel, I think, the struggle within me.

It was a test of endurance in the end, that of my will against the magic I held. For perhaps the first time ever, I proved myself worthy of the power I'd been granted as my birthright. When my power’s resistance finally broke, it flowed out of me, rushing to fill what it saw as the empty vessel that was Orcus. What I failed to expect was the corresponding rush of Orcus’s magic, and how it flowed back into me. Where my magic was vibrant and energetic, nearly bursting out of me with its exuberance, his was slow and intentional, molasses weeping out to impart its rich, deep flavor. It was dark, of course, but I was surprised to find how it didn’t suffocate me.

It filled me, seeping into the space opened by the absence of my own, and somehow finding crevices that I hadn’t even known existed within me. 

In the space of a few seconds, they settled, the initial rush of the power exchange slowing to a churning equilibrium. Our magics danced inside me, inside him, between us, a slow, swirling mass of the purest power. I could feel them both. I held them both, and I opened my eyes with a gasp, blinking his face into focus. 

During the time I’d fought my battle, I’d imagined Orcus would be annoyed at the length, but now his mouth fell open, and his hands trembled where they held me. A tentative touch brushed along my magic, gently nudging it to replace the light of the lanterns in the room. Their fires snuffed out, replaced with a glowing teal light that pulsed in time with my heartbeat.

“Mine,” he whispered. A ghost of a smile crept onto his face, and his eyes sparkled with the reflection of my magic. I felt him explore it, explore me, with the softest touch—no, caress. His physical fingers slipped through my hair, cradling my scalp, the fingers of his magic skated over my body.

Perhaps it seemed odd, a goddess with knots, but I can assure you, I’ve plenty of stress, and each firm press felt like a revelation. With deft fingers, he was unraveling a thousand years of worries. 

And yet, I knew what was to come. With each knot he teased out, a new one formed. The slow realization hit me... this was part of my torture, my punishment. He wanted me languid and pliable; to lull me into a sense of complacency so he could break me all the quicker. It was an odd realization, because it brought with it a sense of peace. After all the wrongs I'd committed, unwittingly or no, I would atone for my wrongs, emerging at the end with a new outlook, and hopefully, a people who'd forged their own path. 

“Relax.” 

It was a command. One which he emphasized with his fingers and magic. I squeezed my eyes shut, dragging in a deep breath and willing myself to do so. After all, if I wanted to make things right, to truly atone for my wrongs, didn't I want to submit to his punishment? Didn't I want him to break me as quickly as possible? For a thousand years of war, people had died at my whim, waging a series of wars for my enjoyment at the triumph. It didn't matter that they'd all be reborn without my influence over the period of my sentence, they'd still experienced the pain I'd caused.

I wanted whatever he would bring me. Somewhere within, I craved it.

He was right; I was his.
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In Which the Lady Wakes in a Location Most Unfamiliar needs fn

Once it was done, I descended into nothingness for a time, until eventually, vaguely, I realized I could sense my body. The cool water buoyed me up, and my dress had dried. I tried twitching a finger, but the connection was so tenuous that my body didn't respond. Similarly, when I attempted to reach out using my magic, it resisted my direction, slipping through my fingers with a playfulness that reminded me of a pixie’s. I could almost hear the giggles, see the finger wave as it skittered away. 

I retreated from my physical body, and found that wherever I was, I had some semblance of a body here. Soft blankets and a plush mattress enveloped me, and I yawned, stretching in the bed. For the first time, I experienced the hazy confusion of waking from sleep, because somehow, I'd slept. For the first time in my life, I'd experienced something I'd seen my people do so many times, their fragile, mortal bodies needing respite for the inundation of life's sensations. 

I'd never needed it, always assuming it was for those weaker than I. And, after all, it looked entirely boring. Nothing happened whilst one slept, I'd thought, or worse, things did happen, but one would miss it. I was a goddess. I couldn't afford to miss anything. At first it was because I didn't want to miss a second of my entertainment playing out, but as I'd increased my people's autonomy, it had been because every time I diverted my attention they'd do something foolhardy. Couldn't they see that if they crossed that mountain pass, they'd be trapped before winter was over? Especially not when there was another not two weeks south that would be preferable?

But of course, they couldn't. Or perhaps they'd make a discovery while I was averting a crisis elsewhere, one that would lead to technological advancement on the scale which I was not yet prepared to deal with. Couldn't they see that if they forged ahead blindly, they'd end up exactly like that poor planet Earth?

They needed me, I'd thought. Needed my guiding hand to set them back on track. On the slow, steady path of advancement that would lead to a more sustainable future. In hindsight, of course, I could see what hubris that was. 

The surrounding room was dimly lit, so it didn't hurt my eyes. The bed I lay in had a large canopy, swathed with deep green curtains. Beyond them, the light of candles flickered, and the sounds of a popping fireplace told me I wasn't alone. 

Sweeping the curtains aside, I saw I was in a room that looked as if it had been carved from the cavern where my body floated. In front of the fire, a pair of high-back chairs sat with a table between them. The table held a flagon, a pair of goblets, and a cloche. After scanning the room, I decided that while Orcus was obviously around; he wasn't currently in the room with me.

I padded across to the table, removing the cloche to find a steaming bowl of chowder, a hunk of thick, crusty bread, and a dainty cupcake.

I frowned, immediately suspicious. I was a prisoner, and he fed me my favorite foods, complete with dessert? It had to be a trap.

The flagon proved to be wine, which smelled like a vintage I adored. It was all too perfect. While the room didn't adhere to my personal preference, it appeared designed to comfort me. One wall was covered by floor to ceiling bookshelves, with books looking to be arranged by age. Farthest left, I could see some of my favorites from Earth, near the middle, more modern books from Earth that I didn't recognize, and to the far right were a selection of books written by my own people. In front of the shelves sat a large, dark wood desk. It was neatly adorned with a bunch of moonflowers, a selection of papers, writing implements, and a typewriter. Flipping through a notebook I found, I could see that all the pages were blank, though some had patterns swirling at the edges. Opening the drawers revealed an array of journals, sketchbooks, and sealing waxes. Perhaps I'd be given homework as part of my rehabilitation. Did Orcus not know that I adored study?

He could mean to use it against me, or he could always use it as a reward. Yes, that must be it. This room was designed to tempt me, an incentive he'd dangle over my head for good behavior. It was smart, really. Though I shouldn't be surprised, he'd been made to be cunning. 

The click of a door opening startled me, making me gasp and spin around. I was more nervous than I'd like to admit. Orcus sauntered in, leaning on the bedframe nonchalantly and leveling his dark eyes at me. 

“Is everything to your liking?” he asked.

As if it mattered. Then again, if he meant to use it as leverage, I suppose it did. 

“It's quite cozy.” I allowed.

“You haven't eaten. Come, sit, you should eat—keep your strength up—you'll need it.”

“I don't need to eat. Surely you know that.”

“Ah, your body doesn't need to eat, but here? I assure you, you'll need to. I designed it that way, after all.”

Hm. Well, what was it, but another hook ensnared into me? I'd trusted him to enact my discipline, my exile. I suppose I couldn't complain if he did so by plying me with the things I loved most, and then ripped them from me. Again, cunning.

With a grace that defied his size, he crossed the room and settled into one of the large chairs. 

“Come.” He waved me over, but when I was close, he patted his large lap. 

“You can't be serious.” I shook my head. What in the world was he playing at?

“Serious as death. Now, do as you're instructed. I'd hate to punish you before we've even truly begun.”
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In Which a Meal is Consumed in a Fashion Most Unfamiliar

Rolling my eyes, I did as he bade me. The chairs were larger than I'd realized and even still; he filled it completely. Confronted with our size difference, for the first time, perhaps ever, I was intimidated by Orcus. I'd been afraid of him, certainly, but I'd never fathomed that he posed me any true danger. As much as I wanted to atone for my wrongs, I wasn't exactly looking forward to it. What use would be punishment if it were pleasurable? 

With a hop, I settled into his lap, trying to appear obedient. Beneath me, his lap was strong and broad; he felt stable and sure, in a way that I don’t know if I had ever felt before. I was a goddess. I was not born into a loving family the way most children are. I burst into existence from my mother's mind, based on an idea fully formed in that second. Beyond that, she’d shown mild interest in me, but it was almost academic. My mother had created me to see if it would work, not out of want of companionship—certainly not someone to care for. So Orcus’s stability was the first time I'd ever experienced such a thing. 

Instead, sitting on Orcus's lap was the first time I’ve ever truly felt that I could place my weight upon someone else and they would hold it. It was nothing short of a revelation. The feeling of relief was so intense that I shook my head to remind myself where I was. Because I was not there to feel relieved, I was there to pay the cost of what I had done, for doing to my people what my mother had done to me, and to try to learn to do better. 

I didn’t have long to wait to discover what Orcus meant for me. Reaching across my body, he picked up a morsel of food and placed it to my lips. 

“I am capable of feeding myself, you know,” I said. 

Despite my protests, he didn’t move the spoon away from my mouth. “That remains to be seen.” 

I opened my mouth to receive the food, though what I really wanted was to say something in rebuttal. It was vibrant and citrusy, as if this flavor had been specially crafted for me. To soothe me, or, I considered, to lull me into complacency and obedience. With that in mind, I straightened my shoulders as I chewed. He was so close to me, I could feel his breath skating over my neck. As soon as I was done chewing, another bit of food was presented to me. He continued feeding me for several minutes, until I finally waved my hand in front of my face, pleading for him to stop.

“All done?”

“Yes, I don't think my stomach is ready for large portions.” I gasped out. “This—is not like what I expected.”

“I imagine not.” He set the remaining food down and picked up a napkin. To my shock, he raised it to my lips and gently patted them. 

“That is as it should be. I've found that what we expect, or assume we deserve, is rarely what we actually deserve.”

“And what do I deserve, then?” I asked. I needed his answer, but I was terrified to know. After all, I couldn't forget that this was my punishment. 

“Growth.”

“Growth?” I echoed. I hadn't any idea what that might entail, but I hoped he'd tell me. As afraid of what was coming as I knew I should be, he'd already convinced me. The firmness of him underneath me, the gentle way he'd fed me, all of it had added up to make me more pliant than I would have liked. I wanted this punishment; I needed to pay for my wrongs, and so, perhaps, I wanted to be vulnerable to him. 

“Yes, growth. You didn't mean harm when you created the world, and yet you did harm. I understand your impulse to remove yourself from the situation, but I think instead you must endeavor to make it right. The way I see it, there are several steps that will require. First, you don't seem to think much of yourself anymore.”

I scoffed at him. “Could you blame me? I don't see how I could have possibly harmed people more than creating them to live and die at my whims, then making them inherently evil and removing their choice in the matter.”

“Exactly.” He reached over and tucked a long strand of my brown hair behind my ear. “I understand your dislike of yourself, but you must learn to see how the situation you were put in made you who you are. You had too much power, without any idea of how you should use it, though you could wield it with a thought.

“Further, I think you should learn to experience things as mortals do.” He paused, inhaling deeply. “I believe it was those experiences where I felt most mortal, most vulnerable, that taught me my most valuable lessons about ruling my own people.”

“And how, pray tell, am I to do that? What did you experience that helped?” 

“I fell in love.”

I gasped, unable to contain my surprise, and I was certain my face was written with it. “Love? But who could we fall in love with? A mortal?” The very idea seemed preposterous. They lived such short lives, and as much as I loved them, I knew I loved them in the way that a mother loves her children. The very idea of loving one of my people was ridiculous. “How can you fall in love with someone who isn't your equal?”

“You can't.” His eyes bored into mine and somehow, in that moment, I knew. He hadn't fallen in love with one of his subjects, an orc or an elf. No, he'd fallen in love with another deity. The question remained if it was someone from our own planet or elsewhere. 

I'd positioned Timonde far from any of the other worlds, fleeing their influence as I'd seen what the other gods had become. I didn't want that for my world or myself. 

“Who?” It mattered to me more than I liked. But he'd been mine, after all, for so long. My enemy, yes, but I'd decidedly been the most important person in his life, just as he had been in mine. To find out that there might have been someone who surpassed my importance to him was a felling blow. 

He waved his hand. “It's of little consequence. My love was not returned, but it taught me what exquisite torture loving someone could be. It opened me up to the multitude of pleasures and pains one could know. My plan, such as it was, is to give you a mortal experience. You'll require everything they do: food, water, sleep, as here you truly inhabit a human body. You retain your immortality, but only if you properly care for yourself. Part of my job is to see that you do.”

“Just because I haven't been mortal doesn't mean I don't know how to take care of a human body.” I rolled my eyes and moved to stand.

“Ah, but you failed to do so, and so I must assume the task. Now, I fear some of my methods may be quite different from what you were expecting. So, I have an agreement. As I swore that I truly have your best interests in heart, you must trust that I'll do everything in my power to ensure the best outcome for all of us. I ask that you remain open to my methods.” 

His voice lingered on the word method, caressing it with his tongue, drawing my attention to his lips and the sharp teeth they hid.  This Orcus was no formless phantasm haunting my nightmares, but an imposing figure that would surely dominate my days. 

“I—I can do that.” I whispered.

“If you disagree with anything I do, and in certain cases, if what we do makes you feel uncomfortable in any way, it's important that you tell me.”

I nodded, somehow relieved that he hadn't made me agree to never be uncomfortable. I didn't see how I was meant to learn without being uncomfortable. 

“Now that we've gotten some food into you, your first assignment should be simple. Unless I'm mistaken, you, princess, only have a title. You are more than a goddess, you are less than a figurehead. You need a name.”
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In Which A Name in Chosen

After showing me the bookshelves and explaining how they were all arranged, Orcus left me to contemplate my name. After being identified by my titles for so long, I could see the need for a name, but hadn't any idea of where to begin. In my mind, I had modeled my looks on an Empress I'd admired on Earth. She'd had gorgeous long hair, and a terribly sad life. In the face of it all, she'd defied her mother-in-law, society's expectations and even her husband. Sisi had been an inspiration to me, but I already knew how different we were. I was not strong in the same way; I was soft and only imagined myself a hero. For hours, I flipped through the books of the library and set a few aside that I wanted to read. I was especially interested in those that had been written after I'd left Earth. I was curious to know how it had changed in my absence. When I'd observed it, their planet had seemed on the cusp of a great deal of change, some of which had already begun while I was there, but even the summaries of the books I'd picked up led me to believe that a great many changes had happened in an extremely short period of time. 

I also found a book of baby names among them, and I shortly had a list of contenders. The meaning of the name mattered to me, and I focused on those that had meanings that resonated with me. I explored names that meant dawn or rebirth, dreams and the moon and rolled a good many around my brain and off my tongue. Gloren was a contender, especially as it shared origins with the town I'd based Sanctuary on, but it felt too close to Gloria, a name I felt I could not live up to. I wrote them down on a list, said them aloud, and imagined someone calling me that and responding. Ayleen, Lunette, Eislynn, Celenne, Eloise, Aviva, and so many more that I've forgotten or lost.

Eventually, I arrived at Aviana. It had an origin that referred to birds and meant to breathe. Because while I was currently contained in a cage, I felt as if I truly might fly after all this was done. More than anything, it felt like “me.”

As if on cue, the door opened, and Orcus swept inside, carrying another tray of food. Instead of sitting in the large chair by the fire, he settled the tray on the desk and knelt next to me. 

“You've a lot of good options here,” he observed. “Have you chosen?”

“Yes, Aviana.” 

He seemed to consider it a moment, pursing his lips and moving his mouth as if rolling it around and tasting it. “It fits.”

“Thank you, I agree.”

“Well then, let's get you some food and then we can progress.”

He said it so nonchalantly, as if he wasn't reminding me that it was time to continue my torture. Or rather, begin it, as it hadn't been much torture as of yet. 

With a flourish, Orcus scooted the food over and made room so that he could sit on the table. Once more, he fed me, and once more, it was some of the most delicious food I'd ever tasted.

“Where are we?” I asked between bites. I'd assumed that I would spend my time in my own mind, but if Orcus was here, that didn't seem likely.

“The Underworld.”

“And you've given me a suite?” I tilted my head to the side. It seemed there were plenty of others who deserved better treatment than me.

“Of course.” He placed another bite of food in my mouth before I could speak. “For the next thousand years, you're mine. All mine. I've no other obligations or demands on my time. I've cleared my schedule.”

“Your schedule...as in people dying?”

“Yes, actually. There is no one else here but the two of us. For the next while, anyone who dies will just be put in the back of the line to be born. I worked it all out with... oh what is her name? The one who is obsessed with keys and sewing? Always sucking up to you about the moon?” 

“Frigg?” I couldn't help but giggle at his description. 

“Yes, her. She's handling it.” He waved his hand like it didn't matter. “Apparently she's enlisted a couple of the other life and death themed gods. They are all very excited. It will be good for people, I think. I figured they all deserved a chance at life without us.”

“They do.” It was an offhand comment, but it cut me to the core. They did deserve a life without our interference. A chance to grow and learn without me creating wars for them to fight in.

“So!” Orcus jumped off the desk, startling me. “It is time for the next step.” He held out his hand to me, inviting me to place my own within. 

Without a thought, I did so, and it occurred to me that it was so nice not to think about such things. For the past several hours, I had considered nothing but my own name. Even if the rest of my captivity was torture, I was grateful for that small moment of peace and focus.

Orcus pulled me to stand and led me to the bed. My fleeting moment of peace fled, replaced with the clanging of anxiety, of uncertainty.

“Next, princess, we'll explore more human emotions. Starting with vulnerability.”

I was admittedly not keen on being vulnerable with Orcus, of all people, but he pressed on. 

“From as best I can tell, vulnerability is one of the keys to true human connection. When they open up with one another, when they show the parts of themselves that they don't like, mortals seem to forge bonds stronger than any I've ever known. Though, of course, I cannot expect vulnerability without giving it first.” 

Without further ceremony, Orcus removed the robe he wore and climbed onto the wide bed. The surrounding curtains dimmed the light so that I could scarcely see him. “For many reasons, beds seem to be a place of vulnerability. Will you join me?”

All things considered, perhaps I did not have a choice, but I felt as if I did. In the darkness, I could see only his eyes and by the pain there, I could see that somehow, that question—that invitation—had cost him. 

I climbed onto the bed, lying on my back next to him. The swags of the fabric surrounding the bedspread from a circular point in the center, and I focused on it to calm my nerves. I didn't look over at Orcus, but I could feel the heat of him next to me. After several minutes of silence, he drew in a deep breath and began speaking. 

“I think we have always had a complicated relationship, you and me. You made me, presumably, to be your greatest foe. In doing so, I think, you created the only person who could ever hope to be your equal. What I don't think you intended is that you also made me incredibly eager to please you. After all, you'd made me to be what you wanted, and since the moment I came into existence, I have always done as you wanted.” 

I opened my mouth to protest, but he carried on. “Oh, I know it might not seem like it, but you wanted excitement. You wanted a good story... and every good story needs a villain. So, I became what you wanted. I became your ultimate adversary. At first, I didn't consciously realize my desires. I simply wanted to do as you bade. I followed orders and surpassed them where I could. I found new ways to surprise you, to shake up our battles. I didn't realize how much it mattered to me until I actually tried to win. It was fall, outside Berggeheimnis, you remember?”

I did. Of course. It was the only time I'd ever truly wondered if I would lose. If this was the time that Orcus would best me, once and for all. I remember being so afraid of what he, or his forces, might do to my people. I'd had the entire settlement of dwarves holed up in their deepest tunnels and had needed to leverage my dragons to scorch the earth around to break the siege, though it had taken them weeks to arrive.

“In that moment, when it should have been my finest triumph, a thought struck me, shook me through and unseated my beliefs. I remember thinking: Will this be enough? Have I finally completed my task? Am I what she wants yet?”

I still stared up at the fabric. My hand at my side was inches from his, and the pain in his voice made me want to reach out and hold it.

“And then I saw your face. You weren't happy, you weren't proud. Because as much as this had been a game to us both, I could see that it wasn't a game to you any longer. You looked down at your people, your heart in your eyes, tears streaming down your face. And I realized: I would give anything for you to care about me half as much.”
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In Which Orcus Practices Restraint

I blinked at the ceiling, stunned. What was I to say? I wasn’t even certain I was fully comprehending what he was saying, so instead I traced the lines of the swagged fabric as it flowed from the center of the bed to the edge of the canopy. 

“That’s when I started thinking more critically. About my relationship with my people, about you with yours, and most importantly, mine with you.”

“You—delivered a ten-page essay about my wrongdoings. About how much I’d hurt the world.” I gasped out. I knew the battle he spoke of. It was over four hundred years previous, but it, and the subsequent essay that followed a year later, shook the very foundations of my life. I was not so proud as to refuse to see reason, even when presented by an enemy. Even when it cast me in such a horrible light. The essay, I was loath to admit, is what had truly made me consider how my actions, naïve as they may have been, had done real harm.

“I did, didn’t I?” he chuckled. “I was disappointed. To me, you were the pinnacle of all that was good. The antithesis of the evil I was so constantly surrounded by. I think I was more than a little angry when I realized how much you’d hurt m—my people. Once I started seeing you as fallible, I started seeing you more completely, I think. Whatever fascination you’d previously held for me paled before what grew. Before, you were an untouchable ideal. A shining beacon of light and goodness that would forever outshine anything I could accomplish or hope to be. Once I saw the cracks—in you, in my logic—they were all I could see…and they were beautiful.”

His essay had sent me in a spiral for several years, the most painful period of my life that had induced my entire current plan. It was comforting, somehow, to know that it had been just as disruptive to him as it was to me. 

“Did you imagine we’d end up here?” I whispered. Had this all been some plan? Had he purposely made me doubt my entire life’s work to—take control of me? 

“Never in my wildest dreams.” The bed shifted beneath me as Orcus rolled over. “At most, I hoped you might listen to me. I believed in you. I saw the cracks, but it made me realize that if you were struggling with things, just like I was, that perhaps you could change, you could do better, let the world be better. And you are.” I could hear the smile in his voice, and it sent vibrant frissons through my body. 

After a millennium of striving to be perfect, of hiding any flaws I found in myself or swiftly eradicating them, Orcus had seen them…and liked them?

“You’ve made a lot of progress, more than I have, maybe, and I can’t help but to think that you are being too hard on yourself.”

“What?” I burst out. “Orcus, I ruined people’s lives! And for what? My own petty amusement? Because I wanted to stage battles like the ‘big kids?” My breath huffed out of me. “I’m starting to worry that you’ll be remiss on my punishment. I need a firm hand, not this permissive fiddle-faddle you’ve been doing.”

“No.” Orcus’s voice was a boot grinding on gravel, stopping me in my tracks. “You’re convinced that you need to be punished, but what, pray tell, could I do to you that will bring you more pain than the knowledge of what you have done?”

“I —“ I stuttered. I hadn’t any idea. It had eaten at me for years. I’d created people to suffer. I’d watched them live and strain and fight and die, all for me. I’d raged at the knowledge for years, and then spent longer finding ways to sustain my planet without my influence. 

“Well, I suppose that might be true…but what are we doing here, then?”

Orcus sighed next to me. “We are…figuring out we are, who we want to be, and figuring out how to forgive ourselves.”

“Ourselves? What did you do? You were only doing what I made you to do.” I sat up to look over at him.

“Ah, but princess, you gave me free will. I didn’t need to do any of it. I’ve almost as much responsibility as you have in this. Perhaps more, because I realized first what we were doing and did it anyhow.” He smiled, the corner of his mouth raising to reveal a sharp fang. “But we can’t change any of that. We can only move forward, which is what we will do.”

“We will?” 

“Yes,” he reached a clawed hand out toward mine on the bed, hesitating just beyond touching me. “I think…if we can be vulnerable, we could do, create, experience, some amazing things.”

I was mesmerized. I couldn't speak. My senses were full of him, overwhelmed with the heat of his fingers so close to mine. Of the scent of him as it wafted across to me. Of the tenderness reflected in his eyes.

Most of all, I was mesmerized by the way I felt.

For the first time in hundreds of years, perhaps ever. I didn't feel as if I needed to make sure I had a plan. I didn't worry about how I would right my wrongs or atone. 

Instead, I watched his clawed hands where they hovered over mine, consumed by the anticipation of wondering if he would touch me. 

And then, with a shock of heat and the slightest drag of his claw, we were touching in the most intimate gesture I'd ever felt. I'd been hugged, I’d held people, but that one small finger consumed me.

It was so slight, so gentle that I could almost convince myself that I had imagined it if I couldn't see it with my own eyes. 

He touched me like the slightest amount of pressure could break me. Like I was something precious. Not to the world, but to him. 

“So,” I breathed. “How do we begin?”

“I'd like to show you, if you'll let me.”

His hand trailed up my arm, tickling along its length and making me shiver. Every follicle on my body stood at attention, as if my entire being were reaching for him. 

I still wore the thin linen dress I'd worn in the lake, yet it seemed years ago. 

Though I was wary, I was interested in seeing where Orcus would lead me. 

“Show me,” I whispered. 

Leaning on his arm, Orcus shifted toward me, his weight depressing the mattress, so I rolled toward him. The heat of his skin radiated through my dress, permeating my body and warming me through. 

With aching tenderness, he reached up and brushed the hairs off the side of my face. The candles flickered outside of the canopy, but the curtain shielded us from much of their light. At first, I thought that was the only reason the room seemed dark, but as I watched, tendrils of smoke raised from Orcus's shoulders, it surrounded him, a miasma—no, a halo of darkness that stretched toward me with grasping fingers. Though I couldn't see Orcus's face, shrouded as it was, the tendrils reached for me, greedy. I felt hot all over, my skin sensitized to bed sheets beneath, and the singular place he touched me. 

“I'm going to restrain you now,” he spoke barely above a whisper, so I had to strain to hear him. “This will be your first lesson, Aviana.”

The slightest touch of his tendrils ghosted over my wrists. “You are mine.” The tentacles of darkness solidified, wrapping and lifting my wrists above my head. “Everything you have will be because I gave it to you. Every sensation you feel, every sound, every cry you release belongs to me. Your first lesson, princess, is what it feels like to lack agency. When it comes down to it, your pleasure, your frustration, your very power are mine. When you well and truly learn that, perhaps we can move on.”
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In Which Expectations are Further Subverted During the First Session fn

I nodded my head, shocked at how easily my submission came. For more than a millennium, I have lived only to please myself, my creation consuming me in my efforts to make it as perfect as possible. I am, after all, a storyteller at my core, and I demand perfection from both myself and my creations. Testing my bonds, I jiggle my wrists. There is a small amount of give there, but only enough that I feel no pain. My brows draw down in a frown and I squint up to see Orcus's face, but still, he hides from me. 

“What is it, princess?” he whispers, his words cascading over me in a wave of warmth.

“I expected something different.”

“I imagine so,” I can hear the smirk in his voice rather than see it. “But you've never really known what to expect from me, have you?” 

He shifts, depressing the bed so that I roll toward him. “When you created me, I think you got more than you bargained for. Such is the problem with such instinctual acts of creation. That's been our problem from the start. Yes, mine too.”

I raised a brow at his statement. How was it his problem? He’d not done anything but what I’d expected of him.

“You willed things into being without any real idea of what you'd made. Take me, for example,” he continued.

A tendril held my head firm so I stared at the ceiling, but I could feel his breath caressing the skin of my neck as he spoke. 

“Did you know that you created me to be obsessed with you? To do everything in my power to please you, to give you the story you so desperately wished for? Do you think it was a mistake, for example, that in all of our battles, I only ever won once, even though every time you felt as if you were on the verge of defeat?”

His hand—or his tentacle, I had no way of knowing which, lifted and twined around a strand of my hair. “Did you intend to make someone who knew you so completely that he could anticipate your every move? Orchestrate complex battles to give you an epic win? To mature, for example, just the slightest bit faster than you so you wouldn't need to learn these lessons on your own? 

“Don't you see, princess, in making your perfect enemy, you've made me your perfect jailor, your perfect teacher, and ultimately, your perfect partner? You've been the light to my days for centuries, but it's well pastime I show you the darkness you've wrought.”

With that, a tendril wrapped itself over my eyes and I was plunged into darkness. My heart beat erratically, blood rushing through my veins. Again, the bed shifted, and I felt the absence of his heat. Without my sight, every place he touched me was enhanced. The pair of tendrils that wrapped my hands now seemed to pulse in time with the one covering my eyes. 

I breathed deep, steeling myself for whatever came next. He left me there for a long time until my ears were picking up the slightest rustle and my skin was practically aching from trying to feel something. By the time he did touch me, I was so sensitized that I gasped at the smallest brush. It was the briefest touch, only a whisper on my ankle, and yet it lit me up. 

The next touch was a long, tickling glide down my arm, stopping level with my head. Orcus hadn't jostled the bed in quite some time, so I assumed that he could manipulate his tendrils from a distance. 

He touched me all over, my legs, my hands, my toes, my neck, my knee, my shoulder, my stomach. Each one gently stoked a fire I couldn't say I'd ever felt. I knew that mortals felt desire. They required it to procreate. But because I'd never needed that, never seen anyone as my equal, I'd never felt the slightest bit of attraction prior to what I felt then.

After a while, my breath grew ragged, and I bowed off the bed, searching for sensation that came far too irregularly. A brief whisper on my neck, a slow, sensual drag underneath my breast. I was gasping for air, mentally begging him to touch me more. I craved his touch in ways I had never craved anything before. 

I'd never wanted for anything, never needed anything at all. For the first time ever, I needed something. 

His touch. 

Between my legs, my pussy tingled with excitement. Each bow off the bed squeezed my legs together and brought delicious pressure. My body thrummed with wanting, to hear his voice, to feel further touches, but each was just as fleeting as the past. Each one taunted me with its ephemeral bliss until I writhed on the bed, tears gathering at the corner of my eyes. Thick tentacles wrapped around my legs, and I moaned at his touch. 

It wasn't enough. It wasn't what I wanted, but it was more than he'd given me before. Sobs burst from me, punctuating the air with my cries. 

“I think that's enough for now.” Orcus's voice was raw, as if he was the one who'd cried out. “Sleep, Aviana.”

At first I was shocked, confused by his words and the touches that ceased. Though I felt his weight leave the bed, and a blanket was drawn up over my body, his tendrils on my wrists didn't release me, though they relaxed. “Orcus?”

“Sleep.” The door clicked shut.

“Aaaaagh! That blasted man! Orcus! Get back here and... well, I'm not quite—well, you see, I—Damn you!”

I sputtered out, my arousal cooled by my anger. I was so frustrated that I could feel it thrumming through my body. I tested my bonds, and they stretched to allow me to shift my position, though they wouldn't let my hands stray past my waist. I curled up on my side, blubbering and feeling quite sorry for myself. 

But no—this was just as it should be. This was one of my lessons, likely something about denial, and so I curled up on my side, shocked at how tired I was. I yawned, realizing that I'd only ever felt tired from magical exertion before. In this case, I hadn't actually done anything. Still, I drifted off quickly, into a blissful dream of tentacles writhing all over my body.
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In Which A Debrief Leads to an Alternate Form of Rehabilitation

When I woke, Orcus held me upright with a glass to my lips. I guzzled the cool water, surprised at my thirst. Muscles that I hadn't ever paid attention to ached, and I groaned as I stretched. My arms were still encircled by Orcus's bindings, though the one blocking my sight was gone. 

“How do you feel?” he asked after lowering the glass.

“Sore,” I said. “Confused.”

“As it should be.” Thick tendrils wrapped around my midsection and flipped me onto my stomach. After, they shifted and pressed into my body, kneading at my sore muscles in the best hurt I'd ever felt.

“Thank you,” I said, my voice muffled into the bed.

“You need to be ready for your next session,” he said. “Now, I'll remind you of our need for vulnerability and honesty between us. How did you feel during your first session?” 

I licked my lips to buy time. “Frustrated, helpless, needy... I wanted you to touch me, but you never quite did what I wanted.”

“Very good. Was any of what you experienced painful or frightening?” 

“No, I felt quite safe, if frustrated.”

“Good. I didn't want you to feel scared. You see, it is impossible for you or I to ever truly know what it is like to be one of our subjects. However, we can make suppositions and sympathize based on our own experiences. I do not see the need for you to feel pain in our lessons. I am confident that you did not intend true pain or harm to any of your creations.”

I shook my head violently. “Never, I just... didn't really understand.”

“Just so. And we cannot expect anyone to know things without being taught, not even a goddess. I learned through my own experiences, and you will continue to learn through yours.” He dug into a particularly troublesome knot, and I groaned. 

“So, no, the goal of this is not for you to feel pain. It is for you to learn, to understand, and for me to do the same. If we can gain this understanding through pleasurable means, I think we will not lose anything in the process by doing so.”

“Alright,” I said. “I'm certainly not opposed, as long as you think it will be effective.”

“I think it will be more than effective. I think it will be the single most important act either of us ever undertake.”

His thick tentacle flipped me onto my back and began massaging my front. I much preferred this angle, because I could see his face. His brows were drawn in concentration, his tongue toying with one of his fangs. If the massage was meant to relax me, it only partially served its purpose. Instead, he drew pleasure from me as easily as a harpist would draw a melody. Desire flooded through me, dampening between my legs and spreading heat throughout my body.

“Does that feel good, princess?” he crooned.

“Mhmmm,” I hummed. It felt better than good in truth. It felt magical—freeing in a way I'd never experienced.

“I think,” he said, working his way up to massage my thighs. “That you like being taken care of. I think you've spent so long holding an entire planet together that it's time someone held you together.”

I doubt he had any real idea what such a statement would do to me. A riot of emotions burst to life inside of me, so chaotic and clamoring that I could scarcely identify them. I tensed under his hands. 

It felt so right.

It felt like an attack.

It sounded wonderful.

It sounded vulnerable.

I didn't make a sound, but he must have known that it had done something to me, because he switched from deep massage to light circles.

My breath came fast and wracked my body, panic surging through my veins on the wings of adrenaline. I squeezed my eyes shut, perhaps in a feeble attempt to block out a small part of him. Orcus overwhelmed me. With his newly revealed face, his demanding hands, and his gentle voice that spoke words I was terrified to hear.

I was a goddess. I didn't need anyone to hold me together—I held an entire planet together through sheer force of will. How dare he suggest I was anything but capable. I'd botched parts of it in my ignorance, but it had worked! I opened my mouth to speak, brows drawn in anger. Anger was safe. Anger was an emotion I could harness. 

Orcus pressed a finger to my lips. “I don't mean to undermine you, only to suggest that you deserve a soft place to land. We all do. I want to be your soft place.”

A soft place to land. That sounded... different. More reasonable. It wasn't an admission of weakness, if anything it was one of strength. Of a need to rest after hard work. 

With a slowness that spoke of my reluctance, I nodded. His finger brushed along my lips, dragging across them so each raised line of his fingerprint lit me afire.

“And you?” I asked, only partially to feel that friction again. “What is your soft place?”

“You. You've always been my soft place.”
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In Which … Perhaps…

“Perhaps I need to be more transparent.” He shifted his hands to the outside of my hips, resuming his kneading and pressing into my curves. “I think you made me to want you. For years, I knew nothing but pleasing you, of fulfilling our wishes. Perhaps the method given to me was unconventional, but I lived for stolen glimpses of your face after a battle well won. The sneer you'd make to my face when you'd thwarted my plans would sustain me for months. It might not seem logical, but it was everything I needed.”

Those early days bubbled up in my memory. Things had been... flatter then, lacking depth. The stories that had so inspired me colored many of our battles, and I'd required him to be a great many people then. I was Agenezka to his Baba Yaga, Perseus to his Medusa, or Isis to his Seth, and never once had I wondered at his motivations. 

Of course, he did what I asked; he was my subject, my creation, he had to do what I wanted. As time went on though, I could see, in hindsight, how instead of his machinations growing more complex as he tried harder to win, perhaps instead they could have been to find new ways to challenge me. 

Did he understand then? That my greatest enemy, the bane of my existence, wasn't him—it was boredom.

When a mere thought could create whatever I wanted, it never took long for almost anything to lose its novelty. It was why I spent so much of my time pouring over our 'games' as I'd called them. Our contests were the only challenge I'd ever experienced. And as much as they infuriated me, they gave me reason.

As my creations grew their own thoughts and opinions, they stretched my mind and my abilities, but never anything, anyone, as much as Orcus.

He was a puzzle to me, and for centuries I'd cursed myself for creating him so perfectly.

But maybe...

Just perhaps...

I'd made exactly what I needed.

I finally opened my eyes and gasped at the vulnerability I saw in his eyes. He wasn't only asking for me to open myself; he was laying himself bare, too. I opened my mouth, attempting to speak, but it was too much, too soon, and I knew not what to say. 

Instead, I nodded the slightest shift of my head, but I watched him see it. His eyebrows raised, his eyes opened just a bit wider, and his cheeks rose, softening the fierce lines of his face in awe.

I'd seen awe before, been looked at with it plenty of times, both real and feigned from my many subjects, but this was something entirely different. This wasn't reverence of a god. It was the pure, astounding shock of joy at the realization that something you'd thought lost to you might be within our reach. No, this wasn't the distant, impersonal worship I was so used to. It was intimate. It was hope.

Perhaps letting him be my safe place and being his in return wasn't an admission of defeat. Perhaps it was a gift. 

I tilted my head and looked at him, and like the spark of creation that came so easily to me, I could see the beginnings of something. I could see the edges of me, where they ended and where he could fit. I could see the holes within myself he'd fill, and even how I could do the same for him.

I'd given him my magic, but when I touched it now, it didn't feel any different. It still felt like me. Creating him had been one of my first ever challenges. It had taken several tries. Time and time again, his predecessors had been flat and eventually, I'd needed to carve off a large portion of myself to give him enough life to truly be a worthy foe. 

Perhaps then, it wasn't weak if I needed him... perhaps we were each other's soft place because with each other, we could be truly whole.
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In Which Orcus’s Plans Bear Fruit

“Yes,” I whispered.

Immediately, as if he was barely holding himself back from touching me, his shadows were on me. The massage, as seductive as it had been before, took on a decidedly ravenous tone. Shadows and fingers roamed my body, only distinguishable by the faint drag on his claws.

“What do you want from me, Aviana?” he asked. He shook his head. “I mean, tell me if I do anything you don't like.”

The shadows on my wrists tightened, drawing them above my head once more and again his movements shifted. His touches were purposeful now, it seemed, pressing and kneading in places designed to draw pleasure from me. They skated down the sides of my neck, toyed with my thighs, and skirted my breasts. 

Through it all, he watched me with an intensity I'd never seen before. Or rather, it was an intensity I'd never seen directed at me. My subjects needed to have sex to procreate, so of course I'd seen such a look, but never had I been the object of such desire, and I'd certainly never felt the appeal. But now? It was as if he was reflecting my own feelings back to me, amplifying them.

Our magics thrummed between us, alive with our heightened state, and I was awed to see that his shadows, though still black themselves, emitted the blue-green glow of my own magic. While I'd given him control of my magic, and it still felt out of reach to me, it originated from me.

I'd created millions of beings, and never had I seen my own magic behave the way it did then. Like Orcus himself, my magic steamed out of my skin, wisps of it grasping and reaching for him where my hands could not.

I moaned underneath him, writhing as his shadows moved to caress my lips. I'd seen all of this happen, but it was nothing to feeling it. Desperately, I chased his shadows with my lips, letting out a growl of frustration when they slid out of reach. 

Orcus chuckled, as if this were the best game he'd ever played, as if his own desperation weren't written plainly across his face. 

“Orcus, please!” I cried, bending my back off the bed as he teased my breast only to retreat before he touched my nipple.

“Do you want something, princess?” he asked. 

“Please,” I gasped. “Please, kiss me.” I must have surprised him, because his mouth dropped open momentarily. 

“Of course,” he whispered. He lowered himself so that he lay next to me, the length of his body a decadent heat against my own. Vaguely, I was aware that I'd been sweating, my gown was damp with it, but my conscious mind was solely focused on his lips. He licked them with his dark tongue, making them glisten in the low light. I barely had time to ponder their beauty before I was assailed with the feeling of them. Soft, slick, plush, and so, so decadent, I moaned at the feeling of him. 

When I opened my mouth? I was done for. Lost to the sensation of his tongue as it slipped against my own. I'd never quite understood kissing before. It had always confused me. It was unnecessary to procreate, though admittedly, my people did mate much more often than they needed to produce young. And many for no purpose at all except their own pleasure, occasionally with the express intent not to produce young. And yet, it had always been a conundrum, a mystery of mortals beyond my ken, and I'd assumed, never to be understood.

Now, I understood.

Kissing Orcus was essential, as integral to my well-being as my own magic, as food or water now were to my mortal body.

There was a playfulness to the way his tongue parried with mine. It echoed our years of battles, and I gasped when he retreated.

“Wha—“

“I needed to see your face,” he replied. 

I was confused for only a moment, for his hands, with their long, wicked claws, finally slid over my breasts, clasping the fullness of them, kneading as if testing their heft. My back bowed and I gasped in shock. I chased the sensation, pressing into his hands like I could affix them there. 

Because I never wanted them to leave. 

His hands on my nipples felt like bliss. I was so incredibly sensitive I could hardly comprehend. Moreover, the sensitivity zinged down to my cunt, as if the two were directly linked. My mouth fell open, though I didn't make a sound. I was too shocked. This, this was the perfection of two beings created perfectly for one another, the ultimate joining in a symphony of sin, though there was truly only glory to be found.

Yes, the way he touched me, the way he lowered his lips back to mine to kiss me, was nothing short of worship, the most sacrosanct act ever in this entire solar system. Together, we were pursuing bliss, but simply by virtue of who we were, we also consecrated the very room we occupied.

I squirmed beneath him. His lips on mine, his hands on my nipples, were the sweetest sensation I'd ever known and yet, I wanted more. His shadows teased me all over, but it wasn't enough. It was building something I could not yet quite grasp, but could feel the start of. I chased a tentacle with my hips, trying to get it between my legs, where my pussy tingled to wakefulness with a heated insistence. After centuries of neglect, she was demanding her due, and Orcus, bless him, finally gave it. 

With careful gentleness, he slid a lone tentacle along my folds, testing and gathering the slickness there. It hadn't all dripped to dampen my dress, it seemed, because the tentacle slid with so little resistance as to be laughable.
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In Which the Single Most Perfect Worship

A shock of pleasure zinged through me, making me gasp for air. While this was all new to me as an experience, I obviously understood how it all worked. 

And it worked.

So much of my initial creation had depended on the magic to fill in the blanks, and I said a tiny prayer of thanks to my own magic for giving me a clitoris even though I would have never dreamed I'd need it. 

In the darkness, Orcus's eyes glowed and, though they'd always been golden in the past, they now carried the teal of my magic. When he smiled, the glow lit his teeth, and even though it was menacing, I liked it. His grin made my blood rush in my veins and my pussy pulse between my legs.

My legs kicked out, only to have more tentacles wrap around them, steadying me. It was like he knew that I was on a journey, a ride that I'd never experienced, and he was here to steady me as we progressed. I squeezed my eyes shut, because there were more sensations than I could possibly comprehend. I, who had once been omniscient and in charge of an entire planet, was overwhelmed this easily. But right now, I had a human body, and I was experiencing things I'd never known before. 

The tentacle of shadow toyed with my clit, brushing each side and dipping inside me to gather more of my slick. Just when I thought I had habituated, had gained a hold on the situation, his tentacle... changed. Instead of being a smooth slickness, it had raised bits. I was too out of my mind to notice what shape they might be. All I knew was that they drove me wild. 

Each section that passed over my clit caused me to convulse uncontrollably. Orcus's breath came fast and heavy, the only consolation that I wasn't alone in this. When I ventured to open my eyes, I realized that he'd removed his shirt. He knelt between my legs, his nipples hard and jutting out from his well-formed pecs. I had no idea what I'd been thinking of when I'd made him, but thank fuck, I had. He was sex and sin, perfection and danger all rolled up into one deadly package, solely designed to bring me to my knees. 

“Oh, princess, you look so beautiful coming apart for me. You're such a mess. You almost act like you've never—“ he cut off and squinted at me. “Aviana, have you never come before?”

“No,” I whispered. Trying to focus on what he was saying, but I was entirely overwhelmed with where he touched me. “I've seen it happen plenty, though. I know how these things work.”

An expression of shock flashed across his face, only to be replaced with a grin so predatory, so sexy, that I thought I might melt.

“You're telling me that no one, not even you, has wrested an orgasm from this gorgeous pussy?”

“No, what reason would I have had to⁠—“

“Because it's the single most perfect cunt in this galaxy, perhaps this universe!”

“Well, yes,” I allowed. “But until now, it hasn't exactly been serving me especially well. It's been lying dormant, perhaps collecting dust?”

“A tragedy,” he said, shaking his head. “Well, I'll be damned if you come on my tentacle for the first time, then.”

I frowned, unsure what he meant, but screamed in surprise when he lowered his head to nip at my clit. His tongue differed from my own, not modeled entirely on a human tongue, but more closely to the creatures of the dark forces I'd seen in my travels to Earth. Split at the front, like a snake. The sections moved independently, taking the opportunity to drive me mad as they tickled my clit from either side. It didn't end there, though. The onslaught continued with the discovery that the pads of his tongue were raised, as if each taste bud held a small bead inside. 

The combination was enough to make me quiver. I lost all sense of where I was or truly what was happening, my consciousness focused down until I was unfamiliar with anything but where his tongue caressed me, where the twin tips of his tongue drove me past the edge of sanity and plunged me into a land of pure bliss. 

The longer he played, the tenser I became. I knew what was coming, but couldn't possibly have anticipated what it felt like. Every muscle in my body tensed, drawing tight like I might squeeze the pleasure from the experience. The tension, the tightness, rose and rose, until I felt the whisper of a tentacle at my opening, teasing back and forth as if asking for entry. 

“Please,” I screamed, begging to have it inside me. Orcus acquiesced with those dark chuckles. He must have tapered it, because what he inserted first was small, barely the size of a finger. It swelled though, pulsing larger with each second until it filled me. It skated across something inside me. At the same moment, he wrapped his lips around my clit and sucked. 

My muscles tightened, ripples of pleasure pulsed through my body. They originated in my cunt, but moved through me in a wave. Vibrations through my clit made me scream aloud, and shake within the bonds of Orcus's tentacles. 

For a few moments of bliss, I didn't worry, I didn't think, I didn't even breathe. I blinked back to consciousness, intimately aware of Orcus's intense gaze on me. He smirked, and I loved being able to feel his move against me. 

Pulling back, he licked his lips. “Was my worship satisfactory, princess?”
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In Which the Lady is Given a New Role

“Satisfactory? Satisfactory!” I shrieked. “That was—I don't even have words. I have no real comparison for what I just experienced!”

I blinked at him, aghast that he would honestly doubt my enjoyment when I was a puddle on the bed.

“What is next?” I asked, greedy for more. This whole sex scenario was absolutely delicious and I was ravenous. 

Leaning back, Orcus stretched his arms and yawned. How could he possibly yawn at a time like this? Was I so boring? I'd thought he was interested, I'd thought that he was enjoying himself, but if he could yawn, then perhaps I was alone in my sentiments. 

If I was alone... my face colored as I felt myself blush. This was horrible, humiliating, surely this was part of my punishment. It made sense, really. This embarrassment, this shame was more than any physical pain could ever accomplish—I'd been so silly, assuming that my mortal enemy could⁠—

“Aviana, come back to me,” Orcus's hand cupped my face. “Where did you go, princess?” 

“I understand why you are doing this, it's just... different than I anticipated.”

He laughed, his smile seeming crueler, considering the circumstances. “Of course. It's meant to be very different. You anticipated pain, I'd hope that you were enjoying this more ...”

I frowned. He'd utterly confused me now. “I had been, but then you yawned... like it hadn't even meant anything to you... “

Orcus laughed again, though I truly didn't find the situation very funny. 

“I'll leave you now,” he whispered. “But I promise you, it meant the world to me.”

He pushed himself off the bed and turned to go, standing at the doorframe. He'd left the tentacles holding my arms and legs in place, though he lifted the blankets over me telepathically and smiled. “Sleep, Aviana, and think on how frustrating it is to not be in control of your life and your experiences.”⁠1
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Hours later, days later, I knew not, I woke. Time seemed to pass strangely in this place, though I was ravenously hungry. Tentacles of shadow held my arms in place, now alongside my body. I smacked my lips, conscious of how dry my mouth felt. I'd screamed plenty during our previous... encounter? Session? Lesson? Who knew. 

And my now mortal body was experiencing wear and tear in a way that my normal body did not. Heavens, what must I look like? I'd not attended to my hair in days, and with its length and curl, I was fairly certain that it should have required some maintenance. Regularly, I could just manifest it however I pleased, content with the knowledge that it would be stunning because I'd willed it to be. Now, I needed to brush it, I supposed, if I wanted it to look any semblance of nice, but I hadn't the mobility. 

The creak of the door drew my attention as Orcus strode in, carrying another covered tray. Was it to be more treats, or was it time for the true torture to begin? He wore a cheery smile and there was a pep in his step I'd never seen before. It seemed there was a lot I'd never seen of him that this adventure had revealed. 

“Hungry, my pet?” he asked. 

I should have protested. 'Pet' was no way to address a goddess, even one who deserved such punishment as me, but a shock of arousal burst through me at the name. He'd called me princess more times than I could count, but “pet?” Pet marked a new phase of our relationship, and I found that excited me more than anything.

Orcus wanted me to learn what it was like to lose all control of your life, and I understood his reasoning. I had done that to so many, forcing them to wage war for my benefit. In comparison, being Orcus's pet was nothing to the atrocities I'd committed—in ignorance, yes—but atrocities none the less.

Further, the nickname struck something deep within me, some tired, lonely part that wanted so desperately to be claimed. To have someone choose her, not because of what she was, but instead because of who she was. 

Of all the people on the planet, in our section of the universe, I realized, Orcus knew me best. He had extensive knowledge, but more than anything, he'd seen me at my worst and still decided to give me that orgasm. He'd still introduced me to this new side of myself that I scarcely knew how to deal with, let alone embrace. 

Not to mention... I'd been alone for so, so long. But if I were his “pet?” He'd need to care for me, wouldn't he? He'd have to see to my needs. For my entire life, it had been me, by myself. Even at birth, my own mother had only claimed me as her experiment, but Orcus wanted to own me?

It was possible that I was reading into things. Perhaps, I took an offhand term of endearment and extrapolated things from it that were not true... and yet... I wanted them to be true. I wanted, more than anything, to be owned by him. I wanted—for once—to surrender responsibility to someone else and allow them to determine the course of things. Was that so terribly wrong? To want someone else to take the lead... for once?

No. I decided, it was not. I'd worked hard, disastrous as my efforts may have been, and either way, the answer was the same. Someone else needed to steer the ship that was my planet—or at least my life, for a while, while I took a break to learn. To grow. To... heal?

I'd made mistakes, and they weighed on me, and I wanted to learn, I wanted to be better, but Orcus hadn't been wrong when he'd protested that I was running. 

I also wanted a break. I wanted to only worry about myself and my immediate surroundings, and not worry that the second I let my guard down there might be some great tragedy that needed attending to. That the second I turned my head, my beautiful children would get into mischief I would need to set right. 

A 'pet' didn't need to worry about the needs of others, they were cared for. And though I was perhaps a wee bit ashamed of it, I wanted that.

So, instead of issuing a dressing down, I answered.

“Yes, I am hungry, rather,” and relaxed into the bed.



1 As someone who is passionate about normalizing the myriad glorious ways a life can be enriched by sex, I feel obligated to mention that Orcus’s actions here are widely regarded as being in bad form. Generally, one in a dominant position should always take the time to ensure their submissive partner(s) are well cared for after an encounter. However, it also strikes me that after pining for Aviana for nearly a thousand years despite her mockery of him, Orcus likely enjoys a hefty dose of degradation, and as such, I expect had not previously been in such a position. It’s a pity the Lady did not make such a discovery during the time she chronicled here.
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In Which Lessons in Patience

A wide smile spread across his face at my words. “You seem... different this morning.”

“I feel different,” I said. 

“A good orgasm will do that to you,” he said, sitting next to me on the bed. He removed the cloche to reveal much more food than I would have previously been capable of eating, though today, it almost felt reasonable.

“Am I allowed to feed myself today, then?” 

“No,” he said, spearing a slice of grapefruit drizzled with what looked to be honey. “I quite liked feeding you the other day. Plus, I think it is a good reminder.”

“A reminder? Of what?”

He popped the bite into my mouth, his eyes focused on my lips. “That you're mine. That you are entirely in my control. That I am entirely responsible for you... and that I think you quite like it.”

I blushed, refusing to meet his eyes. Admitting it to myself was one thing, but aloud? It wasn't likely to happen anytime soon.

He hummed as he fed me, and over the course of twenty minutes, cycling through every hymn in one of my religions that discussed my beauty or framed me as innocent. There were several religions that included me, and they often each focused on varied aspects of who I was. There was perhaps not even one of my people who saw me for all of what I was... there was perhaps no one, save Orcus, who was anywhere close to doing so. It still baffled me how he, of all people, saw me in the way that he claimed.

No one had ever looked at me like he did, or sought to know the real me the way he did. It was easy to fall into the role he'd cast me in, because it was the only role that had ever been created with me in mind, rather than what someone wanted of me. Or maybe he was just the first person whose wants of me coincided with who I truly was. Perhaps it wasn’t truly a role at all. He only expected me to be myself, which was infinitely better.

Either way, it was easy for me to sit quietly with him feeding me food, to watch his face as he indulged himself. It was an easy sort of silence that I'd rarely experienced with anyone else.

“So, my lord,” I said. “What is on the docket for today?”

Orcus raised an eyebrow at the title, but didn't protest. To me, it was only logical. If I was the Lady, he was my Lord.

He tilted his head and smiled at me, though he didn't comment on my new moniker. “I thought we might further explore the extent of your submission. After all, we've only just begun. And I wanted to debrief after last time, but you were quite fatigued.”

“That... might be accurate,” I said, smiling and turning my head to hide my blush. 

“So, princess,” he said, setting the food on the bedside table and taking one of my ankles in hand. “How did you feel during our last session?”

With strong hands and firm pressure, he massaged me again, and I wondered if this would be the sort of treatment I could expect every day. 

“As I said, I was surprised, of course. But I also found it quite... enjoyable.”

He raised his eyebrow and smiled. “I'm glad to hear it. Do you feel that I've betrayed your trust in any way?”

“No, I was scared about how this would manifest, but all in all, it's been an enlightening and enjoyable experience.”

“As it should be. And what were your thoughts on your lack of control? Was it concerning to you? Irksome?” He raised a brow and smirked, the insufferable man.

“It has been... in many ways, freeing. I might have needed it. It's frightening—that you know me so well. I feel like, in comparison, I know you not at all, and you see into my very soul.”

“I'm not so hard,” he said. “Really, all you need to know is that I was made to please you, to be what you needed, and to... stretch you in the ways you needed.”

His lips bloomed into a smile on the word stretch, and a wave of heat flashed through me. I'd some inkling of what he might mean by stretch, but I couldn't wait to see if I was right.

His strong hands continued up my legs, stoking the fire within until I was panting. My pussy felt swollen and hot, begging for his focus and attention, greedy to repeat his previous “lesson.”

After my legs were thoroughly relaxed, he crawled up my body, pausing when his lips hovered over mine. Shadows bloomed around his head, reaching toward me. He ghosted over the planes of my face, tilting my chin up until I met his eyes.

“You are being so perfect, pet,” he spoke against my lips, so that I was sure he felt a puff of air when I moaned at his words. I reached for him, desperate to touch him. I'd felt the skin of his fingertips, the smoothness of his shadows, but the rest of his body was foreign to me. I craned my neck, desperate for our mouths to touch, but he pulled back and smiled. 

“So perfect, but you are not in charge here. You do not get what you want. You get what you need.” He wrapped my arms again, denying me the ability to touch him when I was only a breath away. 

“I need to touch you!” I whined. 

“What you need,” he whispered. “Is a lesson in what it is like to lack control. To be unable to get what you want because someone else determines that.”

I squeezed my eyes shut, because this wasn't just about the two of us. As much as I hated it, this was also about my growth, and in that, I needed to trust him.

“Yes.” The word was barely audible, but it brought a smile to his face that was worth what it cost me to say.

“See? Perfect, pet.” A shadow tendril caressed my lip. “Now open.”
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In Which the Lady Comprehends the Extent of her Submission

I opened my mouth, and in seconds he'd filled it. The tentacle writhed and expanded, filling my mouth and slipping over every surface. It was so much like our previous kiss, provoking and sensual, but the slick surface of his tentacle undulated in ways I doubt his tongue could. Instead of overwhelming touches across my body, he focused on my mouth, on my lips, leaving the rest of me bereft, straining for hints of his touch. I could feel the heat of him, so close to touching me, but remaining just out of reach.

My tongue danced with his tentacle, slightly annoyed that it wasn't his tongue, but enjoying myself too much to stop. I wanted more, so much more, but I would take whatever dregs he gave me, because even those were bliss. I whined around his tentacle, hopeful that he'd remove it and allow me to speak. But he only smiled and licked his lips.

He raised a brow. “What's that, princess?” he taunted. “I can't seem to hear you. Do you need something? If you think you know better what you need, please feel free to tap my shadows and I will release you to explain. But I assure you, my plan will be far more fun if only you can be patient. If you can trust me.”

With a whimper, I nodded my head. I may want a great many things, but I was not in control here, and I'd agreed to that. I'd wanted that.

“That's my perfect princess.” As if in reward, he leaned down and kissed the edge of my mouth. I turned my head, chasing it, but he fled once more, tutting at me.

“Now, let me set the rules of today's lesson.” He said, sitting back to lean on his heels.

“It's a pastime that I marked you as mine. We will begin simply and progress from there.” With a snap, his pants were gone. 

“Your touch is regulated, doled out and administered by me. You will not touch me until I am well pleased with you. You can please me by following my rules. If you are obedient and apply yourself, you'll find I am not stingy with my rewards. Now, first, princess, you will bring yourself to orgasm.”

I blinked at him, for surely he'd been speaking that entire time, but he'd also revealed his cock to me for the first time. How could he expect me to pay attention after he'd unveiled something so intriguing? Now that I'd had my first taste of what sex could be, I was ravenous. Staring at him, I suddenly saw the appeal of being filled, for I was so abysmally empty. Surely he'd taken his pants off to fill me?

The shadows around my hands loosened and directed them to my sex, but still, I could not tear my eyes from him. With one powerful hand, he wrapped the long, thick cock in front of me. Apparently, I'd made him perfect in every way without knowing what I was doing. He had a slight upward curve, and a network of thick veins that peeked out between layers of. His cock was bluish-gray like the rest of him, but lighter, almost glowing, at the tip, as if flushed. When he shifted, I saw that the rim of his head was dotted with round nodules, bumps that seemed to be vibrating. A line of them ran down the top and bottom lengths of his cock, ending in a trio of them at this base. I could only imagine what he would feel like inside me.

“Whimpering now?” he asked. “Perhaps I should have waited to show you?”

I hadn't realized that I'd whimpered, but it was certainly possible. I shook my head frantically, not wanting him to take away the glorious sight in front of me. I could focus. I could be good for him.

“Now, love—“ he looked surprised for a moment, but continued. “I want you to play with your cunt. Explore yourself with your fingers and find what feels good. I'll provide some motivation, perhaps some suggestions, but ultimately, you'll be the best judge.”

Eager–no–greedy for his praise, I plunged my fingers between my slick folds. I was so swollen there, so alive. Everywhere I touched seemed hyper sensitized, plush and giving. I was... intricate, a maze of dips and wrinkles, caverns and ridges. For a moment, I forgot I was with Orcus, forgot about the gorgeous monster between his legs, and lost myself there. I stroked and circled, varying pressure and tempo, lingering on my clit and marveling at how full it felt. 

Orcus's chuckle drew me from my total focus, but he was smiling when I looked at him. His eyes were lost, focused on where I touched myself, though his hands were busy. He cupped his heavy sac and gently pumped himself with the other. My mouth fell open, watching him, and my fingers sped. A steady flow of pre-cum dribbled from his tip, an iridescent black liquid that seemed designed to fascinate. At first, he swiped his hand over it, slicking it down his length until he shone with it. After, he raised himself on his knees, so the strand of it stretched to fall on my lower stomach. Desperate for it, for him, I ran my fingers through it, quickly returning them to my pussy, spreading it through me. 

And oh, how it slid over me perfectly. He was warmer than I was, I realized, for it was hot where it pooled. 

“Yes, princess,” he gasped. “Use me. Chase your pleasure. You look so fucking gorgeous beneath me, so pretty with my cum on you.”

I was glad he liked it, because it was driving me to madness in the most delicious fashion. The heat of him warmed my skin in ways that his shadows had not, and it only made me want him more.

Before I quite realized what was happening, my body tightened, the solid grip of my orgasm cloaking me in rapture. I bowed off the bed, holding my breath as my cunt squeezed, reminding me how it was still so empty. 

“God, Aviana, you'll be the death of me,” he growled, his hand a vise on his cock. 

I panted, momentarily sated, but entirely focused now. “Orcus,” I started, careful to request rather than demand. “Might I touch you now?”

Perhaps I'd truly obeyed well enough, but I imagined it was because he was as desperate as I was. The shadows on my hands relaxed, leaving me bound but able to move freely. My hands flew to him, frantically caressing his body.

Had I been waiting to touch him for days now? Weeks? Hours? Time passed so differently here, it was impossible to tell. Regardless, it had been too long, but there was a gravity to it, for I'd earned this. This was pleasure so pure, so encompassing, that it was beyond what I'd ever felt before.

I massaged his thick shoulders and twined my fingers through his hair. His horns were thick and curved, and would be the perfect handholds for the next time he used his mouth on me. For there was no question of it, he would, again. The pleasure we wrought was a sensation so pure I knew we'd drown ourselves in it for millennia. 

I reached down, skimming my fingers over his pronounced chest, his hard nipples giving me a rush of pride. I ran them down further still, over his stomach until I reached the tuft of hair at his apex. Before I could touch him, though, the shadows on my wrists tightened, lifting my hands to settle on his shoulders. 

“Not yet,” he said. His eyes were fire, burning his hunger into me, searing me through. He lowered himself, one elbow on either side of me, and stole my mouth in a consuming kiss.

I nearly pouted after being denied, but the feeling of his lips... and then his cock, interrupted me. At first, I didn’t understand what the pressure was on my clit, but as he shifted, I felt slick bumps bounce along my clit. 

And then, a gentle but insistent pressure prodded at my opening. Thin and rounded, I realized that it must be a tentacle. Did he mean to deny me his cock? Was this part of my torture, settling for his tentacle when what I wanted rested not inches away?

I was not so picky as to deny it, but I still pouted. “Only a tentacle?”

“There is no way I am fitting right now. We need to get you ready. So yes, for right now, only a tentacle.” He frowned down at me, his face stern. “Who is in charge here?”

“You,” I huffed, looking away.

“And who is going to take care of you?”

“You.”

He met my eyes as the tentacle slipped inside me, his gaze focused and intent. My mouth dropped open in shock as I saw what he meant. Though it was small and smooth, the tentacle felt like it was spearing me full.

He didn't say anything, but Orcus did raise his brows in a way that felt very much like he knew exactly what he was doing, and was gratified that now I did too. 

“Someday,” he whispered, suddenly so tender. “I will truly earn your trust as well as your obedience.”

Tears pricked at my eyes. “I'm trying.”

“I know.” He smiled, at first tender, but I caught a glint of mischief just as his tentacle writhed within me. 

It was... everything. Obscene, decadent, teasing and insistent. He stroked along my inside walls, finding a spot so sensitive I shuddered. He pressed into me, grinning wide, his sharp teeth glinting in the firelight. I clung to his shoulders, desperate and hungry for more. I wanted whatever he deemed came next, whatever he would give me. It should have been baffling to me that he acted as if he knew my own body better than I, but, considering I'd never done this before, perhaps he did. 

Inside me, his tentacle pumped, filling me fuller and fuller until I felt like I might burst, or combust, though I knew not which might come first. Another began stroking my clit again, pairing with the pressure in my pussy in perfect harmony. They worked in concert, breaking down my walls, baring me before him like I'd never been.

Orcus knelt between my legs once more, backlit, so at times he was only an outline. “Yes, princess, let go. I've got you.” 

Inside, I was as full as I could possibly be, his tentacle pulsing insistently. They worked me in tandem, in time—I realized—with where he pumped his cock. Two others tugged at my nipples until the tempo built to a crescendo I could not hold back.

“Orcus, Orcus, Or—“ I chanted, cutting off as I shattered. I screamed as I came, everything more intense than before. 

When it was over, his tentacles... moved—melted?—into me, leaving me empty. Though of course, I wasn't truly empty. Before they hadn't left me, instead, they'd somehow absorbed into my body, sinking into me until I felt pressure inside me, like he was stroking my clit.

“Now,” he whispered, “now you're ready.”
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In Which a Promise, a Miracle, a Prayer

Once more, Orcus lowered himself, so our faces were within inches of one another. Until now, he'd been so composed that if I'd had a second to think, I might have wondered if I was the only one truly affected. 

Now though, with his lips hovering a breath from mine, he showed me more of that vulnerability that he'd insisted on. His eyes darted across my face, searching me for something.

“You're everything I've ever wanted,” he whispered. His voice cracked, and he brought a claw up to swipe a lock of sweat-soaked hair from my forehead. Laid against me like he was, I could feel his cock's insistent jump on my thigh, but he looked to be in no hurry. “Do you see now? That together we are more than we could ever be apart.”

“Yes,” I nodded. I did see. Perhaps when I'd made him, I'd used more of me than I'd realized, broken off parts of me, and in doing so, created the only person who could ever complete me, understand me in this way. 

Wrapping my hands around his horns, I tugged his head down to me, pressing my lips against his like they were the last gasp of air left to me. I must have surprised him, unsettled him, because Orcus relaxed, and I realized just how much of his weight he'd been holding from me. He pressed me into the bed. The weight of him atop me was grounding, tempering the euphoria I felt with a deep, profound knowing of how right this was. 

Finally, inevitably, like I was true north and he, a magnet, he slid inside me. It was only a bit at first, the width of him stretching me even after I'd been so full with his tentacle. The ring of nodules that circled his head stretched and slipped into me, where they dragged and pressed at my inner walls. He held my gaze, eyes and mouth wide with wonder, as I sucked him in, each nodule along his shaft popping inside me as he pressed. His hands tangled in my hair, clasping on as if otherwise he would fly apart. He pulled back and sank in again, this time going deeper. In and out he worked me, until, with a growl, he ground his trio of nodules against me. My mouth hung open, short nonsensical noises pulled from me like prayers to our lovemaking.

“Mine,” he whispered into my temple.

“Yours,” I replied.

For I was. Though he was ostensibly my jailor, my captor, I saw now that we held one another. In giving myself to him freely and fully, he'd become mine, too.

He breathed through pursed lips between kisses, his entire body, and truly, the room itself, pulsing with magic, with our magic. It swirled and flowed between us, a rushing cyclical whirl that grew with our pleasure. It connected us, more deeply than I ever imagined possible.

As he shuttled into me, grinding into me at the apex of each move, he bored into my very soul. With each movement, his very being sank into mine until we were barely separate beings instead of one writhing, pistoning system intent on pleasure and connection. We rose and rose, riding the sensation until, with sudden clarity, I felt his mind brush mine. 

Mine, all mine, it said.

All yours, I sent back.

With a look of shock, our magic and our pleasure peaked in a shaking, gasping explosion that shook the chamber we were in.

My eyes flew open to see shadows lifting from our bodies, separating from us and drifting away, disappearing before they hit the ceiling. I stared at them, awed, as the realization hit me.

We'd not only come together for ourselves, but our congress, our union, our magic had combined to make something entirely new, shades.⁠1

The word manifested in my mind like a revelation. A promise, a miracle, a prayer.
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After, Orcus held me to him, our bodies and magics still intermingling in the afterglow. I traced my fingertips along his chest, and he toyed with my hair. 

“What now?” I asked.

“Now? We grow. We learn. We do better.”

“And more of this?”

“So much more of this.” He rolled us over, so I lay fully atop him. 

“But what does learning and growing look like?”

He furrowed his brow and kissed my forehead. “Well, I think, perhaps, we should look in on our newest creation, see what we've wrought. I want us to take some time to double check your preparations⁠—”

“Do you think I wouldn't have—” I gasped, affronted.

“No. No, it's not that.” He ran a placating hand down my back. 

“You didn't plan for me to be away. I was thinking that, perhaps we might make sure they don't need either of our intervention, so we could take, oh I don't know, the next few hundred years or so for ourselves.”

“Oh, well, I suppose that sounds alright,” I smiled. “But what shall we do?”

“I figure we'll do what we never got the chance to do... we'll live. You cannot access your body from here, or Timonde, but there's an entire universe to explore. A universe of knowledge to learn about how we should run this confounded planet. Once we're done with our little honeymoon, we'll come back and get to work. What do you think?”

“You're asking me? Aren't you the one in charge here?”

He placed his wickedly sharp claws under my chin and looked deep into my eyes. “Only because you put me in charge.”

He kissed me, soft and chaste. “They can have you back once I'm no longer starving for you round the clock. Right now, you're mine.All mine.” 

“All yours.”
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Thank you for reading An Excerpt from the Intimate Diary of Our Lady, Including an Accounting of Her Captivity Under Orcus, God of Death. If you'd like to read more from this world, you can read about Sirin, the author of the footnotes in A Polar Expedition and Other Stimulating Research Opportunities HERE , the first book in the Shades of Sanctuary series.

To make sure you are around for all the cozy, spicy, (usually) historical monstrous fun, follow Kass everywhere via her carrd https://kassoshire.carrd.co/  !



1 Honestly, I am speechless. A first, I know.
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“You were murdered, babe… Now you have to deal with me.”

After a knife to the heart whisks me to the dark depths of the Underworld, I’m greeted by none other than my very own pleasure demon.

This monster has been waiting for me in the shadows for eternity, ready to serve if I ever required.

Now, I couldn’t be more in need. 

This demon reveals death doesn't have to be the end… There is a way back to the land of the living, and he's more than willing to help me get there to claim my bloody revenge…
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The knife pierced my skin quickly, breaching my ribs and nestling its sharp tip right in the center of my heart. The pain was unbearable, a hot searing slice through the core of my soul, but it only lasted a moment… and then it was gone.

Darkness wrapped around me like a cloak, a veil of cold that soothed like a balm.

So gentle.

So soft.

I didn’t even have time to register what happened before I left my body. One moment I was alive, and the next I was dead.

Talk about a bad day.

The sensation of falling rushed through me, a swirl like vertigo, a drag in my stomach. And then, crunch…

My back slammed into the ground, a cold slab of rock that took the last bit of air out of my lungs as I rolled onto my side and coughed, trying to figure out what the hell was happening.

It was the same, but also very different.

I could still feel and move, but my skin tingled like I had pins and needles, and I felt so weightless it was all I could focus on, my mind trying to catch up with events but failing. Confusion exploded behind my eyes, and when I opened them, I saw the empty cave. A cavernous expanse of nothing but darkness seeped closer, thick in the air like fog.

“Urgh,” I managed to groan as I pushed myself up, my arms wobbling like jelly and my skin pinging with prickles. “This is not good.”

“No, it’s not,” a deep, masculine voice came from behind me, making me jump.

I spun around, looking over my shoulder and staring into the blackened void. In the shadows, I was sure I could see something moving, a huge shape, a hulk of a creature hiding in the darkness.

“Who is that?” I asked, squinting harder, my brain so tight it felt like it might pop.

The shadow didn’t answer, but I saw it move. The sound of hooves moving across the ground echoed around the empty space, and it grew bigger as it began to emerge from the shadows.

A tightness formed in my throat, and I reached up to grip my neck, but my hands met with barely anything, my skin only marginally denser than air.

“What is happening?” I gasped, panic setting in.

I heard a low, rumbling chuckle.

“How sweet,” the voice spoke again. “So innocent and lost.”

I let my hand fall, and I rose to stand, my legs wobbling so much that it made me look down and stare. They were pale and translucent, like a butterfly’s wing, the skin blue and glistening in such a way that it made me nauseous.

I didn’t look right.

Not at all.

The shadowy figure took another step closer and emerged from the thick blanket of darkness, revealing himself and making my eyes boggle.

My jaw sagged open as I took him all in.

He was tall and broad with rippling muscles, and wide thighs that were covered in downy fur. His skin was a deep red and looked as thick as leather, and his legs had cloven hooves instead of feet. Although there was much of him that resembled a man, he had huge sharp horns on either side of his head and a pointed tail flicking behind him with irritation. His teeth were sharp when he smiled, pearly fangs that could tear me apart.

I felt the need to scream, but nothing would come. I was trapped, like in a nightmare. Unable to run or scream, a paralysis that was frustrating and sudden.

This monster was like nothing I’d ever seen before, nor could I ever have imagined. A demon so wicked and vile it sent a rush of cold through my veins. I held my hand to my heart and waited to feel it beating wildly in my chest as my fear began to mount, but instead, there was nothing.

Beneath my palm, my heart was stone cold and still.

My eyes widened. I knew something wasn't right. Something I’d known just now but had fallen away as I tried to chase the memory. My brow furrowed.

“Yes,” the demon said. “Have you realized you’re dead?”
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I shook my head, the cold chill of my wispy skin growing more intense.

“Why?” I asked, thumping my chest to try and get movement in my heart. “How?”

He cocked his head to the side and smiled, his sharp teeth so white and viscous that they made me shudder.

“You were murdered, babe,” he said. “So now you have to deal with me.”

I looked at him, my expression blank.

“Murdered?” I hissed, my voice constricting in my throat as the flood of memory came rushing back.

There’d been a knife.

It had been so quick I almost missed it, the slice of the blade, the way it pierced my heart. My knees buckled as I felt it all over again, but this time for longer as the memory kept playing on repeat, an endless loop of torture.

“Yeah,” the monster said. “It was pretty bad… Sorry about that.”

“It was you?” I asked, looking him up and down. “You killed me?”

He smiled and shook his head sympathetically.

“It wasn’t me,” he said. “And the good news is, it doesn’t have to end that way.”

“End?” I asked, staring up at him. “I’d say death is pretty much the ultimate end, wouldn’t you?”

A little smirk tugged the corners of his lips.

“I wouldn’t, actually,” he said with amusement. “In fact, it’s my job to ensure the opposite for unfortunate souls like you.”

I stared at him with my mouth agape and at how he stepped forward, his hooves clomping against the rocks, sending echoes into the void. He was such a big creature, his waist wrapped with a loin cloth and his skin a ferocious red. It was all so absurd; surely it had to be a nightmare.

I wracked my brain for the last thing I could remember.

Was I tucked up in bed?

Was I at work, snoozing at my desk while my boss was out over lunch?

No.

A ripple of fear gripped me as my memories started to return, the knowledge dawning on me like a slap to the face.

I'd been out at a bar with Jax.

The monster watched me with curiosity as I leaned back against the cave wall and held my hand to my face, cupping the thin, wispy sensation of my cheek.

Jax had picked me up on his bike, and we’d ridden across town to the dive bar his friend owned. I hadn’t wanted to go, but Jax said we only had to stop by for a minute before we’d go to eat somewhere and then head back to his after. I remember my hands gripping his hips as he maneuvered the bike around the country roads, the headlights cutting through the dark, and the smell of stale smoke that was deeply seeped into his leathers. I knew I shouldn’t have been with him, but I’d always been drawn to trouble. We’d been dating for around two months on and off, but we’d started to spend a little more time together, and it felt like I was finally getting to know him. He may have been dodgy, but once I was involved, it was becoming harder and harder to pull myself away.

As I pondered on it under the gaze of the monster, I tried to piece together what happened.

At the dive bar, Jax had drunk tequila and smoked nearly a full packet of cigarettes. He got agitated and into a fight with his friend, who didn’t seem much like a friend at all. He’d grabbed me by the upper arm and dragged me out of there, smoke pretty much shooting out of his ears he was so mad.

I remember him pushing me towards the bike and screaming at me to get on. When I'd refused, he'd slung me over his shoulder and slammed me down on the seat before climbing on ahead of me and revving the engine, speeding off into the night.

Jax had a crazy temper, and I remember knowing that I was going to be on the receiving end of it.

“Oh man,” I said aloud as I looked up at the monster. “It was Jax… he did something to me, didn’t he?”

The monster’s lip curled as I said his name, and he flexed the tendons in his hands, extending his claws.

“These low lives always have names like that,” he said with a shake of his head. “Does it add to the appeal?”

He looked disappointed in me, and I found myself blushing, embarrassed.

“It must have,” I shrugged, a new pinch of cold working its way through my broken body. I shivered, and my teeth began to chatter as the darkness behind the monster seemed to grow thicker as if it was coming closer, creeping like a threat.

Jax had driven us out the other side of town, in the opposite direction where I'd thought we would go, taking me up into the hills and coming to an abrupt stop at the old lookout.

I tried to swallow, but it wasn’t a function I had anymore. My mouth was dry and empty, not feeling like anything.

The monster took another step closer to me and reached out, his claws stroking my arm, and it felt warm. I leaned into it, enjoying the sensation.

“Jax stabbed me,” I said, looking at the monster with wide eyes.

He looked down at me with pity and nodded slowly.

“I’m afraid so,” he said. “You’re another statistic. A homicide victim.”

It felt as if I’d had the wind knocked out of me all over again.

“But like I said before, it doesn’t have to end that way, not if you don’t want it to.”

I pushed the memory of the blade out of my mind, refusing to focus on it all over again and re-feel the pain. Jax had pulled me from the bike and driven the knife into my side before I even had a chance to realize what was happening. He'd taken his anger out on me because I was an easy target.

The fucking coward.

“How?” I asked, looking at the monster whose eyes were so black and engulfing I found myself getting lost in them like I was being put under some kind of spell.

“You've been murdered and you’re in limbo,” he said. “It’s a strange predicament to find yourself in. I know you must be feeling confused.”

“Just a bit,” I half-laughed, looking around at my surroundings.

I was in some sort of cave. The darkness was so enveloping that it should have been terrifying, but the presence of the monster made it feel somewhat manageable, even considering his appearance. He touched my arm again, and I felt a pulse of warmth. When I cast my gaze down to where his fingers connected with me, I could see that the translucency there was fading, my skin coming back slowly to its full thickness.

“Woah,” I gasped as his touch moved further up my arm.

“In real-time, back in the land of the living, you’ve only been unconscious for a split second,” he said. “I can help you go back…”

His fingertips trailed higher, and I felt my pulse thump, blood moving.

“I can help you survive,” he said with a wry smile.

The sensation of blood beginning to move through my veins was delicious. A warm flood of life that made me hungry for more.

“What do you mean?” I asked him as I stared at my veins, the skin slowly becoming opaque on my arms.

“I mean, I can get you back to your life so you can go seek your revenge,” he smirked. “You don't have to stay dead.”

I blinked, my eyes suddenly dry and scratchy.

“You’ve heard about near-death experiences?” He cocked his head to the side. “Well, this is yours.”

My brow crunched into an intense frown, the feeling that this had to be a crazy dream rushing over me again.

“When people have those near-death experiences, doesn’t it mean they see light at the end of the tunnel? Here, there’s only darkness…” I trailed off, waiting for his reaction.

“Sure,” he said. “If it was a freak accident or a medical emergency.”

My limbs were beginning to get sensation back in them again, the weight of them returning slowly.

“Everyone sees something different, but like I said before, you're in the murder limbo, babe, you need to listen and catch on quick, or you’ll be out of time.”

I stared into his wicked eyes.

“I might be a demon of the Underworld, but I’m here to help you,” he continued. “You deserve something nice after all that, and I can bring you back to life in a unique way.”

“Really?” I asked. “How?”

He smirked, the menace in his eyes glinting.

“By giving you pleasure.”
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I stared at him, wondering what the hell he was talking about.

“Pleasure?” I asked.

He nodded, and I found my eyes trailing up and down his muscular body. At the swell of his biceps, the thickness of his shoulders, and the horns on either side of his head that were starting to look like handlebars. A vision flashed before me, and I imagined holding onto them tightly while I wrapped my legs around his neck.

A smile flickered across his face as if he could read my thoughts. I noticed he had a forked tongue.

“I’m a pleasure demon,” he said. “And I like what you have in mind.”

I stepped back, my heart randomly giving off a weak beat in my chest.

“It’s how you get the blood pumping,” he said mischievously. “Everyone knows that.”

I trailed my eyes down to his hooves and saw how huge they were. He was an incredible beast, one that was strangely handsome in a nightmarish way.

“And what happens if I don’t?” I asked, calling his bluff.

The demon shrugged his big shoulders and leaned back against nothing but the darkness.

“Then I’ll send you on your way upstairs,” he smirked. “But just think of the revenge you could have… I can tell you’ve got a wicked streak, that boyfriend of yours wouldn’t stand a chance.”

I found myself smiling.

I didn’t know what Jax had done once he'd driven the knife into my heart, but I could only assume he’d have made a run for it. It could be fun to catch him up and make him pay… if this was indeed as possible as the Underworld demon was telling me.

“Upstairs as in…?”

“The true afterlife,” he said. “You don’t belong on the floor below, trust me.”

He motioned his head to the ground, and I followed the direction, the stone under our feet began to glow with fire, and the sound of terrible screams rang out around us.

“That place is saved for sinners like your buddy Jax,” he said with an eye roll. “When he gets down here, he’ll pay for his crimes. But after you've had some fun with him first, of course.”

He winked, and it made me smile, casting my gaze shyly to the ground.

I pondered on it for a moment, the madness of it all merging but seemingly making perfect sense. The demon tapped his hoof against the rocks as if he were growing impatient, a sigh escaping the bud of his lips.

“Only a split second?” I asked him. “That’s all I’ve been gone?”

The demon looked at his wrist as if he was checking a watch, but there was nothing there.

“Longer now,” he said. “Jax will likely be making his getaway.”

He smiled, and my heart tried to beat, giving a straining sensation in my chest. The demon rose back to his full height, and my eyes trailed down the fur of his thick thighs, the muscles there rock hard and impressive.

Jax hadn’t been much in that department. He was always more flab than muscles, which I’d always liked, but it was a nice surprise to see someone so chiseled and full of power. Such a difference from what I was used to.

“Are there more like you?” I asked, biting my lip.

“Many,” he said. “But I’m yours.”

It felt as if he was staring right inside me, drinking in my feelings and thoughts.

“So what, you’ve just been hanging around down here on the off-chance I was murdered?”

He grinned and shook his head.

“No, babe,” he took a step closer, and it made something in my body stand to attention.

A want was growing.

A need.

“I’ve been here for an eternity and will remain here long after you’ve left. But your mark will remain on me and mine on you.”

He reached out and stroked a sharp claw along my forearm, making me shudder.

“Your kind is so simple. You never appreciate how much is lying undiscovered on the other side of the veil.”

His eyes glistened with a warm, welcoming presence that made me calm.

“Have you ever helped anyone else?” I asked.

The demon slowly shook his head.

“I’m yours,” he said. “Always waiting here, on the cusp of the afterlife… ready to help you if the need should arise.”

“And what about when I die for real?” I asked. “That will happen at some point. Will I see you then?”

He smirked, and his claw nicked the skin on my arm.

“I suppose that would depend on how well we connect right now…” his grin made my core pulse, and his hand wrapped around my forearm, pulling me closer to his chest.

He towered over me, his size so big and foreboding it made me nervous.

“This is all so… so… mad,” I said.

“I guess that all rests on how you look at it,” he mused. “For me, it’s the moment I’ve been waiting for since the second I began to exist. I’ve known nothing else apart from my purpose. I’ve grown here in the dark, laying dormant, dreaming of you. And now you’re here, I need to take what’s mine.”

I swallowed.

He had a very poetic way with words, and they were working their way into my soul. He pulled me against him, against the tautness of his muscles, and it made my knees go weak. He exhaled deeply through his nose, his nostrils flaring, and the warmth hit my face. I craned my head back to peer into his eyes, and the sharpness of the horns on either side of his head glinted with darkness.

“You’re more than I ever could have hoped for,” he growled. “A little woman to play with. To touch, to make wet, to taste…” his forked tongue flickered out from between his lips with a hiss, and it made my heart beat again.

Thump.

“I hear it,” he said wickedly. “The beat of your heart as it strains to come back. To keep you living.”

The sensation of the knife in my ribs made me gasp, and I buckled, almost folding over. The demon caught me, taking hold of my stomach and rolling me onto my back to lie in his arms before rising to his full height.

“I liked what you imagined,” he said. “I couldn’t have thought of a better way to start myself.”

I blinked, my eyes traveling to his horns and the image of me using them to put my legs over, like stirrups, as I hooked my calves around his neck.

“You’re running out of time,” he stroked his hand through my hair. “The pain you felt is your injury becoming real.”

I crunched my eyes closed, still completely overwhelmed by my predicament.

Could I really be on the verge of death?

Was I drifting between the planes of the land of the living and the Underworld?

And not only that, but with a demon who had been guarding me and was now here, holding me gently and ready to take me back to a life that had been so cruelly cut short…

His warm, large hands traced patterns on the small of my back and encouraged me to relax into his touch, every part of my weary frame turning molten, the hot blood beginning to course stronger through my veins.

“Your lovely, lithe body,” he growled, his teeth shining sharply. “I’ve thought of how it would feel for so long.”

His lips parted further, and he breathed out, craning over me and staring sternly into my eyes.

“Those lips,” he whispered. “So perfect and soft…”

He grazed his lips against mine, and it made me shudder, my core tightening with excitement as he lingered for a moment before kissing me. As his mouth merged with my own and he delved inside with his tongue, I felt a warmth flood through me. I felt his power and his essence, the darkness of the Underworld mixed with the light of life. This demon wasn’t just a creature of the shadows; he was a magical god. A force that could give and take or revive the impossible.

His red skin seemed to grow hotter with each fevered flick of his tongue, and I moaned as he breathed into me, filling my lungs with air and bringing back another part of my soul. My heart thumped again, a jolt in my chest that made me spasm with relief.

“Yes,” he murmured against my lips. “You’re responding so well.”

He smiled and moved one of his arms out from under me, using his hand to grip on tightly at the hip before doing the same so he had hold of my waist in his two huge palms. His fingers encircled my middle, and he grinned mischievously, lifting me an inch before lowering me back down effortlessly.

“I can put you anywhere,” he said. “But as I said before… I liked what you had in mind. I’m hungry for your taste.”

I shuddered nervously, unsure of how to respond.

“You don’t need to do anything, sweet girl,” he said. “Just let me take care of you.”
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He lifted me past his face and encouraged me to dangle my legs over his horns, resting in the low scoop of them perfectly. They were so wide on either side of his head I was completely spread open, the underwear beneath my skirt the only thing keeping me covered from his wild, roving eyes.

He gnashed his teeth, the sound of them clashing together making my heart thump again, a rush of blood shooting through my body. A pang of dread coiled within me, remembering how sharp they were, how dangerous.

He lunged forward and snapped at the cotton of my panties, his teeth only slightly grazing against my skin as he tore them away with his mouth. He shook his head to the side and dropped them down onto the rocks.

My eyes widened as he smirked before me. A wicked pleasure-hungry beast who had his sights set only on me.

“Let yourself fall,” he encouraged as he began to release the reassuring scaffold of his hands under my back. “Collapse against me.”

I was so weak I couldn’t hold myself up, and I floated down, the blood rushing to my head as my back lay flat against his chest and my head dangled onto the lower half of his torso. I felt the tickle of his furry legs on the back of my neck, and the loin cloth covering his manhood had heat behind it. The darkness was spinning, and all I could see was the bottom half of his legs, the severe hooves on the end, and the muscles in his calves contracting as his hands moved instead to my buttocks, gripping onto me as he pulled me closer to his face.

His hot breath cascaded over the inside of my thighs, and I gasped, my entire body ready to submit and come back to life.

“Good girl,” he growled. “Now, I’m going to restart your heart.”

Time seemed to stop as he opened his jaws, and the hot, wet, forked tongue slithered out of his mouth and flickered against my skin. I held my breath, my heart pumping once, then twice, as the anticipation mounted.

As I was suspended upside down, I felt euphoria, a kind of high I had never experienced. The demon growled and brought his mouth to my core, entirely covering my pussy and breathing into me deeply, opening me wide before flicking his tongue inside and sending my eyes rolling back into my skull.

My body turned to jelly, and my heart thumped hard. It jolted me alive as he sucked my clit, his tongue circling over it and making a wave of warmth flood through me as quickly as the gushing of blood that was beginning to flow harder through my veins.

Another lick, another suck.

Thump.

His tongue slithered inside me, filling me up, the two ends of the forks tickling my deepest depth and making me convulse as I tried to prolong the pleasure.

“You’ve needed this so badly,” he growled against me. “That human man didn’t take care of you at all…”

I was so cross-eyed with passion that I couldn’t speak. I dangled weightlessly against his chest as his tongue continued to revive me, to pump the warming blood through my veins as my skin tingled with his energy.

Thump.

“Oh goodness,” I panted, my voice barely even a whisper.

He licked my slit and circled my clit with his tongue, the heat so intense it felt as if the Underworld was falling away around me.

Thump.

“No,” I said as a sensation tugged in my stomach. “I’m not ready to leave you.”

Thump.

My heart was beginning to beat harder and faster, and the demon was bringing me to the edge of something incredible.

“But you have to go back, babe,” he said against my pussy. “You deserve your revenge.”

I tried to shake my head, and at the back of my neck, I felt a hard poke of something smooth and warm.

“I know there are other parts of you I need,” I managed to gasp. “Lay me down on the rocks and show me.”

The demon’s gruff laughter rumbled through my core before he dipped his tongue inside of me again, lingering over my taste.

“I could do this all day,” he growled. “But as you wish.”

I dangled against his chest, my head slapping into his lower belly. With one quick movement, he unhooked my legs from around his horns and took hold of me by the waist before easing himself back onto the rocks and pulling me up against him. He spread my legs wide with his thighs, and as he bared his teeth at me, I saw the lust in his eyes.

Underneath the loin cloth, I felt something move.

A wicked smile passed over his lips as he reached down and moved it to one side, exposing his incredible manhood that made me go lightheaded all over again.

He was thick and veiny, with an enormous girth. The veins along the shaft pulsated and throbbed as I stared at them.

Thump. Thump. Thump.

They throbbed in time with the beat of my heart, growing faster as each second passed.

“You truly are a wonderful little thing,” he mused as he gripped his cock in his fist. “Never did I imagine you would be so eager and willing to please.”

I bit my lip and smiled, the pleasure he’d already created within me now coiled and waiting for more.

He held onto my waist with his rough hands, the claws on them pricking the skin as he lifted me high and brought me down on the end of his length. As he pushed the tip inside of me, I stilled, unable to move or make a sound, and I stared into his black eyes as the power of the Underworld flowed between us.

“When I enter you, I will be inside you until you come,” he told me sternly. “And then you’ll be thrust back into the land of the living.”

I reached up and stroked the side of his face with tenderness.

This monster had done nothing but show me kindness. He’d waited for me, lusted for me, and now I’d been brought to him, he was willing to send me back so I could get my revenge on the dirtbag who’d wronged me in the worst possible way.

“If only I could stay,” I smiled sadly, knowing that now, whoever I met in the real world was going to pale in comparison.

“I know,” he agreed, his claws holding me tightly in place. “But it is not the order of things. Not this time.”

I felt myself pout, and he smiled.

“You’ve got a lot of living left to do,” he said gently. “And I’ll always be here, in the shadows, lurking in the Underworld if ever you should need me.”

I nodded my head slowly and leaned closer for a kiss. His lips touched mine, and I tasted myself on him, the musky scent of my desire.

“You said if we connected well, maybe we’d meet again?” I whispered against his lips.

His tip rested just within me, and it ached so good as he stretched me wider.

I gasped.

“I think we could call this a success,” he mused. “I’ll wait for you until your time out there is over…”

I smiled against his mouth, a warm reassurance settling in my lower belly as he pushed inside a little more.

“Now, babe, let me fuck you back to life. Go and make that scumbag pay.”
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I looked into his eyes, the glint of lust and affection growing as he held me gently.

He eased me down, pushing into me fully and opening me wider than I ever thought possible. My legs trembled as his cock nestled deep at my core, his heat spreading through me in an awesome wave as I saw stars.

If this was limbo between worlds, then I couldn’t even imagine how amazing heaven must be.

He bucked his hips, moving in and out of me so deliciously it made my entire body feel weightless again. I reached up and took hold of his face, resting my palms on the sharpness of his cheekbones as he growled and smiled, the pleasure rising in him too.

“I didn’t expect,” he grunted, his voice quivering. “To feel something as powerful as this.”

His forehead creased into a frown as if he was trying to understand what was happening.

“This is more than anything I’ve felt before…”

His claws dug into my hips, his thighs tensed, and his cock throbbed inside me, mimicking the beat of my heart…

Thump… thump… thump…

“Oh babe,” he growled, pulling me to him, his hot, plump lips clashing against mine. “You dear little thing. Oh, how I wish I could keep you.”

His huge frame began to shudder, and my eyes rolled back in my head as he quickly gripped my wrists and pinned them behind my back with two hands.

“I’ll leave my mark, sweet girl,” he grunted as sweat beaded on his brow and trailed down to his neck. “You’ll always remember this and know now that I’ll be waiting.”

His cock throbbed and began to spurt as my walls clamped him tightly, and the pleasure rocketed through me. My core ached, the release exploding through my veins, my heart jump-starting back to life as the demon sunk his teeth into the side of my shoulder. He sucked on me hard, his own release powering from him as we came together.

Hot.

Fast.

Hard.

The world around me started to spin, the feeling of him underneath me becoming molten with heat as I rode the wave of my orgasm all the way to the very end.

The dizziness swirled, my head went light, and before I knew what was happening everything changed.

The darkness dissolved, and the space where he’d been underneath faded and became empty. My arms were free, and I brought them back in front of me, staring at my palms, which I realized were covered in blood. I felt the air come back to my lungs, the sharp pain in my side, a stabbing, piercing cut. I looked down at the wound… a slash in my top, the spread of crimson red in a pool on my chest.

Beneath me, grass and rocks.

My leg ached, and I reached down to feel a second stab wound. Another slice in the skin of my thigh. I gritted my teeth. Jax was such a piece of shit.

I turned onto my side and saw the lights down below. It was the glow of my town shining up towards me at the lookout, thousands of homes settling down for the night. A sight I was both relieved and sad to see.

My demon.

He was gone.

I sat up and lifted my top, the pierce of where the knife had gone into me was slowly getting smaller until it closed over completely, the skin there looking totally back to normal.

Not only had the demon fucked me back to life, he’d healed me too.

I smiled and shook my head in disbelief at my luck.

He’d saved me.

I heard a noise behind me, and I turned to look over my shoulder to see Jax about thirty yards away on the outskirts of the woods. He was standing in the light of his motorbike, smoking a cigarette and looking shaken up. He ran his hand through his hair, and I noticed a streak of blood on his wrist, which he quickly tucked back into his jacket.

He cast a glance in my direction, but with the darkness outside and the light from his bike shining so close to his face, I knew he wouldn’t be able to see me.

“Son of a bitch,” I said as I leaned up and rose slowly to my feet, keeping low.

Jax sucked deeply on the cigarette, and I noticed the knife lying on the ground next to me. He’d been too stupid to pick it up.

Why did that not surprise me?

I reached out and swept it into my palm, closing my fingers around the handle. It still had my blood on it, sticky and warm.

I watched as he turned his back and put his leg over the bike, climbing on as he clamped the cigarette between his teeth. He was clearly thinking of what to do, muttering to himself under his breath as he smoked and breathed quickly. He was so nervous I could almost hear his heart beating.

“Move her to the woods,” I heard him say as if he was agreeing with himself, and I rolled my eyes.

He was such a moron.

A shallow grave in the woods behind the lookout… I definitely deserved better than that.

He turned the keys in his bike, and the light cut out, plunging the area into darkness. I smiled as I stepped away from the murder scene, away from the pool of blood on the ground, and ducked down next to some rocks.

I watched as Jax breathed out and threw his cigarette on the ground.

More evidence to convict him if I had, in fact, died.

And then he began to walk slowly towards me, staring at the ground until he reached the point where my body should have been…

… and he froze.

Stone cold.

I heard his breathing ramp up, and I watched as he spun around, staring in every direction, the panic flooding his face.

I thought of my pleasure demon. I could still feel him. He was right when he said he would leave his mark. I reached up and touched the point on my shoulder where he’d sunk his teeth in. The warmth was still there, and I smiled.

He’d be with me, now and always.

And we would see each other again when it was time.

But for now, I had to do him proud. I’d been given a second chance, and I was going to put an end to Jax once and for all.

I’d send him to the depths of hell where he belonged, and I would know justice had been served.

“Hi, Jax,” I said as I stepped out quickly and approached him from behind, the knife sharp in my fist as I plunged it hard and fast into the side of his throat.

He made a sound that was almost like a plum being crushed. And then he tried to swallow, but a thick flood of black came from his mouth. The blood spilled down his chin, and he stared at me with wide eyes.

As he fell to the ground in the exact spot where he’d plunged the same knife into me, the mark on my shoulder burned, my demon’s way of saying well done.

I watched as the life left Jax, and I knew exactly where he was going. The floor below limbo would serve him well for the next ten thousand years.

I smiled.

Mission completed.

The lesser stab wound on my leg would account for my blood present at the scene, and I traced my fingertips over it, feeling the warmth returning to my skin. I reached into my back pocket and found my phone before I dialed 911 and held it to my ear.

What a fucking night.

“Hello 911, what’s your emergency?” The small voice said on the other end of the line.

I sat down on the rocks and looked out over my town at the twinkling lights and the glow on the horizon.

Screwing a demon to come back to life… Not what I had on my bingo card this week, but here we are…

“I need to report an incident,” I said. “My boyfriend tried to kill me.”

The bite mark on my shoulder throbbed, and I smiled.

Because of my time in the limbo of the Underworld, I’d never be alone again. And now I could look forward to visiting the eternity of the afterlife when the time was right, knowing my demon lover would be there, waiting.

But for now, I guess I’ve got some living to do.
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Thank you for reading The Underworld’s Pet. If you liked this, then you’ll love my other offerings in my Monster Pet Series.
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FOOLING THE FERRYMAN


WREN K. MORRIS



[image: ]


Moira has lived her life as a thief—a very good one. When she’s caught stealing, however, she must make a deal with a god: Steal from the Underworld or face punishment for her crimes.

Charon ferries the souls of the dead to their eternity. It’s consistent, predictable… monotonous. The psychopomp himself has come to mimic the stoic, constant nature of his work, but when a living mortal joins him on the boat, everything changes.

He hates change.

Tasked with stealing from the Ferryman himself, Moira must put her skills to the ultimate test. When the two clash in both personality and goal, Moira and Charon are destined to ruin each other—but there’s a thin line between love and hate.
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Please note:

We’re playing fast and loose with mythology. While most is pulled from Greek sources, some characters are a blend of multiple traditions. This story includes gods, psychopomps, wraiths, and mortals, some with alternate biology and monstrous features. There will be some threats, blackmailing, a few crimes, a moment of dubious body modification, and minor body horror/gore. This is a spicy story so expect graphic sex between consenting sentient adults (with some dubcon) featuring fluid kink, rough/hate-fueled sex, spitting, and a possessive psychopomp.

Featured tropes include: is-this-fighting-or-fornication; enemies to lovers; monster loving; and graphically-described sex between consenting adults.
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Moira

Many a man made an easy mark, but none were so easily freed from their coin as the ones thinking about their cocks. The agora had been particularly rewarding today, filled with merchants and travelers as it was. All with coin and baubles for the taking with nothing more than a coy smile, honeyed words, and deft fingers.

The taverna was fairly quiet tonight. There were only four other patrons scattered about the long tables, most enjoying quiet conversation, light meals, and wine. The tavernkeep scowled at one man, too deep in his cups and too loud for the evening.

I fingered the drachma in my pocket, counting my spoils discreetly. Though some frowned on my profession, stealing was a difficult trade that required skill and discretion. I had learned to slip my hand over merchant tables, snatching up wares and disappearing before the missing item would be noticed. When I became too good at that, I practiced slipping byrsa, fat with coin, from unsuspecting hands and jewels from the necks and fingers of the wealthy.

I had become too good at my trade. The thrill and rush of a successful theft had ebbed over the years. It was the only way I knew to survive, so each day I went out and stole.

Despite my experience and prowess, I made a novice’s error.

I allowed myself to become distracted by my spoils.

A large hand clamped down on my shoulder. I jumped, jostling my prizes. Several coins plunked against the wooden floor and rolled to gods know where.

“Hello, Little Thief.”

My breath caught. His voice was slick and rich like olive oil slipping over the senses, but it somehow sent a chill up my spine. The man used his grip on my shoulder to spin me around.

He was impossibly beautiful, as was his companion. Their skin was flawless, seeming to glow with health and care. One set of eyes the color of honey, the other of rich soil bore through me. The man still gripping my shoulder had a look of smarmy satisfaction, though his peer leaned against the wall with the vacant eyes of boredom.

Good. Disinterest was good. It increased my chances of escape.

“I believe you have the wrong woman.” My voice was clear and sure with the confidence of feigned innocence. To be fair, I did have a clear conscience, but that didn’t mean I wanted to face consequences for my actions. Even as my heart raced in my chest, I maintained the well-practiced facade. Bravado would be the only means of escape.

“Oh, I think you’re exactly who I’m looking for.” He released my shoulder to cross his arms over his chest.

I fought to contain my panic. Though he no longer held me, I wasn’t free to leave. That was clear. I dared not look at the door. Doing so would be another novice mistake. I was still internally kicking myself for the first.

“I'm afraid I am not. I am no more a thief than the tavernkeep,” I huffed, gesturing towards the scowling man across the room. “My father will be here soon⁠—”

Tousled black ringlets bounced around his ears as the man threw his head back with a deep laugh. Much like his appearance, it was warm and charming, but unsettling. Something darker and perhaps callous lurked beneath the surface.

“I admire your dedication, Moira.”

By the gods. He knew my name. My real name.

Only I knew my real name.

“We both know there is no father waiting for you or coming to your rescue. Though I’m sure the sentries in the agora would love to hear about your activities today. A byrsa of coin, wasn’t it? A necklace? And a gem?”

Dread twisted deep within me, coiling like a snake. “Why did you call me that?”

“A thief?”

“Moira.”

“It’s your name, isn’t it?” He arched his brow. “A bit cruel of your mother to name you after Moirai and then abandon you to their whims. You managed well, however. You’re an impressively skilled thief.”

I snorted. “High praise from a man claiming to have caught such a thief.”

He bristled for a moment, mouth pulling into a thin line. The expression was quickly replaced with a placid smile, even as his companion chuckled under his breath.

“Who are you?” I narrowed my eyes at the two. I had tired of this game.

“A messenger.”

“Deliver your message, then.”

“I didn’t say I had a message for you. But I do have a job for you.”

I waited, hating the mirth that danced in his gaze. The other man rolled his eyes and leaned against the wall. Why couldn’t this man have the same disinterest?

“I need you to steal something for me.”

“No.”

He shrugged, the shoulder of his exomis shuffling along his skin. “Then we go to the sentries. Even better, I’ll parade you around the agora, returning your spoils to those who’ve lost them. I’m sure they’ll be charitable in their response.”

My teeth clenched so hard I feared they would break. Thieves weren’t merely punished—we were killed. “Who am I stealing from?”

“A ferryman.”

“What does this ferryman have that you desire?”

“A sack of coin.”

I narrowed my eyes. It was never that easy. It’s why I never took jobs for someone else. They were messy, fueled by others’ emotions and motives. They almost always led to disaster.

I opened my mouth to reply, but his friend groaned. “Hurry up, Hermes. I have duties to attend to.”

Hermes?

“A man named for the god of thieves dares to corner one? Do you not fear his wrath?”

It was the other man’s turn to laugh. His entire body shook with the booming sound until he was wiping tears from his eyes.

Hermes scoffed and glared at him. “We both know your duties can wait, Dionysus.”

I snorted. “Both named for the gods?”

“Will you take the job or face your fate?”

I sighed, shaking my head. It wasn’t as if I had a choice.

“Fine. I’ll do it.”

“Perfect.” Hermes slapped his hand back onto my shoulder. A lurching sensation pulled from my navel and rolled through my body. A balmy chill seeped deep into my bones as the world around me went dark.

“Here we are.” Hermes released my shoulder, sending me stumbling forward. The sound of water lapping against a shore filled my ears alongside my ragged breathing as I tried to get my bearings.

Turning, I could see ghostly figures wandering along a marshy shore. Right past them, water sprawled for ages in a dark and cavernous space, all save for one lone boat with one lone being.

“Welcome to the Underworld,” Dionysus muttered.

My eyes, wide with panic, bounced between him and Hermes, then to the hooded figure leaning against the push pole of the boat.

“We’re not named for the gods, Moira. We are the gods.” That terrible smirk was back on Hermes’ face.

“A ferryman?” I growed under my breath. “You want me to steal from Charon?”

“You will steal his obols or you will return to the mortal realm to face punishment for your crimes.”

“You’re supposed to be the god of thieves. Is this not betrayal?”

The piercing cold of his gaze made my breath seize in my lungs.

“I am not a man, as you insulted me earlier. I am the god of thieves, which means I may do with them as I please. I may do with you as I please.”

Hermes turned from me to face the boatman in the distance, dismissing me as I sucked in a breath. He put a firm hand on my back and urged me toward the shore. “Charon, I have a passenger for you.”

The figure turned to face us. Unlike most men in the mortal realm, Charon wore a chiton that draped to the ground; its sooty color matched the dreary surroundings. Around his shoulders hung a chlamys, but the odd garment had excess fabric that surrounded his head. It shielded enough of his face that his features were cloaked in shadow. Only his eyes could be seen, glowing from within. They were silver. The center had a thin golden ring, barely visible from the distance. The outer edge of his iris was bronze, containing the silver between the two warmer metal tones. They almost looked like coins in his eyes, as if obols themselves had settled within his body.

“That one is alive,” he said in a bored rasp that slipped out between glinting, white teeth. Four of them were fang-like, elongated with sharp points—two from the top row and two jutting up from the bottom.

Hermes shrugged. “It wouldn’t be the first time.”

He stared at Charon, seemingly awaiting a response, but the Ferryman watched us in silence.

Dionysus finally broke the quiet with a huff. “Hermes, I’m leaving.”

“Fine, Dio.” Hermes bunched his hands into fists at his sides with an exasperated sigh. “She’s your problem now, Charon, at least until I return for her. I’m sure you’ll be a good host.”

With that, they were gone.

The conviction of my precarious fate settled into my body, every muscle screaming at the weight of the burden.

I had to steal from a fanged psychopomp—probably dying here by his hand—or return to the mortal realm a failed thief awaiting death.
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Charon

Hermes and Dionysus.

I barely tolerated most visitors, wishing instead to be left to my work in peace, but those two… every interaction with them was my own sisyphean trial.

Hermes, in particular, constantly badgered me while escorting souls. If I didn’t know better, I would think he was trying to provoke me—such an effort would be a fool’s errand.

Most of the gods respected the Underworld and left us to our work, but these particular gods ignored the rules of this domain, flitting about and pilfering souls from beyond the Styx or dropping off living mortals.

We had a system in the Underworld. The living had no place here, and souls on the other side of the Styx were to remain there.

And yet, there she stood.

A living mortal.

I perused her from within my cowl, knowing she wouldn’t be able to make out my face. The woman glared at me with dark brown eyes. The color matched the carefully braided hair around her crown. Lips pursed in disapproval as she took me in. Her scorn was misplaced; I wasn’t the one to abandon her. It wasn’t my fault she was here.

We might as well get to the crux of the matter.

“What noble quest are you after?”

She blinked at me, her glare turning owlish.

“Noble? I would hardly call my purpose here noble. I’m not on a quest. I’m just… here.” She threw her arms up and spun in a circle. “In the Underworld. At the whims of a precocious god. Because Hermes is an asshole!” The last bit was shouted as if the god himself would hear it.

He might. But it was more likely he wouldn’t. If he did, he wouldn’t care.

“It is not my purpose to look after mortals.”

“Well it wasn’t in my plans to visit the Underworld, either.”

I huffed. “That is not my fault, and also not my problem.”

I turned towards the water. The lull of the river should’ve been enough to muffle my awareness of her presence, but no. Soft, sandaled steps grew louder until she was right beside the ferry.

From the corner of my eye, I saw her bunch her chiton and lift a leg to step in.

“Don’t.”

She froze as I turned to face her.

“What do you mean, ‘don’t’?”

“You are not a passenger.”

“Hermes left me here with you. You are in the boat. I should also be in the boat.”

“You are not dead. You have no fare, no purpose here.”

“Then what am I to do with myself?”

I sighed. “Wander the shore with the wraiths and hope Hermes returns for you in time or that Thanatos takes you quickly.”

Her brow furrowed. “What do you mean by ‘in time’?”

My hand gripped the push pole harder with my frustration. Were all living mortals this stupid?

“You are in the Underworld,” I growled. “This is not a land of the living. You will not survive here. You’ll either age, starve, or do something like fall into the Styx, thereby losing your soul to the water. It matters not to me.”

It should not matter. And yet the bob of her throat, the fearful glance of her eyes at her surroundings…

Her trepidation rankled within my chest. Why was she here? If not on some journey to pull a soul from the Underworld, why would she be dumped here to rot?

“I’ll pay you.” She spoke so softly I barely heard her words.

I extended my hand. The mortal shuddered, eyes fixated on it. This was why I covered myself.

Two fingers were exposed bone, the rest of my skin shades of nearly pearlescent white and the lightest blue mottled together. My appearance never failed to elicit shock and shudders.

From the kolpos of her chiton, she produced an obol and placed the coin in my hand.

It wasn’t the thinner coin of a Charon’s obol that had become more popular with the mortals. It wasn’t tucked under her tongue as an offering for the dead.

Still, it was an obol. The correct fare. For an obol, a person could board the ferry. I slipped the coin under my chlamys and past my chiton to rest with the others.

“Get in… Mortal.”

“Moira. My name is Moira.” Her face crinkled with surprise. Why she was surprised at her own name, I did not know. She was… odd.

Interesting, my mind corrected. She was a fleeting presence that I had no business finding interest in. I pushed the useless intrigue to the recesses of my mind; the mortal should be of no importance to me.

Moira was more graceful than most as she slipped into the boat. Rather than sit, she stood, perfectly balanced as she gazed over the Styx.

“I can’t believe you were going to sit here, leaning against that push pole, watching me wither away. All because a god was bored enough to kidnap me.”

I snorted. “As if you would wither away.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

I cut my eyes at her, but she met my glare with one of her own.

“That. You’ll glare at a psychopomp, curse the only god who may spirit you away from here, all while precariously standing in a boat over a river that would gladly steal your soul.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“It wasn’t.”

It wasn’t supposed to be. But something in me reveled in her fire.

We settled into an irksome silence. It was a lingering thing that nipped at you, taking little pieces of your peace and replacing them with discontent.

I hated it. I hated her.

My life was peaceful, quiet. Predictable. Now it wasn’t, all because of a mortal that dared to enter my realm and be interesting.
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Moira

I stared down at the water with my lip snarled in distaste. The river was dark enough that you shouldn’t be able to see the currents, but something within it glowed. It was alive… but cold, similar to Charon himself.

The psychopomp did not appear as I had imagined. In my mind, he was always shrouded in mystery, a dark being cloaked from perception. I had never truly wondered what was underneath the layers of cloth.

Some said he was an old man. Others declared him nothing but bone. The real being was something in between.

Some of his fingers were skeletal, others with a pallor that should resemble death, but somehow didn’t. There was a sheen to it that seemed to glow with life, even in this dreary place between the mortal world and the eternal.

I couldn’t believe I had told him my real name. It had slipped out as easy as breathing, as if he were always meant to know it. It was not information I gave willingly, and yet I had told it to him without a moment of reservation.

I nibbled my lip. Hermes would take me back to die, or I would die here, waiting forever, unless I completed my task and stole an obol. I had considered passing off one of my obols as one of Charon’s, but deceiving the god was a fool’s errand.

He knew my name. He saw my crimes. He even knew about my mother leaving me in the market when I was only six years old. No, the god of thieves was unlikely to be fooled.

Still, I didn’t know how I was going to steal from Charon. I had managed to get in the boat, but the being himself just… stood there.

He didn’t make conversation. He barely looked at me. He barely even moved.

He remained, leaning against the push pole and staring out over the water, silver eyes devoid of emotion.

I’d never seen someone simply exist with such dedication, determined to be exactly what he was and nothing more.

“Has anyone ever told you that you’re a bore?”

He snorted. “The very god who abandoned you here. Many times. Has anyone ever told you that you’re insufferable?”

“Hardly. I’m told I’m quite charming. Besides, you can’t call me insufferable when you haven’t even bothered to have a conversation. Instead, you just stand there, looming.”

Charon threw his head back with a laugh. It reminded me of Hermes in the taverna. The comparison faded away, however, when I saw what the motion had revealed.

The cowl of the chlamys slid backwards onto his shoulders, no longer cloaking his form. Black horns protruded amongst long white hair that hung to his shoulders. The horns curled back over his head, little rings of texture along their short lengths. That same mottled flesh of his hand covered his body, though there were patches of exposed bone there as well. I could see teeth through a hole in his cheek, an ivory protrusion where his neck met his shoulder. I gasped, hand covering my mouth at the sight.

His eyes met mine. The silver seemed to burn, resentment dancing within like a flame. He reached quickly to pull the fabric back up.

“No,” I barked, reaching a hand towards him. “Please… leave it down.”

Charon narrowed his eyes at me, but stopped raising the fabric. Ever so slowly, he let it fold back towards his shoulders, but not fast enough to hide what I had been searching for.

His chlamys had raised just enough as he adjusted his cowl that his torso was exposed. There, amongst the folds of his chiton, glinted metal.

I knew where Charon’s obols were.

My chances of survival weren’t as dire as I thought.
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I knew what I needed to steal. I knew where it was. Yet, I had destroyed my ability to take it.

I chided myself for my short-sighted behavior.

Getting close to men was easy. Coy glances. Trailing a fingertip along the edge of my chiton. Pretending that they were fascinating.

But I had saved none of my charm for Charon. No, I had bickered with him from the moment Hermes left. I even called him a bore.

Even though the psychopomp seemed determined to do nothing but stare off over the water and scowl, I shouldn’t have told him as such. But the man seemed to burrow under my skin in a way that others could not. I had grown hardened over the years; it took a great deal to vex me.

Like kidnapping me to the Underworld.

Or being so indifferent to existence you might as well be made of stone.

Now I needed to be close to Charon, the lump of stone himself. Close enough to slip my hand through the layers of his clothing and free him of his sack of obols without him noticing.

He never sat, never lounged. He simply stood there in the same attitude, stoic and frozen. I wanted to destroy that veneer, to take this empty shell of a being and crack him open until all the messy parts seeped out. There was no way in the realms that a being could be like this, not all the time.

Everyone had a weakness, something that would rattle them. It was only a matter of finding it.

I lowered myself to the deck of the boat, tucking my feet to the side. “How did you become a ferryman?”

Most people loved to talk about themselves. Not Charon. The Underworld was quiet except for the lap of the river against the ferry and rocky shore for what seemed like an eternity.

“I am the Ferryman.”

“Yes, I can see that.” I huffed. “But how did you become the Ferryman? What did you do before? Where did you live?”

Those piercing eyes turned and raked over me. It was as if he was picking me apart rather than me being the one gleaning information.

“There was no before. Only this.”

I pursed my lips but remained silent. Charon shifted his grip on the push pole, leaning more of his weight on it. The fabric of his chlamys slipped away to reveal mottled blue, muscular forearms, honed from years of pushing the boat.

“There were the Titans. Then the gods. Then the mortals. When your kind came to exist, so did I. Someone needed to push the boat.”

“So you’ve always been here? The same as you are today?”

He looked down long enough for me to admire the length of his white eyelashes against his cheeks, then went back to staring across the shore. Boring he might be, but I couldn’t help but admit that he was beautiful in his own way.

“I was more alive then, at the beginning. Over the centuries, I’ve changed to hover somewhere between life and death, as is fitting of my position.”

“You seem particularly devoted to your work.”

“It’s what I am.”

“Have you ever wanted more?”

His gaze bore into me, but there… for the blink of an eye, he looked vulnerable. His throat bobbed, lips curving into each other slightly. He even shifted his weight.

Got you. Charon desired something. Perhaps I could entice him…

I rose to my feet and took one tenuous step towards him. “What is it you want, Charon?”

He watched me as if I were a snake coiled to strike, but didn’t retreat as I painstakingly crossed the distance between us.

This close, I had to crane my neck to keep his eyes on mine. I could feel the heat of his body; it seemed so at odds with his appearance. I expected him to be cold.

I pressed my hands to his chest, the move far more intimate than what I could usually do in the markets, but there was no one here to witness my transgression. Well, no one besides the wraiths, but they were too caught up in their own fates to notice mine.

I slid my palms along his chest and shoulders, getting him used to movement so that he wouldn’t notice the important ones. Gods, the smooth plans of muscle that I could feel under soft, folded fabric… Charon wasn’t a god, but he was built like one. Yet… there was an odd feeling on one side of his body, the same side as the sack of obols. It was ridged, with space between each raised line. Maybe he wore some kind of armor that I hadn’t spotted before. I would need to be cautious of that.

“Do you not tire of this? The same everyday…” I asked, my voice coated with honey. “Lonely?”

He swallowed again. “I have never felt loneliness, nor have I tired of my task. I don’t need anything else.”

His words didn’t match his motions. He seemed to know that himself. He avoided the lie, breaking our eye contact to once again stare over the water. As his head turned, I feigned a forward stumble, slipping my hand under his clothing and touching warm metal…

With the speed of a whip, Charon snatched my hands. His gaze snapped to mine, barely long enough for me to register the rage, betrayal, and… hurt in his features.

It cut through me like a knife.

Was this remorse? I hadn’t been remorseful in years.

With a forceful jerk, my hands were whirled behind my back and I was pressed forward to the side of the boat. The ferry rocked dangerously as he kicked me so that my knees buckled.

I cried out with fear, struggling to get free, but it was no use. He used his hold at my back to shove me even further forward until I hung over the side of the ferry.

My nose was only a scant breath from the Styx—the river that could siphon my soul.

“You dare to steal from the Ferryman, Little Thief?” Charon growled against my ear. His entire body was pressed against mine, holding me in place. “I should throw you overboard, let the Styx take you. I could watch everything you are drain from your eyes until you were nothing but iridescence in the water.”

Even as he threatened me with a fate worse than death, I was conscious of how his body pressed into mine; the feel of his thighs, strong and thick, pinning me into place. The way his chest seemed to wrap around my own, so much larger than my body.

I shouldn’t be attracted to Charon, and I certainly shouldn’t be focusing on that attraction while he promised me death.

A sobering look down at the swirling current washed away my distractions. I began to tremble. “You don’t understand.”

“I don’t need to.”

He inched me closer to the water so that my skin barely met its cool touch. A tiny thread of sensation tugged at my chest. I squirmed and kicked, managing to lift my face enough that I didn’t touch the water, but still hung dangerously close.

He pushed against me harder until the wood of the hull dug into my ribs. Yet, something else—something new—was also pressing into me.

I rolled my hips against him, eliciting a sound that was something between a snarl and a moan. Charon’s hard length slid against my ass.

“Is it truly wrath you feel, Charon? Or did you merely want an excuse to bend me over the side of your ferry?”

His shout of frustration made my ears ring. Charon jumped to his feet, ripping his body from mine. I jerked when he hauled me up with him. My body protested the sudden movements, but he showed no care. I was a rag doll, his toy to move at his will. When we were both upright he released me. I spun to face him, ready to take on my adversary.

The movement was too quick.

I lost my footing and stumbled backward, falling towards the bow of the ferry.
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Charon

Moira grunted as her back slammed against the deck of my boat. A growl quickly followed, raw and animalistic for such a beautiful creature.

Beautiful? Treacherous. A treacherous creature, a fact I would do well to remember.

She had tried to steal from me—to take the one thing of importance.

For a moment, I had given in to her temptation. I thought I was content, but the more this dangerous mortal amused me, the more of her presence I craved.

I followed her forward. Pain ricocheting up my legs when my knees hit the deck. My body fell, my weight resting onto my hands and knees, caging her beneath me.

My little thief was still more fiery than a fury. Moira raised her fists to strike me, clearly not having learned her lesson.

I was faster than her, stronger. Her wrists felt frail in my hands as I captured them and shoved them above her head.

“Brute!” she spat, dark eyes full of contempt and rage.

“Thief!” I snarled back.

The worst kind of thief. She had thought to seduce me, to use her wiles to take something she could not steal, and in my foolishness I had almost fallen for it. How many souls had I ferried across the water that had perished from someone's tricks?

I knew better. I was far too old to be fooled by a pretty face and the cant of a hip, and yet here I was. More fool than ferryman.

Her heels dug into my thighs and she arched her back, fighting to break free. Each time she bowed upward her breasts pressed into my chest.

Gods, this woman.

How could I loathe someone and want them so fiercely at the same time?

Attraction was something I didn’t feel. Emotions were something I didn’t have.

I lowered myself until our noses nearly touched. Moira stilled except for her panting breaths that danced along my face.

“Why?” The word rasped out from my lips, something between a demand and a plea.

Her throat bobbed. Those rich, dark brown eyes danced back and forth between mine.

“Hermes.”

My brow furrowed. “I don’t understand.”

“I don’t either.”

I hated how her gaze softened with her words. How the heat of her body warmed me to my very core.

How she made me feel.

I hadn’t felt in centuries, and this little wisp of a mortal unmoored me.

How could a heart that didn’t exist beat wildly for this woman? This enemy.

“This is your fault!” I hissed.

She rolled her eyes. “It’s Hermes' fault, really.”

“Not that, you foolish mortal. These… feelings.”

“What feelings?”

“ALL OF THEM!” I spat.

I slumped down to my elbows. I had to move my head to the side so that it was along hers, my lips barely touched her cheek as I spoke.

“I hate you,” I whispered. “I pity you. I’m intrigued by you. I even want you. How ridiculous⁠—”

Moira spun her face towards me and captured my lips in a bruising kiss.

I was frozen in shock. My lips didn’t move for what felt like an age until her tongue danced along their seam.

As if the touch had awakened me from Medusa’s stare, I sprung to life and took over, demanding entry to tangle my tongue with hers.

Moira moaned, arching her body into mine. I broke away long enough to growl against her lips before taking them again in a punishing kiss.

Her teeth sank into my bottom lip until the metallic tang of my blood hit my senses. She leaned back and away from me with a feral grin, teeth tinged in silver and bronze from my blood.

“You could hate me and want me at the same time, Charon. But you don’t hate me. Not really. You want me far more than you hate me, and you hate yourself for it. You relish in the fact that I make you feel, that I broke the monotony of your pathetic life, even if you’re terrified of it.”

I pressed my hips harder, grinding my traitorous cock against her heat. My hands pressed her fists against the wood with renewed pressure.

“You’re wrong.”

Moira bucked her hips into mine; they could barely move, but the added friction only made my cock stiffen further.

“Your body says differently.” She smirked, far too satisfied with the effect she had on me.

I grunted in dissent.

I wasn’t the only one affected by this pull between us; I wouldn’t let her think she held the upper hand. Switching my hold so that only one hand was needed to pin her wrists, I reached down and grabbed the fabric of her chiton.

She didn’t protest. Our eyes remained locked in a burning glare. The fisted fabric slipped up her calves, over her thighs. I lifted my hips to allow it passage between our bodies. Moira could have fought me then. She could have made use of the lapse in pressure holding her down.

But she didn’t. My little thief wanted this as badly as I did, even if she wasn’t willing to admit it.

With the chiton pooled at her waist, I trailed a finger along the soaked fabric of her perizoma.

“Little Thief,” I said smugly, “your cunt is soaked with desire. You want me right back. You’re trying so hard to hold that rage in your eyes, but it’s not for me, it’s for yourself. You’re just like me.”

She smirked at me. This woman was unflappable. Besides the fleeting fear when threatened with the Styx, she hadn’t displayed any trepidation. I wanted to see her lose herself, consumed by fear or lust, anything to break that composure as she had broken mine.

I couldn’t be the only one losing myself. I wouldn’t accept it. With Moira, there could not be defeat nor conquest, only mutually assured destruction.

I gripped the sopping fabric and jerked it back until the sound of it ripping echoed across the water. Moira’s eyes widened, but her surprise was short-lived. I plunged two fingers into her cunt, curling them, then sliding them out only to thrust them deeply again. She bucked into my touch. A sweet moan slipped from those perfect lips.

“You want me, Moira. Admit it.”

“I don’t.”

I removed my hand from her pussy and gripped her hip, her juices slick against her flesh from my fingers. She whimpered in disappointment.

“Do you want me to touch you?”

She looked away, eyes facing my forearms instead of meeting mine.

“I can. I can stroke you dripping cunt until you writhe in pleasure.” I stroked a single finger along her slit, barely touching. A shiver wracked through her body at the touch. “Or,” I continued, pulling away, “I can leave you like this. Wanting. Desperate.”

She snapped her head forward. Her lips were pulled into a thin line, eyes glowing with want and resentment.

She couldn’t hide from me. She wanted me as much as I wanted her; it was an undeniable truth. Her flushed chest, the pace of her breathing, the way she chased my fingers with her hips. It all spoke of her desire, but I wouldn’t continue until she admitted it.

She hesitated, but if the little brat was trying to wait for me to give in to our desires first, she would be sorely disappointed.

I waited for eternity for souls to seek passage. I had more patience than any other.

“Touch me.” The words were barely a whisper.

“What was that?”

“I said touch me.”

“You’re not very convincing.”

“Gods, Charon, get your hand back on my cunt and make me⁠—”

Moira’s words cut off with a guttural moan as I plunged my fingers back inside her. One, then two, then three, filling and stretching her wide for me. My thumb pressed against her clit, circling in a pace to match my fingers.

“Fates,” she cried. “Just like that.”

“You will take it how I give it,” I growled.

I was going to possess this woman, steal her very soul.

“That’s it, Little Thief,” I purred. She ground against my touch. “You tried so hard not to care, but look at you. Your greedy cunt is squeezing my hand. You’re writhing under me, chasing your pleasure, but it’s mine to give.”

My words were spoken between my own panting breaths.

“Shut up and fuck me,” she spat, lip caught in a snarl.

I jolted forward and circled her neck with my soaked hand.

“You tried to take something from me. Now you’ll take exactly what I give you. You’ll take my hand and my cock and my cum until it drips down your thighs. Your body will be a toy for my pleasure until you’re well used.”

Moira managed to slip one of her hands free and pulled me down. Her teeth dug into my neck until I felt the skin break. The pain was sharp and aching, but it only served to raise my arousal. I loved her fight. I reveled in her fury.

“Don’t fool yourself, Charon. I’ll use you just as well as you use me.” The silver of my blood streaked along the side of her face.

I snapped forward and locked my own teeth into her shoulder until the tang of blood filled my mouth. Moira screamed, but she didn’t scramble for escape. She freed her other hand; one gripped each of my shoulders, nails digging into my flesh.

My hips snapped against her core, cock aching to be inside of her. I raised to my knees and shoved my own chiton up. Precum seeped from the head of my dick. I lined it up with her center, sliding the tip of my cock along her wetness, teasing us both.

Moira clenched her legs around me and pulled as I thrust forward, filling her in one swift move.

“Gods, your cunt,” I moaned. “You’re squeezing me like a vise. So wet for me.” I remained there, buried deep inside her, relishing in how her warm heat enveloped me.

Moira arched up and grabbed my horns, pulling me down until our noses touched.

“Move, you bastard.” She shoved her pelvis against mine to make it clear what she desired.

I pulled out of her pussy and slammed forward again. We set a punishing pace, each thrust rattling our bodies with the force.

We were feral as we consumed each other. Moira’s hands left my horns to dig her nails into my shoulders and back. I twisted her nipple through the fabric of her chiton until she hissed at the sensation, then moved from the sensitive peaks to circle her neck.

Pleasure built deep in my body until I knew I was just on the edge, but I wouldn’t cross it. Not yet.

Moira wrapped my hand around her throat with hers.

“More.”

Carefully, I put pressure on each side. “Come on, Moira,” I urged. “Let it out. Let go.”

She was fighting me until the very end, determined to take control, but it was no use.

She cried out, her voice hoarse from my hand squeezing her throat. Her cunt pulsed around my cock. I let myself follow her over the edge, spilling my cum inside her even as I continued to thrust, determined to fill her.

I wanted to take her in, to see what my possession of her body had done. My cock slipped free of her as I rolled back to rest on my knees. There before me her legs were spread wide, her glistening pussy a feast for my eyes. I was transfixed by the way I dripped from her body. The way my cum coated her folds and made a pearly trail from where it filled her.

“Bastard,” she huffed.

She was stunning in her destruction.

Her braid had come loose, brown tendrils wild around her head. Her cheeks and chest were flushed and shined with sweat, eyes glossy with satisfaction. Still, those lips curled in her customary smirk.

“Thief.”
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Moira

Charon didn’t fuck. He owned.

I was stretched, choked, and used. I loved every moment.

He was infuriating and demanding, but he was magnificent. There was no going back after this.

Charon had devoured me in a way I would never find on the surface.

I had had many lovers and none compared, none even came close.

For the first time in years, I felt alive, the high of euphoria and conquest thrumming through my veins. I felt sated.

Charon leaned back until he was sitting, a hand on each knee. Our heaving breaths raced against the rhythmic flow of the Styx.

His hair was mussed, a nest about his head. The white strands tangled in his horns and stuck to the side of his face and neck from perspiration.

As if matching my thoughts, his raspy voice filled the air. “You’re a mess.”

The words seemed harsh, but didn’t match the tone of praise. “Fates, I love seeing your cunt dripping with me like that. I could watch you like this for an age. I’d have to fill you over and over.”

I pulled my legs towards me and threw my chiton over to cover them.

“Too bad, Ferryman.”

My eyes roamed his body. Like me, he was panting, perspiration dotting along his temples. His chlamys had fallen off during our joining. His chiton was even ripped; the tattered fabric draped along his chest, revealing the byrsa of obols I so desperately sought.

It wasn’t tucked into the fabric.

It was inside of him.

The left side of Charon’s torso was hollow, ribs gleaming in the pale light of the Underworld. Obols were massed together where a heart should be.

My eyes shot to his face, taking in the dried smear of silver blood. His eyes, the color of metal… the color of coins.

“The obols… They’re a part of you?”

Charon froze. He slowly glanced down at his chest, taking in the exposed cavity.

“Yes. I believe I had a heart once, but with each passenger the obol joins the others. The metal flows through me like blood. It has been this way as long as I can remember, and will remain this way as long as I can foresee.”

“That’s why I couldn’t steal one.” I nodded. “Would it have killed you?”

He cocked his head in thought. “Doubtful. One obol would hurt, excruciatingly so, but I think it would take many more or the entire mass to truly end me. If that would even work.”

He turned to look out over the water, the familiar gesture no longer infuriating as it once was.

“Can you not go home without the obol?”

Home.

Did I even have a home?

In the mortal realm I flitted from city to city. It was not safe to stay in one area for too long as a thief. People caught on. The job grew harder and harder until you’d inevitably get caught. I moved around, staying in taverns and inns, never having a settled place.

I hadn’t considered how empty it all was… Not until now.

“Hermes said I would need the obol to return to the mortal realm, yes.”

I couldn’t bear to call it home. Not when it no longer meant that.

Charon turned back toward me. His silver eyes fixed onto mine. For once, his gaze was open and unguarded. It shone with need and understanding… then hardened to resolution.

His features scrunched with pain and a cry ripped from his lips. I yelped, eyes wide with shock.

Charon’s fingers gripped a coin.

He had reached into his chest and pried one free. Metallic liquid oozed over his fit and down his arm. It seeped from his chest to drip from rib to rib, bone to bone, the trail interrupted with his pained, heaving breaths.

“What have you done?” I howled.

With a sad smile, Charon flipped the coin towards me. It was warm in my palm, slick to the touch with his blood.

I hated it.

Clapping from the shore interrupted the moment. Hermes and Dionysus had rejoined us. The former smiled wide with glee, the latter persisted in his bored perusal from earlier.

Charon scrambled to cover himself again with his chlamys; his vulnerable state only made Hermes laugh harder.

“Moira, you’ve outdone yourself. I thought I’d be collecting your corpse, but here you are! You did it!”

He focused on Charon with a smug look. “I thought nothing could shake you. I’ve spent decades trying to crack that impossible shell, but you’ve never wavered. If I had known all it took was a pretty little thief, I’d have had you broken centuries ago.”

“All of this… was just to what? Elicit a reaction?” Rage coursed through my body as I stared down the god.

Dionysus had the good sense to take a step backward. Mortal I may be, but I was still a force to be reckoned with, and mortals had challenged the gods before.

Hermes, immune to my rage, smiled. “Of course it was.”

“You kidnapped me… You threatened my life… You forced me to steal from him… just so you could disturb his peace?”

He shrugged. “I was bored.”

I growled, scrambling to launch myself over the boat. I was ready to fight a god, no matter the consequences, but warm, strong arms wrapped around me and held me back.

“Moira, please. Don’t push him. He’s the only way you can leave.” Charon spoke quietly against my cheek so that only we could hear.

“No. He’s the reason you’re hurt. He uprooted my life like it was nothing. He can’t take a piece of your heart, Charon. He can’t win in his absurd ploy.”

He pressed a kiss to my neck, just above his bite. “I willingly gave the obol to you. It’s yours. Use it to get home, to survive.”

Hermes cocked his head as he took us in, an unwelcome presence in our intimacy.

“Oh, this is delightful. I see you did more than steal, Little Thief. You’ve bedded the psychopomp.”

“Don’t call me that.”

I never wanted anyone but Charon to call me that from here on. It had become his endearment and his alone. It felt soiled and wrong from Hermes’ lips.

The god tsked. “Touchy.” He shrugged, then extended his hand to me. “A deal is a deal. Let’s go.”

Charon’s arms slipped from around me, leaving me exposed and cold.

“No.”

Hermes furrowed his brow. “You’re always saying that. It’s very rude. What do you mean, ‘no’?”

“No. I’m staying.”

Charon grabbed my shoulders and spun me to face him. “You cannot stay.”

“I’ll find a way.” I was incredibly skilled at finding a way to survive. And stubbornly ignoring the countless times Charon and Hermes had told me I would die here if I remained.

“I exist between mortality and the eternal,” Charon said. “The place has honed me into a being specifically designed to thrive here. I am tied to the waters, anchored between life and death. I can survive here. You will not.”

Charon said he was living when he blinked into existence, but the obols had gradually become what sustained him. Other beings did not rest here. The wraiths were harnessed by fate, wandering the marshy shore for a century to earn passage. Only the gods could come and go.

But that wasn’t true.

Mortals, both human and demigod, had, on occasion, passed into this realm and returned. They were the names of legend, retold around evening fires and children’s beds. If they could, I could. Charon dwelt on being caught between the two worlds. What if I could put one foot into death? The current of the river jostled the boat, interrupting my thoughts.

The gods and Charon had been bickering, but I hadn’t caught a word. They were focused on each other; the distraction gave me just enough time.

With a feral grin I lept to the far side of the boat and plunged my face towards the Styx.

“No!” Charon cried. He grabbed my body and hauled me back, but it was already done. I turned, grabbed his cheeks, and pulled his mouth to mine. My palm pressed against the open area of his cheek as I spit water into his mouth. Even though he sputtered, I covered his lips with my other hand to stop him from spitting it out.

His eyes were wide with surprise, but I held tight until his throat bobbed, swallowing my offering.

“What have you done?” he rasped.

His hand clutched at his throat, then his chest, finally over his metal heart.

“I can feel you. In here.”

“The Styx siphons the soul into the water that touches you. You told me many, many times. If I need ties to the Underworld, then I’ll make them. It’s no pomegranate, but a piece of my soul was absorbed in the water. Now it’s in you. I’m forever tied to you, Ferryman. I hope we don’t get sick of each other’s company.”

His features slackened with horror. “You can’t. What if it’s not enough?”

“Well, this is all very melodramatic and touching, but we need to go.” Hermes snapped his fingers and reached forward as he approached the ferry. “Give me the obol, Moira. It’s mine, per our agreement. Consider it your fare to the mortal realm.”

Instead of complying, I glared at Hermes and popped the obol in my mouth where it would be harder for him to take.

I had had coins in my mouth hundreds of times before; it wasn’t uncommon to store them in your cheek at the market. But this was not like those times.

Searing pain took over and blood flooded my mouth. I dared not lose the coin by spitting it out; instead I swallowed, praying to gods that the coin didn’t enter my throat as I fought not to drown in my own blood.

Luckily, it was short lived. The pain subsided. The inside of my mouth felt… different. My tongue was swollen and tender from the pain, but there in the center, I felt it.

I smiled and stuck out my tongue, showing Charon and Hermes—and Dionysus, if he was even paying attention—the obol now embedded in my tongue.

“You carry a piece of my soul and I carry a piece of your heart.” My words were jumbled from the swelling and my new treasure, but Charon still understood.

He stared at me in wonder, glancing back and forth from my chest to his.

I felt different. Something coursed through my veins, filling my body with something more. Something more than that of a mortal.

“Your eyes,” Dionysus whispered from a distance.
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Charon

This absolutely wild, reckless woman.

I knew Moira would be my undoing.

Here I was, half dressed, thoroughly satisfied, aching at the thought of saying goodbye to the one soul I had cared for in centuries… and she still managed to outdo herself.

She had severed a piece of her soul and spit it into my mouth as if it was nothing.

I could feel her inside of me, like a tether linked us to one another. There was a flicker of her emotions, wispy tendrils of thought I couldn’t quite hear but could feel.

Moira put her hand on my chest and grinned, mouth once again coated with blood, but this time the crimson of hers instead of the silver of mine. I could just see the glint of the obol between her teeth.

“There’s silver in your eyes.” Around the deep brown two silver rings, one outside and one inside, had developed.

“I can feel you,” she whispered, touching a hand to her heart.

“I can feel you, too.”

My body was no longer just my own, like hers no longer solely belonged to her. We were each other’s, ours, two sides of the same coin. Inextricably tied as one.

“Well… this complicates things.” Hermes threw his hands in the air then rested them on his hips. That insufferable god couldn’t stop interrupting.

“You mortals. You foolish, foolish mortals. Always doing something to upset the balance of the world. Fucking Zeus, riding wooden horses into wars… spitting the Styx into the mouth of a psychopomp!” The last bit was louder, his frustration growing with each word.

“If you go back now, you’ll need the Underworld. If you stay here, you’ll need the mortal realm. You’re forever caught between the two, Moira.”

“So take her back and forth.”

“What?” His jaw went slack at my words.

“You take Persephone to the mortal realm and back again.” I shrugged. It was a casual movement I had seen Hermes do countless times. It felt odd, given my usual posture, but I was more relaxed that I had been in centuries, even as my world and being had been completely rewritten by my lover.

“Persephone,” he groused, then continued, “is a goddess. Queen of the Underworld. Not some mortal who got herself into an impossible situation.”

“Hermes.” I felt my eyes blaze with my rage. “You did this. You brought her here for your own amusement. You will take her back and forth, as you do Persephone, or I will tell Hades of your actions.”

He stilled. Even as a god, Hermes feared Hades. “I have many jobs, Charon. I’m a messenger for the gods and an escort for the dead. I won’t always be available for the whims of your lover.”

“When you are busy Dionysus will take her.”

Dionysus had been watching the scene with a quiet aloofness, but sputtered at my words. “Wait a moment⁠—”

I turned my glare on him, cutting him off. “Did you or did you not steal Semele from the Underworld?”

I pivoted back to Hermes. “And shall we discuss Herakles? You have both spurned the rules of the Underworld. Now you must repay me for the insult. You will transport Moira when she needs it.”

The gods looked at each other. Hermes sighed in defeat, but Dionysus hissed at him under his breath. “You always get me into terrible situations.”

Hermes ignored him and turned back to face us. “Fine.”

Dionysus grumbled, but nodded.

“Good. Now leave. Come back tomorrow and return Moira to the mortal realm.”

With a flutter of winged sandals, they were gone.
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“How could you do something so stupid?” I stroked Moira’s cheek. I couldn’t stop touching her, couldn’t stop staring into those eyes. I had gone from ignoring to hating to loving this woman in a matter of hours.

It was ridiculous considering the length of my life up to now. Mere hours turning the course of centuries. Yet I couldn’t imagine a life without her now. I understood how the gods fell for mortals with just a glance now.

“It was a calculated risk,” she huffed. “I’m a thief. I stole your heart, then I stole my fate.”

“You stole the thread from the Moirai,” I chided.

“I’m living up to my name.”

“So you are.”

She stretched up onto her toes. I met her lips. We were patient this time, no longer stoked by rage-fueled lust. I trailed kisses down her cheek, laved over the wound from my bite. It was no longer open. The teeth marks had closed over with silver, a permanent mark on her body from me.

I hummed with satisfaction. “Your bite. It’s silver. You’re marked as mine.”

Moira wrapped my hair around her hand and tilted my head to the side, baring my neck to her. “Yours, too.”

My little thief and I had thwarted fate and the gods, branded each other with our obsessive desire, and linked our very souls. Gone were my days of monotonous existence. Gone was her life of uncertainty.

The future would be many things, but it would always be interesting.
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ANUBIS’ EMBRACE: SECRETS IN THE SHADOWS
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Mara is a serial killer who disposes of her victims' bodies in an ancient, long-forgotten temple belonging to Anubis, the Egyptian god of the underworld. As punishment for her desecration, Anubis pulls Mara into the underworld, ready to torment her for eternity. But as Mara navigates the trials of the afterlife with surprising grit and determination, Anubis begins to see her in a new light. Despite her questionable pastime, there's something about Mara that intrigues him.

Mara, meanwhile, finds herself crushing on the darkly handsome god. Just as their mutual irritation gives way to an unconventional romance, Mara is abruptly snatched back to the mortal plane, leaving them both heartbroken and longing for each other.

Determined to reunite, Mara and Anubis must navigate their respective worlds, and their own tumultuous emotions. Will they find a way to bridge the gap between life and death, or will their love be lost to the sands of time?
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Content Considerations:

This story contains light horror elements, on page murder, blood and a snarky serial killer.
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Mara

Dragging the unconscious body behind me, I stumbled through the moonlit night, the sound of my boots scratching against sand and stone echoing in the stillness. The weight of my burden pressed heavily against my shoulder as I approached the ancient temple looming ominously in the darkness.

“Of all the places to dump a body, Mara, you just had to pick the creepy Anubis temple,” I muttered to myself, my voice trembling with equal parts fear and sarcasm.

With a grunt of effort, I hoisted the body onto my shoulder, wincing at the weight as I staggered up the crumbling steps of the temple.

“You really should’ve skipped that last dessert, buddy. Seriously,” I groaned with every step, feeling my thighs and butt muscles burning.

Nervous anticipation gnawed at my brain like a particularly anxious squirrel, and I shot a paranoid glance over my shoulder. I half-expected a horde of angry spirits or a peeved deity to come charging after me, waving a “No Entry” sign. But the truth of the matter was, there wasn’t anything of the sort so I just assumed it was open to all who were lost.

“Okay, Mara, you've got this,” I whispered, my voice barely audible over the pounding of my heart after the impromptu exercise. “Just dump the body and get the hell out of here.”

Summoning every ounce of strength, I heaved the body over the threshold of the temple, suppressing a groan of relief as it thudded onto the cold, uneven stone floor. The temple loomed around me, its towering columns carved with intricate hieroglyphs that seemed to watch my every move. Shadows danced eerily in the dim light that filtered through cracked and dusty windows, and the scent of ancient incense clung to the air like a stubborn memory.

I took a moment to catch my breath, wiping the sweat from my brow as I surveyed the scene. The walls, adorned with faded murals depicting Anubis overseeing the underworld, seemed to close in with a judgmental gaze. The silence was thick and oppressive, broken only by the faint echoes of dripping water and the occasional distant scurry of unseen creatures.

“Phew, that was a close one,” I muttered, wiping my brow again and rolling my shoulders to dull the ache. “Now, all I have to do is get out of here before⁠—“

Before I could finish my sentence, a deep, gravelly voice rumbled through the temple, making my blood turn to ice and my knees threaten a sudden collapse. Whoever it was, they couldn’t be human.

“You dare defile the sanctity of my temple?” the voice boomed, sending shivers down my spine and making me reconsider all my life choices. I felt like I was getting a cosmic Yelp review for my bad decisions. I mean, it was either here or the river. But everyone dumps bodies in the river. That was too obvious, and the fish were getting fat. I expected to slip under the radar for much longer in my serial killer career.

My eyes widened in horror as I turned to see a figure emerging from the shadows. His form was cloaked in darkness, looking like a cross between a fog machine and a bad hair day. I squint, trying to make out the details wondering why I didn’t just go ahead with scheduling an appointment with my optometrist for contacts for occasions just like this.

As he approached with an air of ominous otherworldly authority, his voice had that dramatic flair that suggested he’d been rehearsing for this moment since ancient times. I glanced around, trying to look casual despite the fact that my heart was doing a frantic tap dance.

Was that a real jackal’s head? I wondered, trying to focus on the enigmatic figure’s profile. You know, for a deity, his side profile was kind of cute—if you were into that whole “ancient Egyptian horror chic” thing. Which I was. I mean, who wouldn’t have the hots for a werewolf boy… except this one is no boy.

“Well, technically, I was just trying to avoid a really awkward conversation with a very annoyed deity,” I replied, trying to keep my voice steady and secretly wishing he’d crack a smile or at least give me a break. No such luck. His eyes began to subtly sparkle like a million stars—except, with a hint of impending doom.

“But hey,” I continued with a nervous laugh, “if it helps, I didn’t bring any souvenirs or disturb the decor.”

He gave no reply as he took a step forward, making me take a step back.

Desperately trying to play it cool, I stammered, “Uh, sorry about the mess. I was just, uh, dropping off a... a late-night snack?”

This place was known for its rodents and other stray dogs that liked to scavenge. I was doing Mother Nature a service really. Couldn’t he see that? Ma would be proud of me.

The jackal-headed deity raised an eyebrow—or, at least, I think he did, given the whole “ancient god of the afterlife” thing going on. His eyes narrowed into dark slits, brooding like storm clouds gathering for a particularly gloomy downpour.

Jokes on him, I loved the rain.

He looked like he was wrestling with whether to be offended, amused, or just very, very annoyed by my awkward attempt at small talk. I should probably stop mentally calling him jackal-head, he was too attractive for that.

What temple was this again? Ah yes. Anubis.

“Late-night snack?” he rumbled, his voice dripping with the kind of grumpiness usually reserved for someone who’d just found out their favorite coffee shop had run out of beans. “Is that what you call disturbing the sanctity of my sacred space?”

Didn’t he ask me this already? Maybe the poor guy had a bad memory.

He glared at me with the intensity of a thousand lost souls, the kind of stare that made me wonder if I’d accidentally stepped into a cosmic rage room. The silence stretched uncomfortably, punctuated only by the faint creak of ancient stones, as if the temple itself was holding its breath in anticipation of his judgment.

Or they’re just nosy to find out what was about to happen next. I had a second aunt once who was into weird stuff like that—shaking headless chickens, swearing the bones were talking to her.

I nodded vigorously, trying to look both apologetic and nonchalant. “Yep, that's it. Just a late-night snack. You know, like how some people raid the fridge at midnight, but, um, more... sacrilegious?”

Good one, Mara, I inwardly grimaced.

His expression didn’t change, but the silence that followed was thick with an uncomfortable mix of judgment and mild curiosity. It was the kind of silence that made me wish for a trapdoor to magically appear—maybe with a confetti cannon for good measure.

I wonder if he did magic tricks. Could he pull a rabbit out of a hat, or would that be too, I don’t know, mundane for an ancient deity?

Mara, you just had to pick tonight.

Okay, think. Think fast. He had that whole brooding, grumpy vibe going on, which might mean he was not in the mood for a long-winded explanation or a dramatic escape. I needed a plan—something swift, decisive, and maybe a little bit daring.

First, figure out if there was any way out of this temple that didn’t involve becoming a permanent resident. Maybe there was a hidden exit or a forgotten passageway. Focus on the layout of the place. Was that an old, dusty tapestry in the corner? Could it hide a secret door? Or was it just a piece of ancient decor? If anything, I could sprint over there, climb it, and possibly leap out the window and hope for the best. Sand was soft upon impact, wasn’t it?

Second, keep him talking. Deities had egos, right? If I could get him riled up enough, he may get distracted by his own grandiosity. Most men were. And he sounded male.

I stole another glance.

Yes, definitely all male.

Maybe I could compliment him on his godly attire or mention how impressive his domain was. Nothing too groveling—a girl had to have standards—just enough to keep him occupied.

If all else fails, improvise. I was pretty good at making things up on the fly. Maybe pretend to faint dramatically, or offer a ridiculously grand apology and hope he had a sense of humor buried somewhere under that intimidating exterior.

Summoning every ounce of bravado I could muster, I squared my shoulders and plastered on my most winning smile as the figure drew nearer.

“Um, hey there, big guy,” I said, my voice trembling slightly as I addressed the imposing figure before me. “Nice temple you've got here. Very...ancient.”

The deity’s eyes narrowed further, and the shadows around him seemed to deepen, swirling like a storm brewing just for me. I could almost feel the weight of his displeasure pressing down on me, thick and heavy like an ancient curse.

The same way the humidity feels in the south. It was why I moved… all the way to an ancient town in Egypt and never looked back. I mean, it had nothing to do with murdering my cheating ex and stuffing pieces of him down the garbage disposal only to have his family members who worked for the government come after me.

After the excitement of escaping without a scratch, I thought I’d take up a new hobby.

“So,” I continued, trying to keep my tone light, “what’s the deal with the whole 'disturbing the sanctity' thing? I mean, surely you have some kind of... I don’t know, warning system? A 'no entry' sign, maybe?”

The deity let out a low, rumbling growl that reverberated through the stone walls, causing dust to fall from the ceiling and making the ancient carvings seem to shift and writhe with disapproval.

Bad joke. Yeah. Love me some gothic boys, but this far into real-life horror, not so much.

“Enough of your foolishness,” he intoned, his voice now a deep, chilling echo that seemed to reverberate through my very bones. Was that hint of annoyance at the end? “You have defiled my temple, and for that, you shall face the consequences.”

Before I could react, the shadows around him fused into sinister forms—phantom-like creatures with glowing eyes and spectral limbs. They moved with eerie, fluid grace, advancing toward me with a menacing intent that made my heart race. The air grew colder, and the flickering torchlight seemed to cast monstrous, writhing shapes on the walls.

I backed away slowly, trying to avoid the advancing phantoms. My fingers abruptly brushed against something solid. I turned to find a heavy, ancient staff leaning against the wall. It was carved with symbols that seemed to pulse with a faint, eerie light.

Oh, it was my lucky day. I threw a pretty good pole vault once in high school. How different could spearing a deity be?

I grabbed the ancient staff, its surface warming as if in response to my panic. I swung it desperately, trying to create a barrier between myself and the approaching phantoms. A strange crackle of power hummed in the air around me. The staff emitted a bright light, and I screamed, startled. Good thing I didn’t let go. The blinding light pushed them back momentarily, but their glowing eyes and ghostly limbs continued to advance, driven by some malevolent will.

“Hey, you guys,” I called out, trying to sound braver than I felt. “Ever thought about, I don’t know, forming a metal band or something? You’d be great at Halloween parties.”

Anubis watched, his eyes like twin voids of infinite darkness, unblinking and merciless. His gaze pierced through me as if calculating my every move, waiting for the perfect moment to strike.

I prepared to swing again when suddenly, the phantoms halted, their spectral forms quivering as if caught in a magnetic pull. A low, guttural chant began to emanate from Anubis, filling the temple with a chilling resonance. The shadows twisted and merged, forming a massive, undulating shape behind him—a monstrous combination of darkness and despair that seemed to grow larger with each passing second.

I was paralyzed with fear, the realization dawning on me that this was no ordinary godly punishment and that this spear was pointless. The creature forming behind him was not just a figment of ancient myth; it was an entity of pure, unfathomable horror, something beyond my worst nightmares. Its eyes—if they could be called eyes—glowed with a malevolent intelligence, and its mouth opened in a soundless scream that seemed to echo through the very fabric of the universe.

“Look, buddy, I-I don't want any trouble,” I said, my voice trembling with fear as I edged away. “I'll just, um, be on my way, and you can go back to...whatever it is you do in a creepy temple like this.”

“You expect me to believe that, mortal?” he said, his voice laced with a hint of amusement. “Do you take me for a fool?”

With a final, foreboding glance, Anubis raised a hand, and the monstrous entity surged forward with a blinding speed. The light from the staff flickered and dimmed in the face of such overwhelming darkness.

In that heart-stopping moment, as the monstrous shadow reached out for me with tendrils of unrelenting dread, I could only think one thing: I had to escape. How else would I continue to keep up with my reputation? But with the walls closing in and the air thickening with an oppressive force, my options were rapidly dwindling.

Just as the shadow’s grasp was about to envelop me completely, everything went dark—an impenetrable void that swallowed both light and hope despite how wildly I waved the staff around. My last thought before the darkness took me was: Note to self: never dump a body at an ancient temple again.

Lesson learned.

This was the beginning of something far worse than I could have ever imagined.

And then, the world went silent.
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Anubis

When one of the spirits failed to transition smoothly to Duat, an unsettling wave of concern rippled through me. The journey from the mortal realm to the afterlife was a process of utmost delicacy, and any disruption was a cause for alarm. I traced the faint, dissipating trail of his life essence, leading me straight to one of the sacred temples dedicated to my name.

I had expected to find evidence of a botched mummification—a result of an amateur's clumsy handling or a misstep in the sacred rituals. Instead, what I discovered was both baffling and deeply troubling. In the sanctum of my temple, a young human female was engaged in an act of profound desecration.

Her presence was a jarring anomaly in the hallowed space. The temple, once a serene bastion of spiritual transition, was now marred by her crude actions. She was dumping a body haphazardly, treating the once-revered remains with a startling lack of reverence. I watched in astonishment and fascination as she tossed the lifeless form with eased practice.

A female, who also deals with the dead. My interest was piqued.

I could hardly comprehend what I was witnessing. My confusion deepened as I observed her actions. How had a mere mortal, especially one so evidently untrained and uninformed about the sacred rites, come to be in such a position? Her ignorance and haphazard treatment of the body were both an affront and a mystery. What drove her to commit such a violation in a space that was designed to honor and guide the spirits to their final destination?

“By the sands of time…” I muttered.

As I watched from the shadows, it became clear that this was not merely an error but a deliberate act. The energy in the temple was thick with disarray, the once-pure vibrations now corrupted by her presence. I needed to confront this intruder and restore the sacred order.

She caught me by surprise again when she was able to wield a Was-sceptre—a symbol of power. The long staff topped with a forked head emitted a beam of light that pierced through my phantom minions, leading me to believe she played an unexpected role in the spiritual order and that there was more to this little human female than meets the eye.

The shadows fold around us, consuming the grandeur of the temple and transporting us to the darkened realm of Duat. Here, the air was thick with the scent of ancient dread, and the shifting mists echoed with the murmur of my exasperation.

This blabbering mortal will be the eternal death of me. Instead of fear, she continued to stumble behind me, speaking of metal concerts and horror movies depicting beings with pins sticking out of their skulls.

“Hey, stop walking so fast! I’ve got shorter legs than you do.”

I reluctantly led her through all that was Duat, my patience wearing thin with every step she took, wondering if I should just call Osiris here and be rid of her. It wasn’t my plan to bring her here. She should have run like a normal mortal. Instead, she boldly stood her ground with her sceptre, allowing herself to be captured by the darkness.

Foolish mortal.

“Okay, this is not exactly what I had in mind for tonight,” she muttered, stumbling over an uneven patch of ground. Her voice was a blend of anxiety and awkward humor, the kind that would have been more appropriate at a poorly planned party than in the underworld.

Her attempts at casual conversation only deepened my irritation.

When I first materialized before her at my temple, my presence should have rendered any mortal speechless. Instead, she gawked at me with a blend of awe and something that looked alarmingly close to curiosity.

I didn’t like the way my body responded to such a reception. My confusion angered me.

“Whoa,” she said, her eyes widening. “Is this, like, a special effects room or something? Because if so, it’s really impressive. But also kind of terrifying. So, points for both? How much do they pay extras for horror flicks anyway? Oh! Do I get to be the one to open that weird box that destroys the world?”

“Duat,” I intoned, trying to keep my voice steady despite wanting to bite her head off to make her stop yammering. “The underworld, where souls are judged and balance is maintained. And you—” I gestured to her with a mixture of exasperation and incredulity—“are not supposed to be here.”

She blinked at me, clearly not grasping the gravity of her situation. “Well, I definitely didn’t plan for an afterlife detour on my evening stroll,” she said, brushing some dust off her shoulder as though she’d been caught in an unfortunate spill rather than divine retribution. “Any chance we can work something out? Like, a special offer on judgment?”

Arousal stirred within me, catching me by surprise. It was a sensation so unexpected that it made me momentarily lose my composure. I was momentarily at a loss for words until irritation, once again, clouded all other emotions.

Her lack of awareness was baffling. And what exactly could a mortal offer a deity? The vexation of mortals ceases to amaze me.

“You are not a soul. You are a living mortal who has trespassed into sacred space. There are protocols for dealing with such—” I struggled to find the right word, “—irregularities.”

“Protocols, got it,” she said, nodding as if she was taking notes. “So, what’s the usual procedure for handling unexpected visitors who aren’t quite dead but still trespass? Do you have a form I need to fill out, or is there a waiver I should sign?”

I groaned inwardly, both agitated and fascinated as she boldly stumbled beside me, her eyes darting around the eerie beauty of Duat with an odd mixture of wonder and misplaced optimism. Her movements were clumsy, yet there was an unmistakable determination in her posture. The scent of her, a curious blend of the recently deceased with a hint of blood, wafted to my nose, and it struck me with unexpected intensity. She smelled like home, a haunting reminder of the afterlife I was so deeply entwined with. I flicked my ears back at the wayward thought, trying to suppress the unsettling connection it evoked.

As we proceeded, the atmosphere around us shifted. A disembodied spirit, its essence unraveling like mist in the morning sun, followed us at a distance. It drifted aimlessly, its once-clear form now fragmented and dissipating into the void of Duat. The spirit’s deterioration mirrored the chaos and confusion that seemed to pervade our journey.

“I suppose we should get you to the Hall of Two Truths,” I said coldly, trying to maintain a semblance of detachment despite the turmoil within me. “It’s where the souls are judged.”

The Hall of Two Truths, a place where the weight of one's deeds was measured against the feather of Ma’at, was a destination that promised clarity amid the chaos. As we approached, the air grew heavier with the presence of ancient spirits and the echoes of divine judgments. The spirit that followed us, now barely more than a wisp of its former self, seemed to waver with the ebb and flow of our progress, adding an eerie punctuation to our path.

The little female elbows me and I stop abruptly, startled by her sudden touch. “Hey, who’s the creep following us?”

I looked in the direction of her pointing to see the disembodied spirit floating a short distance behind us.

“Your, as you say, ‘late night snack’,” I deadpanned.

She gasps and jumps back, hitting my body with hers as if seeking my presence for comfort. It was a strange sensation and thought to wrap around. My hand moved on its own accord, slowly rising to touch her skin when she elbowed me again.

“You mean that’s sleazy Yalin from the bar? The guy that molested the teenage girl before getting a drink and trying to grab me in the ass?” Her demeanor instantly shifted upon her realization, her hands instantly on her round hips. “Seems I can’t get rid of you scum. Why are you following me? I told you, I didn’t want any of your drinks or your touches.”

She took a bold step forward and my hackles rose.

“And I made sure you never touch anyone again,” she hisses like a deity in her own right with the power of life and death in her hands. “I should have cut your head off and fed it to the fishes.”

The spirit’s light shifts in hue, expanding and contracting with emotion. A few awkward moments later, the spirit’s light dims slightly, its voice cracking with frustration. “I’m trying to find peace here! Is it too much to ask for a bit of understanding?”

“Oh, understanding?” she retorts, hands digging into her hips. “Maybe try offering a bit of actual remorse before asking for that. You’re in no position to demand anything after the mess you’ve made.”

The little female swung her finger directly into my face without turning around, making me snarl. “It’s not like Anubis here is running a charity for disgruntled spirits.”

I scowled, bewildered by how I’d become entangled in their argument. The spirit’s light flickered in a resigned pattern, while she shot one last disparaging glance at the apparition.

“Just stay away from me,” she snapped before grabbing my hand and pulling me behind her. “Come on, Anubis. We don’t need the likes of him with us.”

Her misplaced optimism about our relationship clashed with the grim reality of our surroundings, and her scent—a visceral reminder of the mortal world—hung between us like a shadow. I felt the tension between my duty and the strange, unsettling attraction I harbored.

The journey to the Hall of Two Truths was not just about navigating the realm of the dead but also about confronting the unexpected emotions stirred within me by this unwelcome, yet oddly captivating, intruder.

“I suppose we should get you to the Hall of Two Truths,” I tell her coldly. “Where the souls are judged.”

“Oh, great,” she said, looking more excited than apprehensive. “I’ve always wanted to see a scale in action. Are we talking ‘Scale of Justice’ or ‘the Big Cheese’ of cosmic judgment? Because I’m really into that stuff.”

Osiris help me. My ears flicked back in agitation. This is why I’d rather deal with the dead. The dead didn’t speak. The dead didn’t do… whatever she was doing to me.

As we approached the Hall of Two Truths, a place in the afterlife where the deceased were judged before passing into an eternal paradise known as the Field of Reeds, her attempts at flippancy continued.

She glanced at the towering scales and the grimacing statues that lined the hall. “Wow, this place is really... spacious. I can totally see why you’d want to hang out here. It’s got that whole ‘endless waiting room’ vibe. So, what’s the plan?”

I couldn’t help but be perplexed by her nonchalant attitude toward what was supposed to be a solemn, intimidating space. Her casual demeanor was at odds with the gravity of our situation, and her apparent ease with me added another layer of confusion. Though, I sensed the tension she carried every time ‘sleazy Yalin’ got too close to her liking.

I guided her to the scales. “You will face the trials of Duat,” I declared with a hint of finality, my frustration barely concealed. “They will test you and—hopefully—instill a sense of respect for the boundaries between life and death.”

“Trials? Sounds like a reality show,” she quipped, glancing around with an amused expression. “Do I get a chance to win a fabulous prize, or is it just a lifelong subscription to the Underworld Gazette?”

Her comments were met with silence as I struggled to maintain my composure. The underworld was not a stage for comedy, and yet her presence made it seem as though it should be. I could only hope that the trials would impress upon her the seriousness of her intrusion.

As I watched her, a disquieting realization settled over me. Her easy banter and untroubled demeanor, so inappropriate with the solemnity of our surroundings, stirred an unfamiliar sensation within me— her presence was, in a way, profoundly affecting me.

I’d spent eons as a solitary guardian of the dead, surrounded by the endless procession of souls and the immutable duties of my role. The weight of my responsibility had long overshadowed any personal longing or desire for companionship. Yet here she was, a living spark of irreverence and vitality in a place defined by silence and death.

I’d never realized how deeply the loneliness of my existence had penetrated until she arrived. Her presence, though disruptive and puzzling, had brought a new dimension to my otherwise monotonous existence. It was as if her light-heartedness revealed a part of me that had been buried under centuries of formality and obligation.

My ears flicked back. I wondered what it might be like to have a companion who could bring a touch of humanity into my otherwise detached existence. Someone who could see the humor in the grim, the light in the darkness, and perhaps, even make the trials of the afterlife seem a bit more bearable.

The idea was both intriguing and unsettling. It made me question my own isolation and the routines I had grown so accustomed to.

As I prepared to guide her through the trials, I couldn’t help but wonder if this unexpected companion might bring more than just temporary disruption. Perhaps she would offer a different perspective on my world, one that I had never imagined, and in doing so, reshape my understanding of what it meant to be truly alone.
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Mara

The echo of my footsteps was swallowed by the oppressive silence of the Hall of Two Truths. One thing I was glad about is that I still had my body and clothes on when I found myself in Duat, unlike sleazy Yalin.

The grand space was lined with towering statues and ancient, grimacing figures that seemed to peer into the depths of one's soul. The very air was thick with the weight of judgment and the murmur of eternity. My skin prickled with awareness despite feeling curious about this whole process.

Heh. And I didn’t even have to die to experience it.

I glanced sideways at Anubis beside me. The guardian—tall, imposing, and cloaked in the gravitas of his ancient role—had been an enigma from the moment he’d stepped into my world with his starlit eyes. His brooding presence and the shadows that seemed to cling to him created an air of mystery that was both intimidating and oddly compelling. As he guided me through a realm that felt like a cross between a divine courtroom and an endless waiting room, I found myself increasingly drawn to him.

His solemn demeanor and the way he navigated the eerie beauty of Duat with an almost otherworldly grace were fascinating. The more I spent time around him, the more I was captivated by his enigmatic nature. What had initially seemed like a burdensome duty—dealing with a figure wrapped in ancient authority—began to feel like a strange, dark allure. There was something compelling about his gloomy personality, a magnetism hidden beneath layers of formality and detachment.

Plus, I was a sucker for tall, dark and handsome characters.

“This place is really something,” I remarked, trying to mask my unease with my usual sarcastic flair. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d say this is the ultimate reality show set. Do I get a chance to win a fabulous prize, or is it just a lifelong subscription to the Underworld Gazette?”

Anubis didn’t respond, his face a mask of stone. I took that as my cue to continue.

“Your fist trial is the challenge of wisdom,” he spoke without emotion.

Sleazy Yalin’s disembodied spirit materialized with a flicker of malevolent amusement. “Oh, look at you, stumbling into the land of the dead like you’re on some kind of misguided vacation,” he sneered. “Didn’t anyone tell you that wisdom is not exactly your strong suit? Seems you’ve managed to find yourself in the most appropriate place—judging by how easily you’ve managed to bungle your way here.”

I rolled my eyes, barely containing my frustration. “Look creep, if you’re here to make things harder, don’t worry—you’re doing a great job on your own.”

Yalin’s spirit glowed brighter with mockery. “Oh, I’m just here to add a touch of reality to your little adventure. Maybe if you’d actually paid attention instead of acting like this was some sort of cosmic amusement park, you wouldn’t be in this mess.”

Anubis cast a sidelong glance at the spirit but chose to remain silent. His gaze returned to me, unreadable as ever.

“Ignore him,” Anubis finally said, his tone cold. “The trials are designed to test your resolve and intellect. Your focus should be on the challenges ahead, not the distractions of the underworld.”

I squared my shoulders, meeting Anubis’s gaze with renewed determination. “Alright, let’s get this over with. I’m ready for whatever this trial throws at me.”

As I stepped into the chamber, the shadows seemed to close in around me, but I pushed Yalin’s taunts to the back of my mind. The trial of wisdom awaited, and despite the disruptions and mockery, I was determined to prove myself worthy of navigating the trials of Duat.

The chamber was dark, save for a single beam of light illuminating an ornate pedestal. On it lay a scroll, inscribed with ancient texts and riddles. I approached cautiously, laughing hysterically to myself because… I can’t read this stuff.

“Let’s see what kind of riddles you’ve got for me,” I muttered, taking the scroll in my hands with false hope. The symbols were unfamiliar, their meanings as elusive as the shadows dancing along the walls. I squinted at the scroll, my mind racing to decipher its contents. I could feel Anubis watching from the shadows, and I wondered in passing if he was checking out my butt. It was a nice one, if I do say so myself. All those dumped bodies made for heavy-lifting squats.

As I worked through the riddles, a familiar, irritatingly snarky voice broke through the silence. “Is that all you’ve got? I’ve seen more challenging puzzles in children’s games.”

I glanced around, searching for the creep that wouldn’t leave me alone. Sleazy Yalin materialized in bits and pieces, hovering with an air of mockery. His light flickered with amusement. “Hey, did you get lost in the maze of your own thoughts, or are you just not as smart as you thought?”

“Great,” I muttered. “Just what I need—an annoying ghost with a superiority complex.”

“Must you always make your presence so disruptive?” Anubis rumbled, his authoritative voice pulling Yalin back.

Ignoring them both, I focused on the scroll, managing to solve the riddles after what felt like an eternity. The chamber brightened slightly as the scroll disintegrated into dust, signaling the completion of the first trial.

Phew.

The second trial was a test of strength and endurance. A massive, shifting labyrinth unfolded before me, its walls made of dark stone that seemed to pulse with an eerie energy. I navigated the maze, feeling the pressure of time and the weight of unseen eyes upon me. Were the other deities watching me fumble through this mess?

Anubis’ presence was a constant, though he remained eerily silent as I worked through the physical challenge. His silence was unsettling; it was as if his gaze was both a burden and a source of encouragement. I should have brought some pom poms for him as he stood on the sidelines.

“You know,” the spirit’s voice chimed in again, “this maze looks like it was designed by someone who hates fun. Ever thought about taking a shortcut?”

“Why don’t you go bother someone else?” I shot back, annoyed. He was like a fly that kept buzzing in my ear.

Yalin’s light flickered with a hint of annoyance. “I’m only here to keep you on your toes. Besides, it’s not my fault you’re the one who’s stuck in this mess.”

As I emerged from the labyrinth, exhausted but triumphant, Yalin’s spirit hovered nearby, its light flickering with a mix of condescension and reluctant admiration. “Well, look at you. You managed to find your way out. Impressive, I suppose.”

“Don’t get used to it,” I retorted, wiping sweat from my brow. “Your sarcastic commentary isn’t exactly what I’d call motivating. And why are you even allowed to follow me? Isn’t this, like, cheating?”

The final trial was one of the heart—a confrontation with my deepest fears and regrets. The chamber was a dark void, and as I stepped into it, I was surrounded by spectral visions of my past mistakes and moments of regret. Like when I should have woken up early for that buy-one-get-one sale on knives back in the States. Such a missed opportunity. I had to use a dull serrated one on my ex because his cheap ass never bought me a knife sharpener.

As I faced my last ghost—a haunting figure of a person I had killed by accident because he was a witness to another of my kills—I felt a profound sense of release. The specter faded, and the chamber brightened, signaling the end of the trial.

The Hall of Two Truths seemed to breathe a sigh of relief as I completed the trials. Anubis, still a figure of stoic authority standing from afar, finally spoke. “You have faced the trials with courage and resolve. The truths you sought are now yours to embrace.”

Yalin’s light hovered near, his presence less intrusive but still evident. “Well, you survived. Congratulations. I suppose I can admit that if I was in your shoes, I’d probably kill me too.”

“Really?” I said with exasperation, wondering why he was still following us around.

Before I could leave, without warning, the atmosphere around us shifted.

I turned to see a new presence: Ma'at, the goddess of truth and cosmic order, appeared with a grace that seemed to bend the very fabric of the hall. She leaned casually against one of the imposing columns, her figure radiating an effortless elegance. Her robes, a shimmering cascade of gold and deep blue, caught the dim light of the chamber, giving her an almost ethereal glow. Her gaze was fixed on Anubis, and her lips curled into a playful smirk.

“Well, well, what do we have here?” Ma'at’s voice was melodic and teasing, the lilt of her tone carrying an undercurrent of amusement. “Anubis, I see you’ve found yourself a new companion. And not just any companion, but one with a rather rebellious streak. How charmingly unconventional.”

Anubis’s expression darkened, his eyes narrowing as he regarded Ma'at with a mixture of irritation and wary respect. “Ma’at. To what do we owe this… intrusion?”

“Oh, don’t be so glum,” Ma’at replied, her voice a lilting melody that seemed to dance through the hall. “I was simply passing through and couldn’t resist a peek at this new drama unfolding in the Underworld. You’ve been so absorbed in your duties that I thought a little distraction might be in order.”

She turned her attention to me, her gaze lingering with a curious blend of amusement and intrigue. “And you must be Mara, the intrepid undead soul who managed to stumble into Anubis’s carefully ordered chaos. I must say, you have a rather delightful way of upending the norms. How do you manage to keep him so… disconcerted?”

I raised an eyebrow, matching her playful tone with a hint of defiance. “Well, if I’m upsetting the grand order of things, it must mean I’m doing something right. Besides, I haven’t seen you around before. Are you always this… casually involved in others’ business?”

Ma’at’s laughter was a soft, melodious sound that filled the hall. “I do enjoy a bit of mischief from time to time as Anubis can attest to.” She winked at him and my back stiffened with a hint of jealousy. “It’s a rare pleasure to see someone so thoroughly stir the pot. Anubis here has been so stoic and serious for eons. It’s refreshing to see him ruffled, even if just a little.”

Anubis shifted, clearly displeased by the turn of events. “Ma’at, if you have something to say, perhaps it would be better suited to a time when it does not disrupt the proceedings.”

Ma’at raised a slender hand in a mock gesture of apology. “Oh, relax. I’m merely here to observe, not to interfere. Though, I must admit, watching you navigate these trials with such fervor is quite entertaining. And the way you kept your intense gaze on the girl…”

“What exactly do you need, might I ask? I don’t want to hold up Anubis and his duties, as you know,” I snapped a bit harsher than anticipated, her presence stirring something feral within me.

Ma’at’s eyes widened slightly in surprise before she let out a raw laugh. “Oh, such fire! I suppose it’s not every day that one stumbles upon a situation so delightfully perplexing. I was merely curious about your... connection to Anubis. It’s not often I see him so… preoccupied.”

Anubis’s gaze hardened, his nostrils flaring. His usual composure seemed momentarily shaken, a hint of frustration flashing across his features. Was I really the problem? I thought I was entertaining him. Was he frustrated with me like she insinuated?

Ma’at’s words echoed in my mind, and I couldn’t shake the feeling that she was here just to stir trouble where there hadn’t been any. Her presence seemed designed to provoke doubts and stir up discord, turning what was already a daunting situation into something more than what it was.

I glanced sideways at Anubis, trying to gauge his true feelings through his stern facade. Was he genuinely displeased with me, or was Ma’at simply manipulating the situation to amuse herself? I had thought my presence here might have added an element of unpredictability to his otherwise orderly existence, but now I wondered if I had inadvertently caused friction where there was none before.

Ma’at glanced back at Anubis, her eyes twinkling with mischief. “And you, my dear Anubis, might want to reconsider your approach. It seems you’re not as unshakeable as you’d like to believe.”

Anubis’s gaze was steady but edged with frustration. “Your observations are noted, Ma’at. However, this is a matter of judgment and order. If you have no further purpose here, I would appreciate it if you would allow us to leave.”

Ma’at’s smile widened, and she pushed herself off the column. “Very well, Anubis. I shall take my leave. But remember, a little disruption can often lead to unexpected revelations.”


[image: ]


Mara

With that, Ma’at vanished as suddenly as she had appeared, leaving the hall in a disconcerting silence. I turned to Anubis, catching the slight tension in his posture and the faintest hint of a scowl on his face.

“Well, that was something,” I said, attempting to break the lingering awkwardness. “Seems like you’ve got quite the reputation around here.”

Anubis’s expression softened, though his gaze remained inscrutable. “Ma’at has a tendency to make her presence known at the most inconvenient times. Do not let her antics distract you.”

I nodded, trying to regain my composure. “So where do we go from here?” My face heated up at my insinuation of us continuing on together, and I quickly coughed to cover my slip. “I mean, where am I going from here?”

Anubis’s gaze remained steady, though I caught a glimmer of something almost imperceptible in his eyes—perhaps an acknowledgment of the awkwardness. “Yalin will be sent to the Hall of Two Truths for his final judgment. His presence here has been a disruption, and I cannot allow such interference to continue.”

I glanced at Yalin’s spirit, who had been quietly hovering near us, his ethereal form flickering with a mix of annoyance and resignation. “So, you’re sending him to face his judgment on his own?”

Anubis gave a curt nod. “Yes. It is not a task that requires my direct involvement. You, however, still have the trials ahead of you. I will need to focus on the process of guiding Yalin to his final destination.”

Yalin’s spectral form shifted uneasily, and he gave a haughty snort. “Lucky me. Off to the Hall of Two Truths where I’ll get to listen to you judge me while you dally about in your precious trials. How delightful.”

Ignoring Yalin’s sarcasm, I turned my attention back to Anubis. “Next trial? I thought I was done?” I was secretly excited to be spending more time with Anubis, but I didn’t want to let him know that so I schooled my features into seriousness. “What do I need to know for the next trial? I’m ready to face whatever comes.”

I could be my own mind playing tricks on me, but it looked as if Anubis’s gaze softened a fraction. “The next trial will test your resolve and your ability to discern truth from deception. It is designed to challenge your inner strength and your clarity of purpose. Keep your wits about you and trust your instincts.”

I nodded, taking in Anubis's words. The weight of what lay ahead was starting to feel like a particularly heavy backpack, but I tried to steel myself for the challenge. I couldn't help but chuckle internally. Honestly, this was turning out to be unexpectedly more thrilling and complex than my usual tasks of plotting my next kill and figuring out how to dispose of the body. At least here, I was getting a front-row seat to cosmic drama without the mess.

As Yalin drifted away toward the distant Hall of Two Truths, I turned back to Anubis, who was already focused on his duties. I couldn’t help the flutter of excitement that bubbled up inside me. Like a schoolgirl with a crush, I took a chance and grabbed Anubis’s hand again, my heart pounding. Admittedly, maybe it was Ma’at’s presence that pushed me to do it—the innate need to claim him growing stronger the longer we were together.

“Then let’s proceed. I’m ready,” I said.

Anubis looked down at our clasped hands with an unreadable expression but made no move to withdraw. A sense of warmth and anticipation filled me as we prepared to continue.

From behind us, Yalin’s spirit let out an exaggerated groan, clearly annoyed. “Oh, really? How precious. Just what we need, a budding romance in the middle of cosmic bureaucracy. And here I thought this was supposed to be a place of judgment, not a matchmaking service.”

I shot a wry smile over my shoulder. “Yalin, if you’re so bothered, maybe you should focus on your own damn judgment instead of being nosy. Oh wait, you don’t have one. You seem to have lost parts of your body on the way here,” I chuckled.

Yalin’s spectral form flickered with irritation. “Oh, I’ll be sure to enjoy every minute of this. And just so you know, the trials are no picnic, regardless of who’s holding whose hand. Keep that in mind before you get too cozy.”

I turned back to Anubis, who was now looking at me with a hint of amusement in his eyes as well as exasperation. “Well, I’m ready when you are, big guy.”

Anubis gave a nod, and we began walking toward the next chamber. As we approached, a sudden disturbance caught our attention. Yalin’s ghostly form was writhing in frustration at a distance. The energy in the air crackled with a hint of dark humor.

“Looks like Yalin’s having a rough time,” I murmured to Anubis, trying to suppress a grin. Serves the creep right. If he was bold enough to molest teenage girls, who knew what else he was capable of in his lifetime?

Anubis’s gaze remained stoic but there was a slight twitch at the corner of his mouth. “Indeed. It seems the trials are not as forgiving as he might have hoped.”

From the distance, Yalin’s spirit howled in frustration. “Are you kidding me? I was this close to passing! Just a fraction more, and I’d have made it!”

His voice echoed through the chamber, carrying a mix of rage and disbelief. It was clear that his failure was not just a minor slip; it was a dramatic defeat by the narrowest of margins. His spectral form flickered erratically as if struggling to grasp the finality of his judgment.

I looked at Anubis with a raised eyebrow. “He really did have high hopes, didn’t he?”

Anubis gave a small, almost imperceptible smile. “Ambition and arrogance often lead to such dramatic outcomes. The trials have a way of ensuring that only those truly prepared will succeed.”

We continued forward, the sound of Yalin’s frustrated wails fading behind us. The next challenge awaited, but as I walked beside Anubis, the sting of Yalin’s failure seemed to add an unexpected touch of satisfaction to our journey.

As we moved through the winding corridors of Duat, I found myself caught between awe and a strange, bubbling excitement. The underworld’s majestic and eerie beauty was captivating, but more than that, the opportunity to explore it with Anubis felt oddly significant. To me, it almost felt like a date, though Anubis seemed as oblivious to this notion as ever.

Typical male.

I glanced sideways at him, sending him a wry smile. “You know, Anubis, since I’m here and all, it would be a shame not to get a proper tour of Duat. I mean, I’d hate to miss out on seeing all the sights.”

Anubis raised an eyebrow, clearly intrigued but not quite understanding the full extent of my enthusiasm. “A tour? I have duties to attend to, and the trials are the primary focus.”

I flashed him a playful smile and elbowed him. “Oh, come on. It’ll be fun! You can show me the highlights of your domain. And besides, it might be a nice break from the monotony of judgment and trials. Consider it a chance to unwind and… share a bit of your world with me.”

Anubis looked thoughtful for a moment, his gaze lingering on me as I tried to bat my lashes. It felt silly, but with a guy like Anubis, one could never be too sure he was getting the obvious message of my interest.

“Very well. I suppose a brief tour wouldn’t be entirely out of the question. There are areas of Duat that are rarely seen by the living.”

My heart skipped a beat at his agreement, and I tried to keep my excitement in check. “Great! I’m really looking forward to it. I promise I won’t be a nuisance.”

He gave a curt nod and began to lead me through the labyrinthine halls of Duat, his demeanor as composed as ever. As we walked, he pointed out various features with the same detached professionalism he had shown throughout the trials. He reminded me of that guy in the commercials for eye drops to cure dry eyes.

“This is the Chamber of Reflections,” Anubis explained, gesturing to a room filled with shimmering, eerie mirrors. “It is where souls confront their past deeds and their consequences.”

I tilted my head, admiring the reflections that seemed to twist and shimmer with their own enigmatic light. “Wow, that sounds intense. So, is it like a cosmic reality show where you get to judge everyone’s worst moments?”

Anubis’s eyes flickered with what might have been amusement—or maybe it was just an artifact of the shadows. “Not exactly. It is more of a personal revelation.”

“Sounds like a lot of fun,” I said with a smirk. “Or, you know, the kind of thing that makes for a great dinner conversation.”

I wagged my eyebrows but Anubis continued, seemingly unaffected by the emotional weight of his explanations. “And over here is the River of Shadows, where lost souls drift before their final judgment.”

My gosh, what would it take for this guy to just… I don’t know, throw me down right here and kiss me?

But, I held back, telling myself that I was probably moving too fast for a deity like him. I followed his lead, my eyes widening at the dark, flowing river that seemed to whisper secrets as it moved. “This place is incredible. Do you have a tour guide uniform or a fancy hat for these excursions? Because I think you’re rocking the ‘mysterious and imposing’ look quite well.”

Anubis glanced at me, his expression remaining neutral but with a hint of curiosity. “It is my duty to oversee these realms. It is a solemn responsibility.”

Right over his head.

I grinned, trying to keep the mood light. “Well, you’re definitely making it less solemn and more, I don’t know, ‘mysteriously charming.’”

By the time we reached a serene garden of luminous flowers and whispering winds, Anubis paused, seemingly content with the tour. “This is the Garden of Eternal Rest. It is a place where souls find peace before their final transition.”

I took a deep breath, inhaling the ethereal scent of the flowers. “It’s beautiful. Thanks for the personal tour, Anubis. I didn’t expect to get the VIP treatment in the underworld.”

Anubis nodded, his gaze softening slightly. “I’m glad you could see more of Duat. It is not often that someone takes an interest in the intricacies of this realm.”

I couldn’t help but smile, feeling a strange sense of fulfillment. “Well, I’ve enjoyed every moment. It’s not every day you get a personal tour of the underworld. Next time, though, maybe we can do dinner before heading to the cosmic trials?”

Anubis gave a small, almost imperceptible smile in return. “I’ll keep that in mind. Though there is not much to eat in a place filled with the dead.”

“Oh, right, right. It’s not like you guys keep the cannibals or anything. You don’t right? Because I’m sure there are plenty of them out there, even in this day in time.”

Anubis’s ears flattened and I bit my lip, wondering what it signified. Was he upset? Was I rambling too much? Were my jokes too morbid?

“You are a strange female…” he finally let out, his tone much lower than before, sending butterflies into my stomach. What would it feel like to hear him whisper my name while I felt his hard body beneath his obsidian fur…

I opened my mouth to say something witty to kill the awkward moment when Anubis suddenly pulled me against him, and kissed me.
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I hadn't exactly planned on kissing a jackal in my lifetime, but that certainly didn’t stop me from giving it a go. Anubis’s fur felt surprisingly soft beneath my fingertips, and the warmth of his breath against my lips was both unexpected and exhilarating.

The best part? The sound of his tail wagging behind him.

The kiss was a blend of strange sensations: the coolness of his otherworldly essence mingling with the warmth of our shared breath. It was unlike any kiss I’d ever experienced, a mix of ancient mystery and raw, undeniable attraction.

Perhaps he was feeling the same tension I had been since our initial meeting.

Anubis responded with a fierce, controlled passion, his arms encircling me in a way that conveyed both tenderness and a possessive claim. His touch, while gentle, was firm, as though he was anchoring me in this extraordinary reality.

When we finally pulled away, I found myself breathless and slightly disoriented, as if I’d been swept away by a tide of emotions—beyond infatuation—I hadn't fully anticipated. Anubis’s eyes locked onto mine, revealing a depth of feeling that went beyond words. There was a quiet intensity in his gaze, a profound connection that transcended the boundaries of our respective worlds.

“I didn’t think kissing a deity would feel quite like that,” I murmured, my voice trembling with the weight of the experience.

Anubis’s lips curled into a rare, enigmatic smile. “And I didn’t anticipate that I would find such... unexpected pleasure in it. Though I do not like to think you’ve been pondering over kissing other deities.”

I arched an eyebrow, a playful smirk dancing on my lips. Was that jealousy I heard? Of course, I couldn’t help myself but to prod a little more. “Oh, you caught me. I’ve been secretly compiling a list of deities to kiss, and you were, without a doubt, at the top.”

Anubis’s eyes narrowed slightly, a possessive edge sharpening his gaze. “Is that so? I trust you’re not planning on testing out your list anytime soon. After all, I wouldn’t want to see any other deity fall into unexpected misfortunes.”

His words sent a shiver of excitement through me. I hadn’t expected such an assertive response, and yet, there was something undeniably thrilling about his possessiveness. He made me feel like I was someone special to him, not just a passing curiosity.

And what girl didn’t like that? Cue face-fanning moment.

“Well, you’ve certainly set a high bar,” I said, my voice tinged with genuine admiration. “I’m not sure any other deity could match up to such a unique... experience.”

I threaded my fingers along the fur of his chest and smiled as his tag began wagging again. Maybe he lacked a range of emotions because his tail did it all for him.

Anubis’s lips curved into a rare, almost dangerously fanged smile. “Flattery will get you far, but remember, Mara, in this realm, I prefer to keep what’s mine. Consider this your warning.”

I took a step closer, feeling the intensity of his gaze and the weight of his words. The thrill of being so singularly desired was intoxicating. My heart raced, not just from the proximity but from the way his possessive tone made me feel undeniably cherished.

I wondered if all my chosen victims felt the same way, I laughed to myself.

“Noted,” I said with a playful edge, trying to mask the fluttering of my heart. “I’ll make sure to keep my attention focused right where it seems to be most appreciated.”

The moment lingered between us, charged with the unspoken promises and possibilities that lay ahead. As we resumed our journey, the underworld seemed to pulse with a newfound energy, the shadows around us whispering of secrets yet to be uncovered and connections still to be explored.

We had just stepped into a secluded alcove, a quiet corner of the vast underworld, where the flickering torchlight cast long shadows on the walls. I could feel the intensity of the moment as if the very air was holding its breath.

Anubis turned to me. His usual composed demeanor was momentarily softened by the closeness, his gaze lingering on mine with a hint of something I couldn’t quite place.

“Your curiosity about Duat has been... unexpected,” he said, his voice low and rough, as though he were grappling with his own emotions.

I felt my heart race, the warmth of his proximity contrasting sharply with the coolness of the underworld. “And your willingness to show me around has been... unexpected too,” I replied, my voice barely more than a whisper.

We stood there, inches apart, the tension between us crackling like electricity. Was he going to kiss me again or should I go for it this time? Would a second kiss solidify us as a couple?

I could feel the magnetic pull of Anubis’s presence, his eyes dark and intense, holding me in a way that made my heart race with both excitement and a hint of apprehension.

Just as I was about to bridge the gap between us, the sudden appearance of Ma’at shattered the moment. She materialized, once again, with an air of effortless grace. Her presence was as sharp as a dagger and just as unwelcome.

“Ah, Anubis,” she said, her voice dripping with mock sweetness. “Still attached to your little undead pet, I see, minus the annoying insect of a spirit that followed you all the last time. How delightful to see you two getting along so well.”

Anubis’s posture stiffened, and his gaze turned to her with a mix of frustration and resignation. “Ma’at. To what do we owe the pleasure?”

Ma’at’s eyes flicked over to me with a mixture of curiosity and disdain. “Well, I couldn’t help but notice that you’re getting rather... cozy with your guest. However, I’m afraid I have to point out a small, rather inconvenient detail.”

Though I braced myself for whatever came next, I wasn’t prepared for Ma’at’s next words. “Mara here, as charming as she is, isn’t actually dead. Therefore, she doesn’t quite fit the criteria for permanent residency in Duat. She can’t stay.”

My heart sank. Well, wasn’t that just peachy? I glanced at Anubis, hoping for a sign that this was all some twisted joke. His face, usually a mask of inscrutable calm, now carried a shadow of disappointment.

“Is that so?” I said, trying to mask the sting of Ma’at’s announcement with a forced casualness. “Well, it seems I’ve managed to crash the afterlife party at just the wrong moment. How typical.”

Anubis’s eyes were locked on mine, and I could almost see the wheels turning in his head as he processed Ma’at’s interruption. My awkward attempt at humor felt like a small, futile attempt to deflect from the embarrassment of the situation.

Ma’at gave a half-hearted shrug. “Timing is everything, dear. And unfortunately, you’re on borrowed time.”

With that, Ma’at’s form began to dissipate.

“So,” I continued, trying to sound nonchalant despite the shifting mood, “since I’m not exactly on the guest list for eternity, how about you show me a few more highlights of Duat before I’m, you know, unceremoniously booted out?”

Anubis’s lips twitched, the barest hint of a smile playing at the corners as he regarded me with an amused, if slightly resigned, expression. “I suppose we can make the most of the time we have. Let’s proceed.”

As we continued through the underworld, the weight of Ma’at’s revelation lingered, but I tried to push it aside. I focused on the fleeting moments of our unexpected connection, savoring them even as I prepared myself for the inevitable departure. The ancient corridors of Duat seemed to stretch endlessly before us, a blend of eerie beauty and chilling, albeit sometimes morbid, grandeur.

My mind raced with thoughts of how I could possibly find a way back to Anubis, despite the constraints Ma’at had laid out. It wasn’t in my nature to accept things at face value, and I was determined not to let this be the end of our encounter. I mean, who knew if this was the last time I’d get to have a chat with a deity who wasn’t just trying to trap me in eternal torment?

As we passed through a particularly grand archway, a thought struck me. My heart quickened as a plan began to form. Maybe there was a way to leverage my unique situation, to use my outsider status to gain an advantage. I was practically vibrating with the thrill of potentially outsmarting the underworld’s finest. And let’s be honest, if I could turn this mess into a victory, it’d be a great story to brag about—adding to my killer resume.

I chuckled at the inside joke.

“What if...” I started, more to myself than to Anubis, “there’s a way to make this work? What if there’s something I could do that would allow me to stay longer?”

Anubis glanced at me, his expression unreadable. “What do you have in mind?”

Before I could answer, Ma’at’s voice echoed through the corridor, her presence felt even if she was nowhere to be seen. “Ah, scheming already? I do enjoy a good game. But remember, Mara, the rules are not as flexible as you might hope.”

Creepy. Was she spying on us? Ma’at the voyeur.

I exchanged a determined look with Anubis, my mind already racing through possibilities. Had I finally reached the point where I was outwitting ancient deities? My inner voice was practically screaming, Talk about overachieving.

With a determined grin, I whispered, “Give me a moment.”

As we turned a corner, I began to formulate a plan, piecing together fragments of ancient lore and legal loopholes that might just give me a fighting chance. It felt a bit like trying to solve a Rubik’s cube while blindfolded. My heart pounded with anticipation, knowing that the next steps could change everything. Or at least make for a very entertaining catastrophe.

Just as I was about to reveal my idea to Anubis, a sudden burst of light illuminated the corridor ahead, casting long, ominous shadows on the walls. My breath caught as I saw a figure emerging from the light—an entity cloaked in shifting darkness and ancient power. The figure’s presence seemed to ripple through the very fabric of Duat, and my pulse raced with both fear and excitement.

Great, I thought. Just when I’m on the verge of a genius move, a dramatic plot twist comes in to upstage me. Anubis’s eyes widened slightly, his usual composure momentarily disrupted.

I glanced at him, my mind still reeling from the possibilities. The figure moved closer, and I realized that my window of opportunity was closing fast. Whatever was about to unfold could either be the key to my plan or the end of it.

With a deep breath, I prepared to tell him what I had planned when a large hand clamped on my shoulder and jerked me away from Anubis.

Ugh. Can’t a girl catch a break?
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Anubis

I lunged to grab her, but my hands grasped nothing but empty air. A guttural growl escaped me, and my fur bristled as my ears pinned back in frustration. I scanned the area frantically, searching for any trace of who had taken her.

I needed more time.

A new emotion surged within me, rising with a fury that was both startling and intense—anger. As if the feelings Mara had stirred within me weren’t enough, a tempest of rage now roiled inside me.

Turning on my heel, I stomped toward the labyrinthine passages of Duat, needing to find the calm I once had. As I was pacing, an unsettling shift in the ambient energy caught my attention. The air grew heavy with an uninvited presence, and my instincts immediately alerted me to the arrival of one of the more troublesome deities.

Nephthys.

Her entrance was marked by a ripple through the darkness, a sudden drop in temperature that made the very essence of Duat feel uneasy. The corridors seemed to contract, the shadows deepening as if recoiling from her presence. I braced myself, knowing full well the trouble she brought. Nephthys was notorious for her jealousy and her unrelenting need to be the center of attention. Her motivations were as tangled as the shadows she commanded.

“Anubis,” Nephthys intoned, her voice dripping with an unsettling mix of silk and venom, “I’ve heard you accumulated a pet of sorts. Where is she?”

I turned slowly, my expression one of begrudging acknowledgment. “Nephthys. What business do you have here?”

Her eyes gleamed with an unsettling satisfaction, and she took a step closer, the temperature dropping further in her wake. “Oh, just a casual inquiry. I couldn’t help but notice the commotion surrounding your new companion. It seems you’ve been indulging in quite the spectacle.”

I stiffened, my anger simmering just beneath the surface. “My business is none of your concern, neither is what you’ve heard. I suggest you leave before your curiosity leads you to more than you can handle.”

Nephthys’s lips curved into a sly smile, her presence commanding the air around her. All it did was annoy me. “Such fiery words, Anubis. But you see, when it comes to matters of ritual and the sacred, I do have an interest. Your guest has stirred something within the fabric of our world. I merely wished to see it for myself.”

I narrowed my eyes, frustration mixing with a growing sense of urgency. “If you’re here to stir trouble, you’ve succeeded. Now, if you have no legitimate reason for your presence, I suggest you leave before you draw further ire.”

Nephthys’ gaze lingered on me, her eyes reflecting a glint of something more sinister. “Very well, Anubis. I shall leave you to your… dramatic affairs. But remember, the threads of fate are delicate. Play with them carelessly, and you might find yourself entangled in ways you hadn’t anticipated.”

With that, she turned and drifted away, her presence fading into the darkness with an eerie grace. The oppressive gloom of Duat returned, the corridors resuming their unnerving stillness. I was left alone with the weight of her ominous words and the looming threat of the consequences she hinted at.

I clenched my fists, my anger and determination solidifying into a fierce resolve. Nephthys’ presence had only intensified my need to selfishly seek out Mara and ensure she was safe.

I was lost in my thoughts, grappling with the best way to rectify the situation, when a familiar, disembodied voice broke through the gloom. The voice was unmistakable and dripping with a mix of condescension and unwelcome foresight.

“I warned you, Anubis,” Ma’at's voice echoed, her tone as serene and dispassionate as ever.

I turned sharply, my eyes narrowing as I followed the sound. Ma’at materialized before me, her figure emerging from the shadows with an ethereal grace.

“Ma’at,” I growled, trying to keep my voice steady despite the simmering anger that threatened to boil over. “Your warnings are less than helpful at the moment.”

Ma’at's gaze was unwavering, her eyes fixed on me with a mix of curiosity and detachment. “And yet, I did forewarn you of the consequences of such interactions. The balance must be maintained, Anubis. Even the smallest disruption can lead to significant outcomes.”

Her calm demeanor only served to heighten my irritation. I clenched my fists, my frustration palpable. “You have no idea what it’s like to deal with these disruptions firsthand. Your warnings do little to address the immediate problems.”

Ma’at’s serene expression remained unchanged, though her eyes flickered momentarily as if assessing my demeanor. “The consequences of your actions are yours to bear. The scales of justice are not easily swayed.”

Before I could respond, Ma’at’s gaze shifted, her eyes narrowing as she registered the growing darkness around me. The air itself seemed to thicken, a palpable weight pressing down upon us. Shadows lengthened and twisted, undulating with an unsettling rhythm that matched the pulsating, ominous energy radiating from me.

Ma’at’s eyes widened imperceptibly, her usually composed demeanor faltering as the atmosphere became increasingly oppressive. The darkness swirled around her, pulling at the edges of her elegant form, and the very essence of Duat seemed to shiver in response. The once-familiar gloom now felt alive, pulsating with a sinister intent that mirrored the dark aura enveloping me.

The shadows writhed like living things, their elongated forms stretching and contracting from my own body as if in anticipation of something terrible. My mouth watered as my fangs began to elongate.

“Well,” Ma’at said quickly, her voice taking on a more urgent edge, “it seems my presence is no longer required here. I must take my leave.”

With that, Ma’at’s figure began to dissolve into the shadows, her departure swift and almost hurried. The finality of her exit was marked by a soft, disembodied whisper. “Good luck, Anubis.”

As Ma’at’s presence faded completely, the oppressive silence of Duat returned, but it was now tinged with an added layer of unease. Her abrupt exit had left me alone with my turbulent thoughts and a growing sense of urgency.

I took a deep breath, trying to steady myself. The dark aura that surrounded me was a reflection of my inner turmoil—a manifestation of the frustration and determination that now fueled my resolve. Nephthys’s interference and Ma’at’s ominous departure were not going to deter me. With a clenched jaw, I stormed toward a path that would potentially alter the course of everything.

Navigating through the oppressive darkness, I sought a way back to the mortal realm, driven by a single, focused purpose: to find the little human female that has ensnared my very being.

The path was fraught with the eerie whispers of Duat, each step drawing me closer to the boundaries of the underworld.

The familiar, imposing silhouette of my temple began to take shape through the swirling shadows. The ancient structure was a beacon of stability amid the swirling chaos of my mind. The grand columns and the heavy stonework of the temple loomed ahead. I quickened my pace beneath the stars of the night sky, each stride resonating with the echo of my determination.

As I approached, the temple's entrance seemed to beckon me with an almost tangible sense of familiarity. The intricate hieroglyphs etched into the stone glowed faintly, casting a soft, reassuring light that cut through the encroaching gloom.

I stepped into the cool, solemn interior. The air was thick with the scent of ancient incense and the weight of countless rituals performed over millennia. The grandeur of the hallways, adorned with depictions of divine events and sacred rites, was a reminder of the power and legacy that lay within these walls.

I made my way to the central chamber, where the sacred altar stood—a focal point of worship and the heart of my domain.

The scene that greeted me was anything but expected. There, in the midst of the chamber's tranquility, was Mara once again. Her figure straining under the weight of a large, lifeless body she had hefted over her shoulder. Her face was smeared with grime and sweat as well as blood.

I stopped dead in my tracks, momentarily stunned by the bizarre spectacle. Mara, who had once seemed so out of place in the underworld, now appeared oddly at home amidst the sacred relics and ceremonial objects. She looked up, her eyes wide with surprise, her breath coming in heavy, ragged gasps.

“Anubis!” she exclaimed, a hint of relief in her voice, dropping the corpse unceremoniously on the ground beside her. “You’re back!”

I blinked, trying to process the sight of her running toward me with a smile on her face. The sacredness of the temple seemed to clash with the absurdity of the situation. She leaped the last closing distance, her form crashing into me as I wrapped my arms around her in an attempt to keep balance.

“What are you doing?” I managed to ask. Was she finding her way back to me the same way I was finding my way back to her? The organ in my chest constricted uncomfortably.

Mara shrugged, her eyes twinkling with a mix of mischief and exhaustion. “Well, I figured if I was going to be here, I might as well help out. Found this body and thought it would be a waste to leave it lying around. Figured you’d appreciate the gesture. I even made sure to get the right materials for mummification. I mean, if I wrapped myself up, you’d end up with the wrong—well, in this case, right—body.”

I couldn’t help but chuckle, though the sound came out more like a growl. “How very... practical of you. Next time you’re looking to contribute to my divine duties, maybe try something a little less... grisly. Like offering me a nice cup of tea.”

She grinned, her breath finally steadying. “If only I’d known that was the kind of help you wanted. Tea doesn’t exactly fit the theme of ‘sacred burial rites,’ does it? But hey, I’ll add it to my to-do list for next time.”

My laughter faded into a low, dark hum, the corners of my mouth twisting into a more serious expression. I reached out, my fingers brushing lightly against her cheek, wiping away the smear of blood with my thumb. The touch was more possessive than tender. Her skin felt warm and alive beneath my fingers, a reminder that she was back in my arms.

“Mara,” I murmured, my voice low, “you have a way of turning even the most somber of duties into something... almost intoxicating.” My thumb traced a slow, deliberate path over her lips, a gesture that spoke of my deepening fascination.

Why did I feel the need to touch her this way? The need to selfishly lay claim.

Her eyes met mine, and her wicked smile made my heart—if it could be called that—pound with a mix of longing and primal need. I could see the way her breath caught in her throat, a sign of the effect I was having on her as well.

“I didn’t expect to find myself in this place,” she said softly. “Okay, I lied. Just certainly not in this kind of... situation.”

I leaned in, my gaze locked onto hers. “Sometimes,” I said, my voice dropping to a dark, sultry whisper, “the most unexpected encounters are the most consuming. They burn away the illusions and leave nothing but the raw, unfiltered truth.”

Mara blinked, her eyes wide and slightly dazed by the intensity of my words. She gave a small, incredulous laugh, breaking the charged silence. “Well, if this is your idea of a divine confession, I’m both flattered and slightly alarmed. I didn’t realize my knack for stumbling into trouble was quite so... alluring.”

My fingers threaded through her hair with a possessive intent, my touch growing firmer, more insistent. The air between us seemed to crackle with a dark, magnetic energy, a force pulling us inexorably closer. The celestial duties, the eternal darkness—they all seemed to fade into insignificance compared to the intensity of this moment.

Before she could respond, I closed the distance between us, capturing her lips in a kiss that was fierce and consuming, a clash of shadows and light. It was a kiss that conveyed a dark hunger, an urgent need that went beyond mere physicality. It was as if I were trying to draw her essence into myself, to fuse our beings in a way that defied the very nature of our existence.

The darkness around us seemed to acknowledge the fire she had ignited within me, a fire that promised both fulfillment and destruction.
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Mara

You know, they say there is always a first for everything. And apparently, stripping naked in the temple of Anubis with the deity in question watching me with hunger was what was on the menu for tonight.

Before I could step out of my pants, Anubis lunged at me like a beast going into a rut, landing us both on the floor of his temple a few inches away from whatever his name was. Just a minor detail to our special moment together.

“Woah there, big guy,” I gasped as he nuzzled my neck, licking up the column seductively with a nip along my jaw. The cool tip of his nose creates a strange sensation along with my growing arousal.

It had been a while since my last sexual encounter. I didn’t count my little quickie with myself when I killed my ex.

When I ran my finger along the fur of his jaw his tail wagged and I swooned. How could such a simple act make me feel this way? He panted as he continued to lick down my body. The chill from the outside quickly left as both our bodies began to rise in temperature.

Opening my legs, I wrapped one around his hip. In a bold move, I press him closer to me, making him growl.

With a firm grip beneath my underarms, Anubis scooted me up until his face was in line with my breasts, scraping my back deliciously across the temple grounds. I moan as his mouth worships my breasts while his hand caresses the slope of my sides as if he were trying to memorize my shape without the use of his eyes.

“That feels good,” I whispered when he sucked on one of my nipples, teasing it into a hard bead. Rubbing his head, I ran my fingers along the tips of his ears, fascinated with the way they flexed under my touch.

He ran his fang between my breast and down my soft stomach. I should be more self-conscious of my stretch marks but at this moment, all I could concentrate on was Anubis’ face and hot breath getting closer and closer to my pussy.

Widening my legs like a wanton harlot, I grabbed the back of his head and led him directly where I needed him to go.

Since Anubis’ kiss, desire like I had never imagined grew into an inferno. It didn’t help that I was yanked out from Duat before I could speak with him one last time. What kind of horrible timing was that? It almost felt as if someone planned it, forcing us apart. My heart ached with not just a yearning, but a desperate need to get back to him, to make things right. He didn’t get a chance to hear that I wanted him to. I wasn’t sure if my submission to his kiss translated clearly.

Knowing Anubis, it probably didn’t and I refuse to destroy whatever chance we had together. As I concocted a new plan to reunite him, my mind kept going back to his scorching kiss. It buried deep into my very core, fueling fantasies that danced tantalizingly just out of reach.

And I hated being edged like that.

But whatever Anubis was doing with his tongue right now? That I could deal with.

I yelped in surprise when Anubis grabbed my ass, shoving his face deeper between my legs, his tongue wickedly performing some sort of ritual inside of me. With a gasp, I surrendered myself completely to his tongue’s invasion of my deepest places. His eyes were a black void, their once-stellar sparkle now extinguished by his growing carnal desires.

“The taste of divinity can be found on the tip of my tongue,” he groaned. The vibration of his voice sent a shiver down my spine.

My own mouth watered, wondering what he would taste like in return but before I could close my legs, he dragged my body down and sat me up, putting me face to face with the most fascinating cock I had ever witnessed as he got to his feet.

It was angry and red like blood. Bumps protruded in patterns along his shaft as if round metal beads were implanted beneath his skin.

I panted like a bitch in heat as Anubis watched me from above, his hand slowly stroking his cock.

“Eyes on me, Mara.”

I pressed my legs together and immediately followed his command. From this angle, he was as divine as he allowed himself to be.

“Plead before this deity, little mortal. Beg me to ruin you for all others.”

My eyes widened and my jaw dropped. Who was he? Where did this version of him come from? I had to admit, despite the shock and bewilderment, I could feel a flush of unexpected excitement spreading through me. It was almost comical how swiftly and completely I was captivated by this new, commanding presence. His shift in demeanor was like a switch had been flipped, transforming him from a figure of divine mystery to a force of irresistible seduction.

I tried to keep my composure, but my body had other ideas. It was as though every word he spoke was a string being pulled by a grand puppet master. My hands crawled up his thighs, scratching along the area with thinner fur. I watched with fascination as his large hand continued to stroke his angry cock, the tapered head bumping against my bottom lip. I darted my tongue out and teased his slit, making his grip tighten.

His reactions fueled me, a spark igniting a trail of desire that coursed through me with startling intensity. I was both intimidated and inexplicably aroused by his sudden shift in power, as well as becoming aware of my own over this mysterious god before me. Amused and aroused beyond reason at our mutual teasing, the conflict between my rational mind and my body’s reaction created an almost cartoonish spectacle of longing and bewilderment.

“Open your mouth, Mara. It’s time to worship,” he growled.

I did as commanded and hummed in approval as his girth stretched me. He tasted divine, as cliche as it sounded, but all I could think about was the way his hand traveled from his cock to the back of my head, gripping my hair.

I dug my nails into his thighs, urging him to use me as he saw fit—to use me like the slave he made me to be in this moment of carnality. His thrust came slow and torturous, pushing further and further to the back of my throat. The beads on his shaft created an uncomfortability that only led my dark imagination toward what it would feel like inside of me in other places.

I moaned around him, making his lip curl, showcasing his fangs in warning. The taste of his prerelease on my tongue made me hungry for more as my hands traveled around the underside of his cock, teasing and squeezing him until his thrusts became erratic.

With a hiss, he pulled out abruptly, forcing me onto my back as he slammed his mouth on mine. We tasted each other on our tongues, our kiss becoming frantic with our loss of control. Tendrils of black smoke extended from his form as if another entity had been trapped beneath his flesh. Eyes that glittered like the stars watched as its phantom mouth gaped open as if in pain. While all this was happening, Anubis’ fingers traced along my pussy, swirling around my clit before dipping inside of me, pulling my attention away from the supernatural.

“Your mouth pleases me,” he hums, biting along my shoulder, leaving tendrils of black smoke in his wake. “Let’s see if your pussy will do the same.”

Good god in high heaven or Duat below. I was going to need Anubis to tie me up and use me until the end of time he continues to be like this. The shadow demons emerging from his essence slowly wrapped around us, cocooning us in darkness. The sound of my breathing was loud in my ears as Anubis’ fingers continued to play with my clit, pushing me to the brink of ecstasy only to take it away just as easily.

Arousal coated the entirety of my inner thighs as he continued to push and pull, to nip and suck along the exposed flesh of my collarbone. The shadows around us fused and pulled at themselves—phantom-like creatures with glowing eyes and spectral limbs watching their master have his way with me while I was at his mercy. They moved with eerie, fluid grace, advancing toward me with a lustful intent that made my heart race. Their dark fingers trailed all along my skin, as if urging their master to increase the intensity of his torture. The air grew colder as our bodies turned into flames. The flickering torchlight fought to illuminate the scene around us as the shadows fought back. Monstrous, writhing shapes morphed in and out of each other behind Anubis’ back as his commanding aura forced my eyes to focus solely on him.

“Anubis, I—” Always one with a witty comeback or something snarky, I was at a loss for words as he edged me again. I thrashed and whimpered, tears springing from my eyes as his fingers pinched and pulled.

“I’m going to come,” I panted.

He chuckled darkly in my ear. “I don’t see how that’s my problem.”

And with those words, my world exploded as my climax barreled through the erected walls building from his tease. The cry that escaped my lips echoed through his temple, bouncing off the walls as it slowly turned into sobs while Anubis forced me to ride each crashing wave like a punishment.

“I can’t. It’s too much,” I choked, holding onto his shoulders for dear life—or was it death?

As my climax died down, I felt my body wane. Anubis growled and forced my legs open once again, spreading me wider than before. “Nothing is too much for a god. We’re far from done, little mortal.”

With a growl, he thrust the head of his cock between my legs while his fingers continued their ministrations. I threw my head back, covering my face with my hands as the shadowed specters around us began to swirl, teasing my arms, coaxing me to watch my master play my body. The phantoms wrapped around my wrist, pulling my hands down to my sides as I looked down to see Anubis’ angry, blood-red cock tease my entrance.

The sight was too much. Anubis’ ab muscles flexed with each half-thrust he pushed inside of me. His jaws flexed as he gritted his teeth against his own form of self-torture. No being should be this attractive. No being should have this much power over my libido as if brought on by command.

“Heel, Mara. Heel to your master and be a good girl. Come for me.”

Another climax hit me like a sledgehammer and I threw one of my arms over my face and sobbed from the pleasure and pain. The waves of this release could very possibly kill me and I reveled in the fact that it would mean I would see Anubis in Duat once again.

Was it morbid of me? Perhaps. Would I regret dying by too many climaxes? Hell no.

My body shook from the last wave and I gripped Anubis’ tense shoulders. He watched me as I let out a tired but satisfied sigh before snarling in my face. “Now, it’s time to offer your sacrifice to your deity.”

“Wha—”

In one strong move, I was flipped onto my stomach with my ass in the air. The shadows around me pushed against my back, forcing me into a sharp arch as Anubis gripped my hips.

The first hard thrust took my breath away. Anubis buried himself so deeply inside my womb I swore it wanted to come out of my throat. He set a harsh pace against my sensitive flesh, making me feel every inch of the beads around his shaft. They scraped and teased, gliding against our combined arousal, perfuming the temple.

Just the thought of someone walking by, smelling us, knowing exactly what went on here made my blood rush to my head, and my pussy pulse with need. The greedy ho wanted everything Anubis gave her. She was desperate for him to fill her greedy mouth with his godly essence.

It was the snarls and growls that snapped me out of my lust-filled haze, my vision blurred by the shadows around us. It felt as if we were in limbo, between the realm of the living and the realm of the dead as Anubis pounded my flesh.

The loud slaps drowned out my cries for mercy as I clawed at the floor of the temple, trying to find leverage against his carnal punishment.

“Please.” I wasn’t sure what I was begging for, but I knew it was the only way.

“Your pussy pleases me, little mortal. I can feel it gripping my cock, begging for me to feed it.”

“Yes. Please!” I cried out in a half sob as he buried himself so deeply inside of me, that my knees scraped along the ground. Anubis covered my back with his hot body and with a sharp inhale, I whined as something inflated inside of me, stretching me to the point of discomfort.

Anubis licked my shoulder and the column of my neck. “That’s a good little mortal. You take my knot so well, don’t you? Look at how pretty your pussy looks with me inside of you. You’re so wet for me.”

I whimpered in response to his encouragements, the feeling of his tongue and the light scraping of his teeth soothing something inside of my mind.

His hand slid across my rounded stomach, slowly sliding to my clit.

“I’m going to keep your womb filled, Mara. There’s no going back now. You belong to me.”

He thrust again and I shook in his arms, right before my knees gave way and Anubis wrapped me in a tight embrace and the shadows began to dissipate.
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Amon

The early morning sun cast its gentle rays over the world as the realm of gods stirred to life. I lounged on my opulent throne, seemingly indifferent to the divine dramas unfolding around me. The grand halls, adorned with sacred hieroglyphs and opulent tapestries, seemed to echo my lack of interest as I absently traced patterns in the air with my fingers.

The usual serenity of the morning rituals was broken by the arrival of Nephthys, her presence as unexpected as it was unwelcome. Her eyes, usually pools of calm, now glinted with a sharp edge of irritation. She was flanked by a few minor deities, each looking increasingly uncomfortable as they followed her lead.

I barely lifted my gaze from my idle contemplation.

“Nephthys,” I drawled, my tone lacking the usual bearing, “what brings you to disturb my morning?”

Nephthys stepped forward, her dark robes rustling like a gathering storm. “Great Amon, I come with a matter of some urgency concerning Anubis.” Her voice, though controlled, carried an edge of possessiveness.

Her jealousy was going to be her downfall.

I sighed, adjusting my position on the throne with a languid stretch. “Anubis again? What’s he done this time?”

Nephthys’ face tightened, her patience wearing thin with my apparent apathy to her supposed plight. “It’s not just something. His actions in the Underworld have been excessively harsh. There have been numerous complaints about his judgments being far too severe.”

Was that so? Yet, this was the first time anything was brought to my attention. How curious. My eyes flicked to Nephthys with barely concealed boredom. “I see. And you’re here because...?”

Nephthys took a deep breath, her lips pursed. “Because his actions are affecting the balance of the Underworld and creating unrest among the souls and deities. He’s supposed to be fair, not vengeful.”

Vengeful? Anubis? The jackal barely contains emotions let alone the need for vengeance.

Her irritation was palpable, and the minor deities behind her shifted uncomfortably, clearly caught in the crossfire of her escalating temper. One of them, a young scribe with an anxious glance, ventured forward. “There have been reports of Anubis meting out punishment beyond what’s warranted. His personal grievances seem to be influencing his decisions.”

I yawned, the gesture exaggerated as if I were trying to stifle my disinterest. “How charming. So, Anubis is letting his personal biases affect his work. What a novel development.”

Nephthys’ eyes flashed with a mix of jealousy and a possessive yearning. “It’s not just novel, it’s dangerous. If Anubis continues on this path, it could disrupt the delicate balance we’ve worked so hard to maintain.”

Yet, she bore me no evidence of his crime, strictly hearsay.

I stretched lazily, my expression one of mild annoyance. “Alright. I’ll speak with him. But really, I’m more interested in finding out why you’re so invested in this. Could it be that you’re jealous of the attention he’s getting? Or perhaps you’re just annoyed that your own domains are overshadowed?”

Nephthys’ composure faltered for a moment, a flicker of vulnerability crossing her face before she regathered herself. “My concern is for the greater good, Amon. If Anubis’ actions go unchecked, it could have ramifications far beyond personal grievances. And besides, I have a deeper interest in seeing that things are set right.”

Since when? I kept my thoughts to myself.

Her eyes shifted to the side, a possessive glint betraying her true feelings. “He has always been a figure of my domain. His role, his power—everything about him should align with my vision for the Underworld.”

And there it was. The truth buried among the thorns of lies.

I remained unimpressed. “Fine. I’ll have a chat with Anubis and see what’s going on. But you might want to temper your expectations. You know how stubborn he can be.”

With a wave of my hand, Anubis appeared, his jackal-headed visage radiating an aura of austere dignity, his scent…

A raw laugh left me while Nephthys glared in his direction with obvious disdain.

“Great Amon, you called for me?”

Once my laughter died down, I narrowed my eyes. “Yes, Anubis. We need to discuss the recent complaints about your handling of the Underworld. It seems you’ve been a bit... excessive in your judgments.”

Anubis stepped forward, his gaze sharp and calculating with a hint of something I hadn’t seen before. “I’m fully aware of the complaints, Amon. They are as much a testament to my commitment to order as they are a reflection of the discord among the souls. I have made decisions based on what I believe is necessary to preserve the balance.”

He ignored Nephthys which only further angered her.

I stifled another yawn, my patience wearing thin. “The situation might demand strictness, but not at the cost of fairness. If you’re letting personal feelings influence your decisions, it’s a problem. The balance we strive for requires not just order but equity.”

Anubis’s eyes flashed with a cold, unyielding resolve. “It seems the one indulging in any sort of sentimentalities would be Nephthys. My role is to enforce the laws of the Underworld, even if that means making hard choices. If you think my actions are driven by personal vendettas, you’re mistaken.”

Nephthys stiffened. Her voice, now laced with a subtle but unmistakable possessiveness, cut through the tension. “Precision and intent are all well and good, Anubis, but if your actions are creating unrest, it’s a sign that your methods need reevaluation. I care deeply about the balance and harmony of the Underworld. Your current approach threatens that.”

Anubis faced her directly, his expression unwavering. “Do you now? I assure you, Nephthys, my decisions are calculated. If there are complaints, they stem from those who fail to understand the necessity of my judgments. I will not be swayed by the whims of objectors.”

I watched the exchange with a mix of amusement and mild exasperation. “Alright, Anubis, I’ll take your word for it, but you need to temper your approach. If the unrest continues, I’ll have to intervene further.”

Nephthys stomped her foot and growled, making me roll my eyes with annoyance.

With a curt nod, Anubis withdrew, leaving me and Nephthys in the dimly lit chamber. Her face was a mask of barely concealed jealousy and frustration.

“Well,” I said with a dismissive wave, “I’ve done my part. If Anubis doesn’t adjust his methods, we’ll deal with it as needed. In the meantime, try to find something to occupy your own time, would you?”

Nephthys huffed before schooling her features. “I appreciate your intervention, Amon. Though, given your evident lack of enthusiasm, I suppose I should be grateful for whatever effort you make.”

I watched her leave, a smirk playing at the corners of my mouth. The celestial dealings continued, and though I found them tedious, I knew the importance of maintaining the divine balance. With a final sigh, I turned back to my throne, ready to resume my languid watch over the realms, resigned to the never-ending cycles of divine drama.
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Mara

The evening air was thick with tension as I hurled another lifeless body toward Anubis’ grand temple. The corpse landed with a thud, rolling across the threshold as if mocking the sanctity of the place. I wiped my brow, glaring at the temple's imposing facade.

Anubis emerged from the shadows, his eyes narrowing in a mix of anger and annoyance.

“Must you desecrate my sacred grounds with these offerings?” he demanded. “Have you no respect for the sanctity of my temple?”

I squared my shoulders, fighting the urge to roll my eyes. “Respect? Can’t you see I’m trying to learn how to mummify? Isn’t that what I’m supposed to do to the dead? We don’t need another sleazy Yalin episode.”

Anubis, unconvinced of my explanation, crossed his arms. He seemed to be in a mood. One would think torturing my womb would keep the deity in high spirits. But ever since he returned from wherever he went, his mood had turned downright sour.

I wonder if I could push him to punish me…

“Little mortal, there are better ways in learning the mummification process and the guiding of souls…”

I scrunched my nose. I wasn’t in it to guide souls. I was in it to try and impress Anubis. Silly jackal couldn’t see flirting if it hit him in the face.

Or in Jack’s place, he got his brain smashed in by my shovel when he tried to grope me while I was trying to bury the last body. I was tired of the stray dogs that hung out at the temple. What if one bit me while Anubis was fucking the living daylights out of me or something? That would be awkward.

Anubis took a step closer, his eyes flashing with a fierce intensity. I felt a flutter in my stomach at the prospect of his anger, which, admittedly, wasn’t a good sign for my self-control. My mouth, however, seemed to have its own agenda.

“What exactly are you doing, Mara?” he demanded.

I tilted my head, a mischievous grin playing on my lips. “Oh, just making your temple look a little less... boring. Living it up, getting some new activities in. You’re welcome. I figured if you’re going to get all worked up, you might as well have a little excitement to go with it.”

“Excitement? Is that what you call desecrating sacred grounds and provoking goddesses?”

I shrugged nonchalantly, trying to hide the fact that I was still slightly off-balance from the arousal that was growing from this little confrontation. “Well, if you’d rather I stick to traditional offerings, you should’ve been more specific. But let’s be honest—your temple could use a little pizzazz. Ever thought of redecorating?”

He took another step forward until we were toe to toe, his form towering over me. “Have you forgotten your torn coverings scattered on the floor not so long ago? I believe we’ve been redecorating my temple plenty.”

My breathing rose. Woo wee. Was it getting hot in here? Or was my imagination getting the better of me? I pressed my legs together and Anubis’ nostrils flared as if he wanted me to know he smelled exactly what I was trying to hide.

His hand slowly crawled up the side of my breast and ended around my throat. “Are you secretly begging for something, little mortal?”

My mouth flapped comically as I tried to piece two brain cells together to give him a witty answer. A grin slowly spread across his face and out of character, I timidly looked away.

“I’ll get rid of the body,” I pouted.

“Good girl. If I catch you bringing in… stray corpses again, you will be punished,” he said seductively, making my toes curl beneath the scantily clad dress I wore for him. Big guy didn’t even compliment it.

“Fine,” I huffed, before pretending to jerk my face away from his grasp. I gave an over-exaggerated bend at the hip, before grabbing the corpse by the hands.

The growl behind me gave me a thrill as I made sure to cast a hooded look over my shoulder.

“See something you like, Anubis?”

He curled his lip in a snarl as his tail began to wag.

I let out a laugh before dragging the body away. Moving a corpse across the sand was much easier, the grains provided less resistance. Dropping him, I placed my hands on my hips and looked around, trying to find the best place to bury his body. Since our experience with sleazy Yalin, Anubis wasn’t as stringent with his routines and protocols.

Before I could decide on the perfect location, a gust of wind announced a shift in the realms.

A goddess of what looked like night and mourning appeared, her dark eyes locking onto me with a disapproving glare.

“Mara,” she smeared, her voice laced with venom, “it seems you’ve overstayed your welcome.”

I looked around curiously. “Overstayed how? We’re outside.”

“You know exactly what I mean!” she spat.

“Do I? And who the hell are you?” I shot back, annoyed at her entitled attitude.

As if she was waiting for that exact question, she lifted her chin. “I am Nephthys.”

Okay. She really needed to reel in that ego. Who was Nephthys?

I shot her a wry smile. “Nephthys, I think you’re barking up the wrong tree. Maybe you took a wrong turn from Duat.”

Her eyes narrowed as if she was readying for a fight. What was going on here? Who was this broad? Thoughts of the Ma’at flit through my mind and my own eyes narrowed. Was she another bitch trying to take my man? If I had sleeves, I’d roll them up right now. I guess we’re going to be kicking ass in a dress.

“You’re disrupting the balance, Mara. You’ve been warned,” she grinned.

Yeah? Two can play this game.

She lashed out with a blade I couldn’t see and I leaped back, pulling my own blade from the straps along my thigh. For a goddess who looked like she never ran a day in her life, she lashed out with surprising speed. I dodged and parried, the clash of our weapons a chaotic ballet. Each strike and parry seemed to reverberate in the desert air, a crackle of power shimmering around me. It was the same feeling I got when I wielded that weird staff the first time.

Despite the gravity of the situation, I couldn’t help but think how absurd it all was. I was going to have a talk with Anubis once this was all over. I wasn’t going to put up with all these women hanging around him with ulterior motives to get into his metaphorical pants.

“Nice moves!” I shouted between blows. “I didn’t realize you were moonlighting as a fighting deity. What did you say your name was again?”

She screeched and lunged. I nimbly leaped as part of my skimpy long dress tore from her hit.

“Ugh! Do you know how hard it was to put on this dress?”

I ducked under her swing and slammed my shoulder into her chest, taking her down to the sand.

“You’re playing with forces you don’t fully understand!” Nephthys gritted out as she threw a punch to my jaw.

I grabbed the back of her hair and slammed her face into the sand. It wasn’t as satisfying as slamming her face into the street, but it would have to do. “Nephthys, please. There’s no need for hostility.”

Nephthys slammed her body back, knocking my hand off her hair as she twisted and straddled me. I felt a surge inside me, an energy that shot through my veins like a live wire. We grappled on the ground and I slipped my feet between us, kicking her off with more force than I could imagine.

Nephthys flew in the air crashing into a familiar dark form that emerged from the shadows. Anubis’s voice boomed, a divine command that shook the very air around us. “Enough!”

Nephthys was quick to turn around, placing her hands on his chest, with crocodile tears in her eyes. “Anubis! I don’t know what’s wrong with her. I’ve done nothing to deserve this!”

My anger grew into fury at the sight of her touching him. Before I realized he shoved her away with a snarl, I grabbed her hair from behind, jerked her head back and deeply sliced through her neck. I watched with satisfied glee as her blood sprayed forth, landing in crimson droplets on the sand.

I shoved her forward and she fell onto her knees before falling face-first at Anubis’ feet.

“You should not have done that,” Anubis sighed, running a hand down his face.

I shrugged, too high on my jealousy and whatever was stirring inside me to care much about his reprimand. “Well, it’s a bit late now, isn’t it?”

I watched with fascination as Nephthys’ body dissipated into the air, leaving only the faint imprint of her form behind.

Just then, a new, more powerful, energy filled the air. I turned to see another deity materializing before us, his presence commanding and suffused with an authority that instantly demanded respect. His eyes glowed with a fierce light, and his form seemed to radiate an aura of power that made even Anubis stiffen.

“The mortal known as Mara, Anubis,” Amon’s voice boomed, each word resonating with a sense of inevitability. “It seems the balance of life and death have been shaken by… recent events.”

Anubis straightened, his face a mask of resigned acceptance. “Amon..”

Amon’s gaze shifted to me, his eyes piercing through my defiant exterior. “Mara, your actions have not only violated sacred boundaries but also disrupted the balance we strive to maintain.”

I tried to meet his gaze with a challenging stare, but the intensity of his presence made my defiance waver. “And what if I did? Nephthys was the one who appeared out of nowhere bothering my late-night duties.”

Amon’s expression darkened but his eyes revealed amusement. “The disruption you’ve caused cannot be overlooked. And as a demi-god yourself, you too will have to pay for such misdeeds.”

I felt a shiver run down my spine. What did he just say?

Anubis stepped closer to me. “Amon. I agree, Mara’s actions were reckless.”

I shot him a glare. Traitor!

“And I am willing to deal out her punishment. I’m sure Nephthys will reappear soon enough.”

Amon’s gaze softened slightly, but his authority remained unyielding. “Recklessness is a serious matter. Both of you will need to account for the consequences of your actions.”

I swallowed hard, wondering what kind of crazy sentencing he was planning to throw my way.

When Amon let out a laugh, I jumped back, watching with a bit of horror and confusion as he placed a hand on Anubis’ shoulder. “See that you keep your pet in line, Anubis. I will thank you for keeping Nephthys out of my hair for a while. The peace and quiet before she rematerialized is a reprieve we all needed.”

Anubis nodded, his expression exposing nothing as if this was exactly what he was expecting.

Amon’s eyes narrowed as he regarded both Anubis and me. “You will both come with me. There will be a formal sentencing where your actions will be judged in front of the other deities. The balance must be restored, and the consequences of your choices must be faced.”

Anubis looked at me, his eyes darkening. “It seems we have no choice but to comply.”

With a reluctant nod, I stepped forward, the energy inside me still crackling with tension. As Amon extended a hand, a swirling vortex of darkness opened up before us, ready to transport us to the place where our fates would be decided. As I glanced at Anubis, I couldn’t help but wonder what awaited us at the end of this divine reckoning.
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Mara

It didn’t take me long to get used to Duat.

The half-formed bodies with missing pieces were another story.

“So who killed you?” I asked one of the floating spirits with an awkward form.

“The Night Butcher.”

Huh. I liked that. Good name choice for a serial killer.

After Amon’s sentencing, things had taken a turn for the better. All his hubbub was for protocol in front of the others so they didn’t assume he was playing favorites. But I knew the real deal because Anubis was my favorite deity too. I mean, it helped that he found every opportunity to punish me in delicious ways.

After the discovery of my abilities, Amon sentenced me to an eternity chained to my master of punishment. I pretended to argue, but I saw a few of the others roll their eyes.

What could I say? I lived to entertain.

Anubis and I had weathered the storm of divine wrath, and our penance had turned into a sort of cosmic bonding experience. And let me tell you, nothing says “growth” like a few months of shared trials and tribulations. We had both been required to mend our ways and respect the sacred boundaries we’d once stomped over like rowdy tourists.

That was why I was tasked to help see the newly dead to their trials with my partner in crime, Nubi. He hated the pet name but it wasn’t his decision.

“Well, we might as well get this over with then. Come on.” Anubis pinched my butt and I yelped. I turned toward him with a scowl. “What was that for?”

“I suppose we should get you to the Hall of Two Truths,” he said coldly to the spirit as if reading from a boring textbook. “It’s where the souls are judged.”

Protocol. Right. Right.

We led the spirit to the Hall of Two Truths, where the weight of divine judgment would soon befall him. The Hall, with its ancient, shadowed corridors and enigmatic scales, was the place where souls faced their trials alone, stripped of worldly comforts and confronted with their deepest truths.

As the spirit entered, the massive stone doors of the Hall creaked shut behind him, and I could almost hear the collective breath of Duat holding in anticipation. His fate was now sealed within those hallowed walls, and our part in his journey was complete.

With the spirit out of sight, I turned to Nubi, my mood lightened. Grabbing his hand, I gave it a playful swing.

Anubis looked at me with that familiar mix of exasperation and affection, the kind of look that suggested he was still trying to figure out how he’d ended up in this romantic comedy with me.

“I never imagined,” he said with a long-suffering sigh, “that a series of missteps would lead to something so… right.”

I shot him a teasing grin. “Well, isn’t that just the hallmark moment we didn’t know we needed? Here we are, proving that even gods and troublemakers can end up with a happily-ever-after.”

Anubis’s lips quirked in what could only be described as a reserved smirk. “Yes, well, if this is a romance, I’d prefer it had fewer divine melodramas and more peace and quiet.”

I laughed, nudging him playfully as we made our way toward another randomly placed column. “Oh, come on. Admit it—life’s a lot more interesting with a bit of cosmic chaos. You’d miss it if it were gone.”

I elbowed him playfully before wagging my eyebrows.

“Do I get a chance to win a fabulous prize, or is it just a lifelong subscription to the Underworld Gazette?” It was something I mentioned the first time I arrived here, the memory of how this all started making me snicker.

Anubis gave me a sidelong glance, a hint of playful annoyance in his eyes. “I suppose you think you’ve made my life more… colorful?”

“Absolutely,” I said with a wink. “It’s like you went from starring in a solemn epic to headlining your very own romantic dramedy.”

Anubis shoved me against the column and my eyes widened. “Mara, I never knew color existed beyond the monotony of my duties, not until I stumbled upon a little mortal female desecrating my temple.”

If he wasn’t holding me up, I would have melted into a puddle from swooning.

“Are you trying to tell me you like me, big guy?” I teased.

A low rumble came from his chest as he pressed his very hard and wet erection against me.

“You drive my desires to the brink of madness. How am I supposed to focus on what is necessary here, when all I can think about is how well your pussy takes my cock?”

I blinked a few times, trying to comprehend his words through my lust. “I-I guess we’ll just have to fix that, won’t we?”

With a growl, he lifted me until my legs wrapped around his hips, his cock trapped between us, torturing us both.

We both watched as he thrust himself between us until a bead of precum leaked from his slit. My mouth formed a little ‘o’ when he swiped it with a finger and ran it along my lower lip, his eyes darkening as he mentally commanded me to taste him.

I darted my tongue out while keeping my eyes on the beast before me, knowing how much he liked me submitting in all ways to his authority over me.

His tail wagged as he slammed his lips on mine before throwing one of my legs over his shoulder to slip his massive cock inside of me. He swallowed my gasp, nipping at my lips as he began thrusting between my legs, my pussy still a bit sore from our earlier tryst between escorting spirits.

The beads on his cock in addition to being folded like a taco drove my pleasure up faster than I could anticipate. Anubis, attuned to my body, knew I was close so he covered my mouth with a knowing grin.

His arrogance made my pussy spasm to the point of pain and pleasure as he continued to drive himself into me until he howled, locking himself inside of me with his knot.

I nipped his palm as he panted beside me, telling him to uncover my mouth.

He licked the shell of my ear as I berated him. “If you didn’t want me to make any noise, why did you howl?”

He chuckled, pushing himself further inside of me before letting my legs slide down to his hips. “Because I wanted everyone to hear me punish you. I can’t let them know how much you crave my knot inside of you.”

I gasped in mock offense, placing my hands on his chest. “Who said I want you that badly, huh?”

He nipped my neck and I laughed before he shifted his hips, making me moan. I leaned in closer, my smile widening. “Admit it, you’d be bored without me.”

He gave me a lop-sided grin, clearly both amused and slightly annoyed. “I’d prefer fewer cosmic crises, but I suppose I’ll manage.”

“Hey!” I pouted.

“I assure you, little mortal, as long as I keep your womb full, you’ll manage as well.”
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Thank you for reading Anubis Embrace: Secrets in the Shadows. If you want to check out some of my other books, then why not check out Her 13th Hour!

https://books2read.com/u/mdX9qX
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She just wanted to kill a crush, but some spells are too literal.

Now Genevieve has to go to hell and back to save her best friend’s soul.

With the help of her poltergeist girlfriend, getting to the underworld is “easy as f*ck”. Finding him among a myriad of sins… not so much.
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Rule number one of a haunted house should probably be “don’t fall in love with the two-hundred-year-old poltergeist.”

But “don’t go into the cellar” is a good one too.

I’ve done my best to make sure no one does.

The house is more than two hundred years old, but the padlock is brand new.

I replaced the lock and chains last month when the old metal finally succumbed to rust.

Grabbing the cold metal, I give it a shake, doing my nightly check that everything is safe and secure.

“No one needs to go down there tonight.” And even though the house isn’t mine, I like to think of myself as its caretaker.

I look up the siding to the window where dim light flickers. The paint is chipped and flaking. Some of the boards have begun to crumble. Maybe I’ll ask her if I can fix them this summer when the air doesn’t hold this sour chill.

There are a few other things on my checklist and the sun has started to set. My time is running out.

I hurry around the side of the house and up the porch, to where I left my bags.

But when I open the door and let it swing wide on creaking hinges, someone behind me shrieks.

“Genevieve, wait!”

A shadowy figure runs toward me, across the field, but as soon as I see her coppery braids flailing, I know it’s not some well-intentioned stranger trying to stop me from going into the house.

It’s just Minnie.

My twin sister bolts up the stairs, her heels thud on the boards, but she stops a good five feet from the open door.

Julia doesn’t let her inside anymore, and Minnie’s smart enough to respect her banishment.

She gulps air and leans forward, hands to knees. “I need a page from the book.”

The book.

Minnie and I have never had a problem sharing, but I can’t let her take it. Until I’m done.

“Not a chance.”

“Please? Chad is coming over and I need it.”

Our “boy problems” couldn’t be more different.

“I can’t. If you want it, you’ll either have to wait or memorize what you need in the next five minutes.”

She shakes her head, braids flailing. “There’s a third option.”

She takes another step and I move between her and the bags.

“I swear on everything unholy, I will not take it off this porch.”

I hesitate, but she swore…

I look past her as I pull the green bound book from one of the bags and when I hand it to her, she starts flipping through the pages.

It’s a full moon Friday night.

The corn maze our grandmothers run each fall had an unusually high number of visitors today, but they’re almost gone.

Minnie should be over there, kicking out the last of the stragglers who’ve driven all the way out here to see two witches’ handiwork. Even if they think the “witch” thing is just a gimmick.

Tonight is the first night our grandmothers have been gone all year. They left Minnie in charge of the maze because they have their own spells to perform.

Their absence is the reason I was able to liberate the book. They’d never have let it leave the scrying room if they’d been here to stop me.

“There it is.” Minnie’s words are all excitement and relief.

I hear the paper tear and I tense up like a cat.

Eyes wide, disbelief keeping me silent, I turn to Minnie. She stands with the torn-out page in hand and a smile on her face.

Physically, we might be identical, but otherwise…

“Minerva Humphries, what the hell did you just do?” I snatch the book up from where she’s left it on the boards and finger the jagged remains of where the page used to be.

“Don’t worry, I’ll fix it in the morning,” she says with a conviction that lacks the surety I’d like it to have. “It will be fine!”

“Will it?” I close the book and clutch it to my chest.

She shrugs. “I’ll make it fine.”

She bites her lip and peers at me. “What are you going to use it for, anyway?”

I don’t call her out for changing the subject. “I’ll tell you if—when it works.”

She nods and looks into the dark house. “Say ‘hi’ to your girlfriend for me…”

A lamp near the stairs flickers.

“She heard you.” I don’t argue that she’s not my girlfriend anymore.

Julia would contradict me and I think I’d like it… if we could have a conversation that was more than our strange version of morse code.

“You do your thing,” Minnie says, tucking the spell into the pocket of her skirt—even with tights, I don’t know how she can stand to wear them at this time of year. “I’ll do mine. We’ll see who’s still alive in the morning.”

She hops down the stairs and sprints back across the field.

“What does that mean?” I yell after her.

But she doesn’t answer me.

Picking up my bags, I go inside and close the door behind me.

There’s no electricity here, but the lamps light as I pass through the foyer, and into the drawing room where I plan to hold tonight’s fake seance.

It’s just window dressing for the spell I need to perform.

I unload the drinks on a side table and roll the rug away from the showpiece incantation circle I drew yesterday.

With a snap, I light the two dozen candles I set around the room in preparation for this farce.

“Never leave a flame unattended” is a rule for normal fire. I turn my back on the witch flame lighting the room and know that nothing will burn that isn’t supposed to.

Taking the last bag with me, I head upstairs, skipping the third step and avoiding the railing as I go. Julia might not be trying to kill me anymore, but the house is still old.

At the top of the stairs, I pause, as I always do.

The ornate mirror there is one of the few places I can actually see her.

I look past my own reflection and my face is replaced with hers.

In the dark of the mirror, she places her hand against the glass and I sigh as I touch it with my own.

I don’t know what Julia looked like when she was alive, but the face she wears in the mirror is not the one I met when I first came to this house.

Back when she was trying to kill me, her jaw stretched grotesquely long, too many teeth and eyes that stared at me like vacuous pits… She’s beautiful both ways.

Now, dark hair hangs over transparent gray skin and I think it is almost what she looked like before she was murdered.

“I have so many questions you can’t answer.” I kiss the mirror where her lips seem to be and when I pull back, I can’t see her anymore, but I feel the cold wash of her hands on my neck.

Tonight isn’t about us, though.

Tonight is about something that has gone terribly wrong in the last six months.

I pull out the book and the six-pack of beer before I drop the bag on the bed in the second largest bedroom—the one I’ve come to think of as my room.

Both go on the dresser and then I dig out the vial of prepared ingredients and take a deep breath.

There are worse crimes to commit on a Friday night than drugging your best friend so he’ll stop trying to sleep with you, right?

Especially when that drug is actually just a spelled potion meant to kill this ridiculous crush and put things back to the way they were.

Right?

There’s a flicker of something in the mirror behind me.

It’s beginning to feel like I’ve haunted this house almost as long as she has.

“It’s going to work,” I say, and the lights turn off in a wave around the room for a second before turning back on.

A sarcastic “yes.” I can just imagine her saying “sure” and rolling her eyes.

Julia and I worked out a system years ago. One light-blink for yes, two for no and a host of other random variations on the theme.

“It has to work.”

Julia doesn’t give me any kind of response. I’ve been lurking in her home long enough, she knows when she doesn’t need to.

I know, it’s a terrible idea, but after weeks, it’s the only one I have.

And Dylan keeps getting bolder and bolder.

Any day now, he’s going to trip over the line that marks the end of friendship and the start of something I won’t give him. And I don’t want to lose my friend because he’s oblivious.

I check the spell ingredients again, making sure all the proportions are right, and then add a final pinch of salt to each of the open bottles of beer. The six-pack is his favorite IPA and I am counting on the disgustingly strong flavor of the hops to hide any odd taste.

Julia brushes past me, a presence I can feel, but never see.

“Are you trying to distract me?”

Floorboards creak like a sigh. “Of course not.” I imagine her saying.

Whether or not I believe her…

The clock is ticking, and I’m running out of time before my guests get here.

But I have my supplies, and the spell is simple enough.

Thank Hecate, the incantations in this book aren’t in Latin. No pronunciation errors await me here.

But the book itself feels menacing.

Touching the spine makes my skin crawl and the way the pages crinkle send a shiver down my spine. I don’t know if that’s because Minnie tore out the page, or if it senses my intent to use it.

Bound in an eerie green leather, the pages are black, like they’ve been burned to a crisp.

The words on them are only legible to a witch’s touch.

I trace my fingers down the page, reading the spell silently once more. My fingertips come away smudged gray, like ash.

Popping the caps of all six bottles, I put pinches of my pre-made concoction inside. The beer fizzes for a moment before settling.

I glance at the clock on the wall. It hangs askew, but even after all these years, the hands tick around its face, and the time is always right.

My friends are startlingly punctual—six years of college will do that to a person—and I’ve no doubt they’ll be here on time.

Taking a deep breath, I read the words.

“Morning light and evening rush. Deal with the man for whom I can’t blush.” I swirl the bottles and watch the elixir glow before it settles back to the normal golden ale in brown glass. “Let his lust die and make his skin flush. Kill the soul of this unbidden crush.”

I stare at the bottles, half expecting them to bubble or… show it worked some other way, but there’s nothing.

Nothing to make him suspicious.

One more simple spell to crimp the caps back on and it’s done… for now.

“I hope this works.” Because the only other option I have is telling Dylan to cut it the hell out… and probably never speak to him again.

That’s the way I should do this. But I don’t want things to change. I just want my old friend back, the way things were.

Back before he started hugging me a little too long, or touching my hand in random moments.

“Do you think it’s going to work?” I ask Julia.

The lights flicker like I’ve just won a jackpot at a Vegas casino and I groan, tipping my head back.

It’s not an answer. She’s laughing at me.

“I know, but I’m desperate!”

And my time is up.
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I hear them before I get down the stairs, but I make a quick detour to put the beer in the gigantic bowl of ice with the other refreshments I’ve provided for this fake little seance.

The small group of friends I invited are still outside, waiting. All of them look back toward the cornfield where Minnie clears out the last stragglers.

“Hey guys!”

Margie and Jonas jump at my greeting. Dylan, Rose and Parry all look at me with amused, but suspicious, glares.

“Were you trying to scare us?” Rose asks. Her face is scrunched, distorting the butterflies she’s painted around her eyes. The whole month is Halloween according to her, so she’s spent every day in “discreet” costume. But it’s a Friday night and she’s actually wearing purple butterfly wings, too.

She’s got temporary orange hair dye streaked through her blond hair, yellow contacts and Hollywood sfx quality fangs.

“You look like a perfect fairy, beautiful and terrifying,” I tell her as she runs up the stairs to hug me. “And if I wanted to scare you, you’d already be halfway back to your car.”

“Well you managed it, even if you didn’t mean to,” Jonas says with an enormous smile. He’s eye level with me by the time he reaches the second step.

At six five, he stands a head above the rest, normally. He seems enormous now that he’s up here with me.

“This place is creepy as fuck, Genevieve.” He takes off his ball cap and nervously runs his hand through his hair before stuffing it back on… he needs a haircut.

“Of course it’s creepy. It’s a haunted house!” I chuckle and glance inside, but Julia is silent, as planned.

“How haunted?” He gives me a little too familiar of a smile before he goes inside, but Jonas isn’t a problem.

Rose pulls a bottle of wine out of her bag and waggles it at me. “I know you said you’d provide the drinks, but I hate showing up anywhere empty-handed.”

“Thank you.”

“And I love this.” She nudges my jacket aside and wiggles her fingers at my top. “Let me guess, you made it?”

“I did.”

She groans. “Quit college and start a clothing line already. I’ll buy every piece.”

“That sounds like a headache and a half.”

She rolls her eyes at me in mock disappointment and yells out for Jonas, heading inside.

Parry and Margie follow her, both of them looking around warily and I hear one of them question which kinds of spiders are venomous.

“You coming?” I ask, smiling down at Dylan.

My best friend has his hands stuffed in his pockets as he glares up at the house’s chipped and peeling facade.

“Not going to lie, Gen. I thought the first time you had me out here it would be to your actual house and… not with the B team.”

“Can’t have a seance with just two people.”

He doesn’t smile at that, he just shakes his head and climbs up the stairs.

He hugs me and pulls me just a little too tightly to him.

I grit my teeth when one of his hands brushes against the skin at my waist. Not an accident.

Dylan is an attractive guy. I know half a dozen women who would jump at the chance to go out with him. But I am not one of them. And in the last week or two, he seems to have forgotten that I’m not into guys… which means his attention would be better placed elsewhere.

“Okay,” I say, forcing excitement as I pull back and ignore the way his lips twist. “Let’s get inside and get this started!”

Let’s get this over with and get back to the way things were.

I lead the way inside, past Jonas, who’s stopped to gawk at the ceiling of the foyer.

“This was a farmhouse?” he asks.

“Not exactly.” Setting the wine with the other drinks and pointing to the chalk drawing on the floor. “Don’t step into the circle or you’ll have to wait around for me to draw another one.”

They chuckle and agree and rib each other. They all call me a witch as a joke, but none of them actually know. Not even Dylan.

“Is Minnie coming after she’s done?” Parry asks. He used to date my twin sister, and I’m pretty sure he only hangs out with me for the opportunity to see her again.

Parry looks like the textbook definition of a farm boy come to life. He’s a little too sweet and a little too cautious. Timid times two does not a good couple make.

“She has other plans tonight.”

He nods, but doesn’t hide his disappointment.

“Alright! Who’s drinking what?” I set the bottle of wine beside the other drinks and grab a beer for Dylan, popping the cap and handing it to him while still looking at the others.

“I’ll take one of those,” Jonas says and I hand it to him. It won’t hurt him, so there’s no point in being weird over the bottles.

I need Dylan to finish his and I don’t need him to question why.

Margie cracks open a can of seltzer as she looks all around the room. “God, this place is begging for a full gut reno.”

Petite, with her wild hair caught up in an unkempt bun on top of her head, Margie is the one I would expect to look for improvement. She’s a business major, but her passion is interior design.

“Careful. If the ghost thinks you’re going to mess with her house, you might wind up on her bad side.”

She snickers as I go to sit at the edge of the circle.

“So!” Jonas says, sitting beside me. “We’re about to meet a ghost?”

“Yes. This is Julia’s house. We’re just visiting.”

Dylan chuckles as he sits down on my other side and takes a long drink of his beer.

Good.

“Don’t you mean, ‘Ghoulia?’” he asks.

Not good.

A lamp in the foyer starts to flicker.

“Don’t call her that. She might kick you out… With a few broken bones if you’re unlucky.” I need him to finish that beer and say my spell before I can let her “remove” him.

His brows pinch. “Seriously? You still believe in this kid stuff?”

“Of course she does,” Margie says. “And you would too if you had any sense.”

Dylan leans close and I lean away because I am not about to let him get close enough to do something silly, like kiss my cheek.

“So, do you have a chair rigged to fly away? Or magnets under the floor boards.”

“Nope. Just a ghost and a little magic.” I wiggle my fingers and Rose giggles.

His gaze goes to my mouth as I speak, but he finally goes back to sitting normally when I turn to look at the others.

Rose and Margie sit opposite me—they both give me a look that tells me they’re not comfortable with Dylan right now either—and Parry follows behind them.

“I for one, am looking forward to meeting her,” Rose says.

The foyer lights pulse with a gentle glow. Julia likes Rose. And I don’t blame her in the least.

“Before we start, who wants to hear how this house became haunted?” I ask.

Parry raises his hand and sets a can of soda on the floor. He’s playing designated driver tonight.

The others murmur agreements and affirmatives, except Dylan, who looks a little like he’d like to get this whole thing over with.

Me too, buddy.

“About two hundred years ago, this house was owned by a woman named Julia Wittaker. She lived alone, tended her apple orchard, and was generally liked by the others in the nearby village. But no one knew how she had built the house. No one knew where she came from or who her family was. That, of course, made some people suspicious.

“Back then, this was still technically the American frontier. When the law man wasn’t looking, people did what they wanted more often than not. And there was a man who wanted Julia’s house, her land… and everything else she had. Back then, men stupidly thought that women were something to be owned, not someone to own things.”

Dylan snorts, and I flinch, looking at him, trying to figure out why.

“Did he kill her?” Rose asks, glaring at Dylan.

I nod. “First, he tried to marry her, but she refused. Then, he tried to get the villagers to believe she was a witch so that she would be hanged. They didn’t believe him… But he was right. She was a witch.”

“So, what happened to this so-called witch?” Dylan asks, taking another long sip.

“He came to her home in the dead of night and strangled her in her bed upstairs. He got her house… and he got her wrath as well.”

“Good.” Rose says. “Fuck him.”

“She came back to haunt him?” Margie asks, with a little more hopeful bloodlust in her voice than I would expect.

“He tried to bury her, but her body kept returning to the house. So he burned it and buried what didn’t turn to ash in the cellar. But when her body couldn’t return to her home, her soul did… and that was so much worse for him.”

“Fuck yeah. I hope he got what was coming to him.” Margie shifts to crossed legs, leaning forward.

“Wait.” Parry looks confused. “What didn’t burn?”

“Teeth!” Rose says, a little too excitedly. “And bone? I think one of my podcasts said those are hard to get rid of.”

“There are certainly some bones down there, but it’s her heart that keeps this place haunted. If you listen closely, in the dead of night, you can still hear it beating.”

That is met with silence.

I let it linger for a moment before I ask, “Do you know what a poltergeist is?”

“I’ve seen the movie,” Jonas says.

Margie screws up her face in a frown. “Isn’t it like a malevolent spirit that throws stuff around?”

“Yes. And when that malevolent spirit doesn’t like you… you’re the thing it throws around.”

“Oh my gosh,” Rose shifts to sit on her knees. “Did she yeet the guy out of her house?”

“Eventually, she threw him down the stairs and broke his neck, but not until after she’d tortured him for a good long while.”

“I like her.” Rose and Margie clink their cans together.

“I’m sorry,” Parry says, glancing around the room. “She’s a murderous ghost and you want us to bring her out to say ‘hi’?”

“Exactly.”

“Is that a good idea?” he asks.

Dylan snorts a half laugh. “I mean, ghosts aren’t real, so it’s not going to matter anyway.”

I glance sideways at him and wonder if this is a side effect of the first half of the spell he’s drinking.

But I ignore him and smile at Parry. “As long as you don’t give her a reason to want you out of her house, you’re fine.”

Grumbling something I don’t understand, Dylan finishes his beer and sets the bottle aside.

I nudge him with my elbow. “Stop being a spoilsport. This is supposed to be fun.”

He looks at me, a little disgusted. “Sorry if I don’t think this occult bullshit is fun.”

While the others talk, I watch him, wondering…

We met in an occult shop six months ago. He was into it then.

“Are you feeling okay?”

“Yeah, it’s just a little crowded in here.”

Margie hops up to grab another seltzer and comes around to our side and hands Dylan another beer before going back to her side.

I don’t stop him from taking a long swig from the bottle. If the ingredients I added to the beer are making him like this, there won’t be enough time for more of it to make him worse.
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The sun has set outside, but the candles keep the room bright with a warm haze.

The house was never hooked up to the power grid, but Julia’s murderer had installed several electric fixtures before she killed him. The antique bulbs in them are dark… for the moment.

My friends look at them with suspicion now.

“Ready?” I ask.

“No.” Margie says, chewing on her thumb. Everyone else—except Dylan—says yes.

The answer has to be yes.

I have to finish the spell that will fix what’s broken with Dylan.

He’ll stop doing things like sitting too close, he’ll stop being a jerk to other people when he thinks I’m paying too much attention to them, and he’ll go back to just being my friend. A few more words, and no more romantic feelings ever again.

I strike a long match and light the candle in front of me, passing it around the circle for each of them to light a candle of their own.

And once it’s back to me, I snuff it in one of the piles of sand inside the circle and sit up straighter.

The circle, pentacle, and borrowed bits of ouija trappings won’t do anything. It’s all just a show piece for our audience.

The conjuror’s trick. Making everyone look at what Julia’s doing while I do the real magic on Dylan.

Closing my eyes, I set my hands on my knees, palms turned upward.

And flinch when Dylan’s hand takes mine. I pull my hand back from his grip.

“It’s not a hand holding kind of spell,” I say quietly, but not quietly enough.

Parry snorts into his soda can and Dylan scowls. First at Parry, then at me.

“Sorry.” I am going to be so happy when this spell is over and things are easy again.

Returning to my pose, I start to speak the fake incantation.

Half of the Latin is nonsense, and as the lights flicker, I know Julia’s laughing at me.

“Ignis ardeat.” I feel the flames jump and hear the antique bulbs crackle as I grab more random words that will sound like something they’d expect in a summoning. “Salire leporem et natare anguis.”

Julia throws the front door open and the wind moans through the house.

Our audience makes the appropriate sounds: screams and a spooked “oh!” or two. Even one appreciative “oooo” from Jonas on my left.

I open my eyes and see Rose has all but crawled into Parry’s lap.

He doesn’t look disappointed. His hand between her wings, her face buried in his neck…

Dylan leans over to me. “Remote control puppetry?”

“Nope, just a regular poltergeist.” The lights surge a little. And maybe she’s right to be offended. Julia’s not regular.

“Julia?” I ask, trying not to smile and give myself away. “Are you here?”

A little dust swirls around the place where I’ve written “yes” on the floor in chalk.

“She’s here!” Margie says, hushed, but with eyes wide.

Dylan snorts and takes another drink of his beer, downing the last of it and setting the second bottle with the first.

At least I shouldn’t have to worry about its effectiveness.

“Do you have a message for us, Julia?”

Another little swirl around the yes, and then, in the pile of chalk dust at the center, she starts to draw her letters.

Even Dylan seems to take that seriously.

The message is simple, and I let the five of them parse it out.

“G,” Margie says, spelling out the word as it forms in the chalk dust. “E-T. Get?”

“O-U.” As Parry says the T all of antique bulbs burst in their fixtures and the candles flare. The shutters rattle and the curtains fly away from their windows.

Rose screams and Parry scrambles away from the circle.

I say the second half of the spell under my breath as quickly as I can. “Take its soul far away, never to see the light of day. Deliver me from it without delay. Whatever the price, it’s his to pay.”

Julia goes a little overboard, tipping the table over so the drinks and ice spill across the floor.

Rose’s wings move like Julia’s tugging them and the woman bolts for the door. Margie and Parry are right behind her.

I get up and follow after them, watching as they scream all the way back to Parry’s car.

I bite the inside of my cheek so that my smile doesn’t turn into a laugh, and a moment later, my phone buzzes in my jacket pocket.

I pull it out and see Rose’s face, sticking her tongue out at the screen before I answer.

“Hey,” she says, breathlessly. “That was… amazing, but I’ve seen too many movies. We are not coming back.” I laugh, because I can’t argue with her practicality.

“That’s okay.”

“Tell Jonas he has to get a ride back to campus with Dylan.”

Parry has already pulled out of the makeshift lot, heading back for the road to town.

“Will do.” I look back inside and the silence leaves me unsettled. “Tell Parry to drive safe.”

“Thanks!” She makes a kissing sound and then hangs up.

I pause there, putting my phone away and listen for movement… but there is none.

Walking carefully back inside, I stop on the threshold of the drawing room.

“Shit.”

Dylan and Jonas are on the floor, passed out.

Something went terribly wrong.
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Kicking away the circle of sand by him, I grab Dylan’s wrist. He has a pulse, but he doesn’t wake when I shake him.

Jonas is the same.

Shit.

I turn both of them onto their backs and the candles flicker with Julia’s concern.

“I can fix it,” I say, even though I don’t know if I can.

I peel back their eyes: lifeless.

But they are still breathing.

I pull my phone out of my pocket as I hurry over to my bags. I have to dig for a moment to find the small vial of smelling salts.

Neither of them react to the harsh scent.

A worried sound comes from the out of tune piano in the corner.

“Just a hiccup. I promise I can fix it.”

I don’t know why I keep trying to reassure her. She’s killed at least four people… she wouldn’t be worried about more bodies.

The next time I say, “I can fix it,” it’s under my breath and definitely meant for me and only me.

Tossing the salts aside, I snatch my phone off the floor and start scrolling through the long list of spells Minnie and I have collected in our shared database.

There has to be something for this.

I scroll past the one I was thinking of and then back.

Minnie added a revival spell a few weeks ago. Revival… Magic CPR is just what I need.

I take a deep breath and place my hand on both of their chests.

“What was gone was meant to be. Return it where my eyes can see. Lost is found and found by thee. Come back, come back,” exhaling, I press down hard and release, “come back to me.”

Air swirls through the room. A flurry of motion, sand stirring, flames whirling…

But neither of them wakes.

“You can’t revive what isn’t dead yet.”

Flinching back, I turn sharply to my left and my skin goes cold.

What once was only shadow is now filled with a dark and menacing specter… She’s as beautiful and terrifying as she has always been on the other side of that mirror.

“Julia?”

Head tipped to the side, dark hair floating in wisps, she looks at me with fully black eyes, gray skin and an expression of… amusement.

“Oh… I don’t think that was the spell you thought it was.”

“I can see you,” I say, standing and taking a step toward her.

“Yes,” she says with a smile that seems to melt and reform on her face as the candlelight dances across her skin.

“How can I see you?”

Julia waves her hands and flickers through various shades of transparency. “Magic,” she says with a little laugh. “You’re a witch. You know how this works.”

I’m starting to think I don’t.
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Julia floats close to me. “Let me see the spell.”

We both freeze and look down at where her arm touches mine.

“I guess you can do more than see me now.” She brushes her hand along my skin and then draws her fingers along my cheek.

I twine my fingers in her other hand, holding onto her because I’m afraid she’ll disappear again. She brings our clasped hands up and brushes her lips across my fingers.

“You’re warm… I’d forgotten.” Eyes closed, she presses her cheek to the back of my hand and holds me there, but only for a moment before she exhales and the curtains flutter.

“May I do something I’ve wanted to do for… too long?”

I hesitate. “I remember a time when you wanted to kill me. So, it depends on what it is.”

“If I wanted you dead, you would be.” Her fingers brush my lips. “At first, I wanted you to leave, then… I started to like that you had come to haunt me, too.”

I swallow the tremor of fear and lick my lips. “As long as your intentions are good.”

“Good intentions are a matter of dates and puritanical rules.” Her fingers tip my face up and she leans close. “Can I kiss you, Genevieve… in case this spell fades and I lose the chance to do it again?”

I look at her lips, soft and dark and pale and for the first time, there for me. “Yes.”

Her hand grips my chin and as her lips meet mine, I can’t help but shiver at the icy chill that her kiss pulses through me. I can’t help but take the half step closer and take hold of her waist.

Julia says I’ve haunted her, but she has haunted my dreams and desires for so long now… I need her.

She hums a soft sound, breaking the kiss, but not drawing away. Forehead tipped to mine, she strokes my chin with her thumbs. “That may have been a bad idea.”

“Why?”

“Because now, I don’t want to give you back to the living…” she glances toward the floor, “or the half dead.”

Half… “Crap.”

I want to linger here. The way she smiles makes me want to forget for a moment, but I can’t.

“I really want to talk to you. There are so many things I’ve wanted to ask, but… I have to deal with them first.”

The smile fades and she releases my hand. “Of course. I’m sorry.”

I catch the hand that she’s just released mine from. “No, I’m the one who’s sorry. If I hadn’t messed this up…” I let those words fade, because if I hadn’t, she wouldn’t be solid right now.

“I understand.”

I laugh mirthlessly and drag my hand down my face. “At least one of us does.”

Her head tips to the side, but she doesn’t ask me to clarify.

I grab my phone and hand it to her, but it drops straight through her palm and clatters on the floor.

“Oh. I guess the spell only works for me.” I grimace as I scoop the phone back up.

“You’re more than enough,” she says.

“If I’d known that spell would do… this,” I’m still not sure what it is, “I would have done it sooner.”

Smiling, she shows off sharp teeth. “No point in dwelling on the past.”

Her hand wraps around my waist, hugging me to her as she looks at my phone, reading the spell, silently. “It’s been mislabeled. It’s a reveal spell, not a revival one. That’s why I’m here and they’re not.”

“You said they’re half dead. What did you mean by that?”

“Look into their eyes,” she says, releasing me.

“I already did.”

Julia shakes her head. “Look through them.”

Jonas is closer right now, so I go to him and peel his eye open.

They’re glassy and lifeless like before… until I look into his pupil. Red and swirling sky, black branches… I draw back, because something in there tugs at me.

I immediately go to Dylan, lifting him so I can get a better look at the same thing “behind” his eyes.

“What am I seeing?” I ask as flashes of darkness flicker deep in his vision like there’s a cyclone inside of him.

“Hell,” she says.

“What?” I look up at her and drop Dylan.

His head hits the floor with a heavy thunk and I wince down at him for a moment before I go back to her.

“What do you mean ‘hell’ is inside him?”

“It’s not in him. You’re seeing what he sees.”

“But he shouldn’t be in hell.”

“You killed the soul of the one who lusted after you,” Julia says. “He’s not dead, but his soul has gone to find its place in hell until his body succumbs.”

No… no, that can’t be right. “That’s not what the spell said.”

“It is if you had read it untranslated.”

“Untranslate…” I exhale and pinch the bridge of my nose. “The pages are enchanted to alter themselves to rhyme in the reader’s language?”

“Did no one tell you how the black page books work?”

“No.” I inhale deeply and let it out slowly. “I may have stolen this from my grandmother’s library without her permission.”

“Genevieve,” she says my name, scolding and then cups my face with both of her hands. “You can’t use spells you don’t know the provenance of.”

I know.

She knows I know.

I take a deep breath, and when I exhale, it’s like the determination that had buoyed me drains out. “I just needed him to stop.”

“I understand that now.” She places her forehead against mine. “I thought you wanted him dead, so I didn’t intervene.”

“Did you want him dead?”

She tips my face up so that I meet her haunting eyes. “If this hadn’t worked, he would have had an accident tonight that he would not have walked away from.”

I believe her.

“I don’t want him dead, I just want him to be my friend again, with no expectations.” I chew on my lower lip for a moment and then I ask, “How do I get their souls back?”
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Julia tucks a piece of my hair behind my ear. “Come with me… there is a spell in the black page book that can open a portal to hell… or there used to be, assuming no one has torn it out.” She grimaces and the memory of Minnie doing just that makes my skin crawl.

She rises through the ceiling, but I have to take the stairs.

I hurry up them, carefully, and find her waiting for me.

She reaches for the book, swiping her hand, and it flies open at her touch.

“Sorry,” she says, almost sheepishly. “Old habits die hard.”

“It’s okay. It’s familiar.” I feel like I could do with familiarity right now.

She flutters her fingers, flipping through to one of the pages at the very back of the book and floats out of the way. “It has some… odd requirements.”

I read the words and scowl at them. “What does that mean, ‘An act far more than centuries old, the joining of two beings hot and cold’?

“The spell requires that the witch who uses it is… intimate with something dead.”

I freeze, still staring at the pages, but I don’t see them anymore. “Wait, what?”

“It’s the only way I know to get a living person into hell.”

“I can’t…” the idea of it makes me physically ill.

Julia’s hand brushes my jaw and she turns me to look at her. “I’m dead.”

She’s… “Oh.”

The relief that floods me makes my knees a little weak and I sit on the rickety settee that’s still half covered by a sheet. “Is that something you would be willing to do?”

Julia comes to me and the lower half of her body turns to smoke as she seems to kneel in front of me and takes my hands. “I haven’t let anyone linger in my home for centuries… but I can’t drive you from it. I don’t want to. When you’re not here, it feels empty in a way it never has before. The shadows are longer. The air is fouler.

“I have come to… care for you in these last several months. You are my friend. And I would gladly do anything for you.” She looks down as if she can see the bodies below. “And I will do my best to never cross the lines he did if you do not want me to. We can find another way to get there.”

It’s my turn to cup her face in my hands. “They told me I was crazy for wanting to be here, but your presence has always calmed me. I like you… I’ve always liked you.”

Her smile is soft and sweet and so at odds with what I know she is… “Can I kiss you?”

She laughs a little. “Of course. Whenever you like.”

Raising herself to me, she lets me control this kiss.

She’s soft and cold and nothing like I expected, yet still, somehow, everything I want.

“Julia?” I say her name as I draw back from her.

“Yes, Genevieve.”

“Is there another way to get to hell?”

“Yes. You grandmothers’ library of spells should hold half a dozen options. At least.”

It would take me five minutes to get to the house, an hour or more to find the spell and then five more minutes back… that’s assuming I can find a spell that would work at all.

“How long do I have before they’re stuck in hell forever?”

“I don’t know.” She squeezes my hand. “You don’t have to do this with me.”

“I want to.” I kiss her again. “I’ve dreamed of so many spells to be with you. Bringing you back, making you physical… time travel.”

I laugh at how absurd that idea had been.

“I don’t want it to be like this. I don’t want to have to rush this with you.” I don’t want it to be “for” someone else.

Julia kisses my throat. “If we make it through hell and back, we can take that time.”

She doesn’t remind me this is a mess of my own making. She just kisses me again.

But I can’t make another mistake if it could take even more from us.

“What does the actual translation say? What do I have to do?”

Julia goes back to the book and places both hands on the page. When I move to stand behind her, I see the original words… but I can’t read them.

“It’s not Latin.”

“No. Babylonian.” She glances at me. “Your grandmothers have neglected your education.”

She reads over the words, eyes narrowing before she says, “The spell works by using a living orgasm brought about by a being who’s partially in hell.”

“Part of you is in hell?”

She nods. “But it means that you could use either of the two downstairs if you’d prefer.”

“Ew, no. Not even if they were conscious and could consent to it.” I shudder at the idea. “I want you.”

It’s not simply that I’d prefer her over them. I want her.

This isn’t how I imagined having her, but… I slip my fingers in hers and look down at the book once more.

Say the words, kiss her lips, find the pleasure amid her hips.

“It translates for language and intention?”

Julia sighs. “If we manage this and get back in one piece, you and I are going to have to fill some of the gaps in your knowledge. For your own safety.”

Taking a deep breath, I take off my coat and toss it onto the settee, letting my phone clunk heavily against the old padding. I’m not going to need that in hell.

I cleaned the mattress in this room months ago and brought my own sheets so that I could sleep here if I ever lingered too late—or was simply too tired to be bothered to trek back across the field.

I’m grateful for that now.

I sit on the mattress and the springs creak.

“I think it will be best if I perform cunnilingus to achieve your orgasm.”

The formality of the words reminds me that she’s been around a lot longer than I tend to think about.

“If you’re sure,” I say, unzipping my boots and setting them aside.

She nods. “The spell only requires that you come… I’m not even sure I can anymore.”

I pull her to me, kissing her and wishing we had the time to find out. Her fingers caress my stomach, and she slips the zipper at my hip downward.

“I’m still learning what I can and can’t interact with.” Her fingers slip into my pants and she draws them down my legs, fingers hooking into my underwear as well.

But when she gets them off of my legs, they fall straight through her grip again. “I guess you have to be touching it for me to manipulate it.”

“I guess so.”

She turns from the pile of red fabric on the floor and looks at me with eyes fully dilated, like a cat ready to pounce.

I scoot back on the bed to give my feet better purchase and she comes with me. But when I reach for my shirt, she grabs my hand. “Not this time.”

“Okay.”

She kisses me. “I want to see all of you… when you’re truly mine. Not when something has forced us to race ahead.”

Her hands trail down my thighs, spreading me open for her.

“Say the spell, Genevieve. Let me make you come and lead you into hell.”

I lick my lips and have to shove down the tiny selfish part of me that wants to leave the boys to fend for themselves a little longer.

The words were easy to memorize, so I don’t need the book.

“Take me to hell as the living dead… by my sacrifice on this bed. I will follow wherever I am led. No sin of the damned will turn my head.” I kiss her and she slides down my body, leaving a chill in her wake.

She repeats the spell, softly against my skin and then kisses my lips.

The icy feel of her makes me gasp and my hips move without conscious command.

Julia moves with them.

The candlelight makes her look monstrous, but I can’t take my eyes off of her.

I squirm as her tongue invades me, biting my lip and trying not to moan too loudly.

Her fingers work inside of me and I let out a ridiculous laugh as another thought strikes me. I want her to open me up and crawl inside.

She smiles up at me, even though I know she doesn’t know why I’m laughing and I draw in a sharp and broken gasp her lips latch onto my clit.

The teasing from before becomes nearly unbearable and I say her name in a whispered pant, not sure if I want to ask for more or less or everything and nothing all at once.

I just want her and I don’t want to remember that this isn’t solely for us.

The pressure and pleasure builds and I fight it, even though I don’t want to, but the orgasm rips through me and I cry out as the sound of cloth tearing fills my ears. Heat washes across one side of me and Julia’s fingers hold my legs steady, even as they shake.

The rolling waves crash through me as my release ebbs and Julia crawls up me, her ghostly skirt trailing over my skin like silk.

“We are definitely making it back to the living world.” She kisses me and I hold her tight to me. “I want to hear that sound a hundred more times before I’ll even begin to feel satisfied.”

We’ll get up in a moment. We’ll save my friends souls… and then we’ll get everything we’ve both wanted.
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I would stay here forever if I could, but I have a mess to clean up.

Where there once was a dust covered painting—a pastoral scene, with an illegible signature—the canvas has burned away, leaving a charred frame that I would think held a mirror, if I didn’t know better.

“Is that?”

“Yes.” Julia looks at it and her eyes flicker with firelight that isn’t there.

She floats away from me and helps me sit upright, the heat from the open portal washes against my skin, so I don’t even look at my jacket as I get my pants and shoes back on.

“Are you ready?” Julia asks, brushing my hair from my face.

“No, but… we’ve got to go either way and the longer we put it off… the more likely it will all be for nothing.”

Julia goes to the frame first, peeking her head through and then climbing through the frame, not floating through the wall like she would normally and turns back to me, holding out her hand.

“The frame will be too hot to touch,” she warns. “I might burn you.”

“Okay…” I look around the room and snatch the sheet off the settee, folding it three times to give myself enough padding to help get me through the portal and across to her.

When my boots hit the floor, an unsettled feeling washes over my skin, like hundreds of ants racing across my flesh.

We’re in the same house… but nothing’s broken.

The floorboards are pristine. The lamp glass isn’t shattered. But everything is leached of its color.

Julia fits here.

I shove that thought away. She doesn’t belong in hell. She belongs with me.

“Is this what it looked like… before?” I ask as Julia wanders to the opposite wall.

“Yes.” She touches a crystal dangling from a table-side lamp. “We can linger here. It’s safe inside these walls, but outside… If a demon finds us, they’ll shove you back through.”

The way she says it makes me think, “Just me?”

“You don’t belong here.”

It isn’t hard to guess that every moment she spends here puts her at risk.

I take her hand. “We’ll hurry.”

I walk down the stairs and skip the last one out of habit… even though I didn’t need to.

Julia follows me without a word.

I go to the drawing room first. The floor is clear of the sand circle. There are no remnants of the gathering I had tonight… And there are no bodies.

“I had hoped…”

“They left.” Julia says, and when I look back at her, her eyes are on the floor. “I can see their footprints.”

“I can’t.”

She looks at me with an apologetic smile. “There will be many things here that I can see which you cannot.”

I don’t belong here.

“Where did they go?”

“To find the entrance to their specific hells…” she looks from me to the front door and then back again. “This house is a haven for us… but not for them. They would have been compelled to leave.”

And I have to go find them.

Julia doesn’t touch the doorknob and I hesitate. “The frame was too hot, will this be too?”

“No.” She smiles at me and I see… fear in the cant of her lips. “It’s been a very long time since I left this house… I just needed to take a moment.”

I understand, but, “I don’t think we have time.”

“I know.” She takes a deep breath and nods. “Let’s find them so we can get back.”

The doorknob is warm, but doesn’t burn me when I take it and when I open the front door, heat washes over me as the taste of ash fills my mouth and brimstone assaults my nose.

There is nothing but silence beyond that door and when I blink past the brightness…

“Welcome to hell,” Julia says quietly, staring out at it. Her voice is more solid than it was before. “But be careful, your magic won’t work here.”

“Well, that sucks.”

The house sits in the middle of a cloud of unmoving red dust. It extends up into the sky and I am not sure where it ends.

A strange and stagnant calm hangs over this place that is a near mirror of the world above. Red sky, red dirt, black bark and spindly trees with gray leaves and shriveled apples.

The fruit is rotten.

The ones that have fallen to the gray green grass crawl with insects, split open and twitching as though they’re alive beneath the carapaces that move them.

Dark shadows shift among the trees.

“Those are the demons we must avoid. They will take you back to the living world. Or worse, they could mistake you for an errant soul and try to place you in your particular hell.”

“Okay.” I take a deep breath and the air tastes foul, but, “I’m not complaining, but… I expected hell to be a little more… hellish?”

“It is,” she says, descending the stairs and looking back at me again. Her eyes glow red like embers now. “Once your part of it finds you, hell makes itself known.”

I follow her down and squeeze her hand tighter. I don’t know how this place works and the last thing I want to do is get separated from her.

“How do we find Dylan and Jonas?”

“Where would they have gone if this was the living world?”

“Maybe to the cars?” I look toward the lot, but what I can see of it is empty.

“Where are those?” She asks, and I remember that my grandmothers only bought their farm seventy years ago. It feels like they’ve been here forever.

“If they exist here,” I say, “they’ll be on the other side of the cornfield.”

“Then we’ll go there first.”

The grass crunches like it’s made of glass as we walk through the orchard, past the rotting apples.

Enormous scarab beetles and carpenter bees buzz around us, getting too close for comfort, but once we’re out of the trees, they go back to the shade of those boughs.

In the long gray grass of the field between Julia’s home and my grandmothers’ farm, I pause, feeling smaller than I ever have in my life. The high walls of dust and dirt seem infinitely higher.

If that dust was moving, I’d think we were at the center of an impossibly large cyclone.

“You said once my part of hell finds me… does everyone have an individual hell?”

“No. Like is tortured with like, that sort of thing.”

Right… “My grandmothers said Dante almost had it right.”

“He was obsessed with circles.” She shakes her head and her hair turns transparent when it gets too far away from her face. “But he told a lot of the story right.”

“So this is limbo?”

“Essentially,” she says looking around us in ways that make me wonder what else she sees. “They will pass the sins that do not call to them until they find the one that does. Gluttony and Avarice didn’t call to me… I saw them and felt no tug.”

“What did call to you?”

She glances at me sidelong. “Wrath.” The “of course” goes unsaid.

“How much time have you spent here?” I grip her hand tighter.

“The entirety of the four months before he burned my body.” She grimaces. “I managed not to fall for any of hell’s traps… because I knew they were lies.”

“What kind of traps are they?”

She stops, turning to me and caressing my cheek. “There shouldn’t be any for you here. Hell punishes the deserving. Your balance sheet hasn’t been tallied yet.”

I lean into her palm. Even here, her newly physical presence is soothing. But movement catches my attention and I turn away from her, searching for what my periphery had shown me.

Whoever it is, it’s the right size and shape… human, definitely not a demon or something worse.

I hold her hand tighter. “Come on, I think we found one.”
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I get closer and I can tell immediately that it’s not Dylan. He’s way too tall.

“Jonas!” I shout his name, but he doesn’t turn back. My voice doesn’t carry in the stagnant air. It won’t reach him to hear.

He’s headed for the ravine that spills down into the woods and if he falls… I’m not sure I’ll be able to pull him back out. So, I run—grimacing the whole way. These boots were made for aesthetics, not athletics.

I reach him as he gets to the edge and recoil at what I see below. Eyes wide, I lurch away, grabbing his arm. I fall backward onto my ass, dragging him down with me. He’s as stiff as a felled tree.

“Jonas.” Even though I know he can hear me, he doesn’t react to his name. His eyes are like Julia’s were in the living world: all black and vaguely terrifying.

The lights are on, but no one’s home.

When I stand, he struggles to get up. Flailing like he’s a creature with a carapace, he doesn’t even try to bend at the waist.

As he works to get to his feet, I look down at what he would have fallen into.

It looks like a set from a horror film.

The ground is covered in coals with skeletal remains half buried in them.

“Fucking hell.” I mutter under my breath.

“That’s where we are,” Julia says, floating on the other side of him, scowling down at the scene.

Jonas finally gets to his feet… And immediately starts for the ravine again.

“What are you doing?” I ask as I catch him, but he’s not really here.

“Jonas, look at me.” He doesn’t respond to his name and I finally give up, slapping him. “Jonas.”

But his gaze is fixed on the burning bodies at the bottom of the slope and he licks his lips.

“His hell is a stronger draw than you are right now,” Julia says.

“Okay, so what do we do?”

“We should get him someplace he can’t see this anymore. That should help. If it doesn’t, we can take him back to the house and shove him through—which will take time—or… we can find a place to put him.”

“Why does he want to go down there so badly?”

She glances down again. “He doesn’t see what you see.”

“What on Earth could make him want to go there?”

“We’re not on Earth anymore. And he sees dozens of beautiful, naked people beckoning to him.” She looks at me askance. “He’s here because he’s lusty—because he lusted for you—his hell tried to draw him in with it.”

That makes me pause. “Am I down there?”

“Yes. You and several others.”

“Gross.”

She shrugs. “It’s hell.”

She tries to help me with him, but her hands pass straight through him. Offering an apologetic smile, she says, “He might be able to see me here, but it looks like I can’t interact with him directly any more than I could in the living world.”

If I can get him into the corn maze, that will break his line of sight.

“Do you think the scarecrow stake in the middle of the cornfield will hold him? If we can’t get him to come back to us?”

“I don’t know. This wasn’t here when I was alive. Would it hold him in the living world?”

“It’s meant to stop kids from knocking it down. And the scarecrow is held up with chains. I can use those to keep him there.”

“It might.”

And “might” is the best I can hope for right now.

I have to drag him, bodily, away and even once he’s broken sight of the embers and skeletal remains below, he struggles to get back to it.

But the further we get, the less he fights me.

“The corn should help calm him down, right?” I ask, hoping.

“It will act like a buffer.”

When I drag him into the maze, following a path I memorized long ago, he does settle.

My nerves don’t.

“Genevieve?” Jonas’s head tips back and he looks at me like he’s drunk and just come out of a black out.

“Hey,” I say, stopping and taking a moment to breathe. “How you feeling?”

He grimaces and says… “I don’t think you want to know.”

“Tell me anyway.”

Wincing, he says, “You know how they tie up bulls to make them buck in bull riding? Yeah… it’s like there’s a rope pulling me the opposite direction you are.” He steps away from me.

“I can’t let you go back there.”

“Why not?”

“There’s no gentle way to break this to you… we’re in hell.”

His eyes finally clear and he looks all around. “Oh.”

I expected more. I expected…

He flinches, breaking my grip on one hand and I grab him again, as quick as I can.

“What is that?”

I look to where he’s staring. “That’s Julia.”

“Julia the poltergeist, Julia?”

“Yep.” I test letting go of him and he starts to sway toward the maze exit. I don’t even think he’s doing it on purpose.

“So… we summoned her and she dragged us to hell?”

“No. The summoning worked, but… a different spell messed up. You and Dylan got pulled down here and we came to get you back.”

“Rescued by a poltergeist, that’s a new one.” He laughs, but it cuts off abruptly when he looks back.

“Jonas?”

His face snaps to me and he opens his eyes wide, head weaving.

Julia drifts close beside me, but she stares at him. “If I let you go, hell is going to try to drag you back to your specific entrance.”

He flinches, looking at her like he’s not sure she’s really there. “Oh, you can talk.”

And he can hear her.

His eyes dart around us. “I thought we were already in hell?”

“We’re in limbo,” I say.

“Wait.” He gets to standing and sways a little. “Limbo… Does that mean this is like. Junior year of high school ‘Dante’ hell?”

“Kind of.”

He doesn’t pull away from me as much now that his back is to the ravine.

Brows pinched, he scowls… “What hell am I destined for?”

“Lust tried to pull you in.”

He moves his head like a glitching animatronic and something bright flashes behind his eyes. “Oh… I remember now.”

I look away from the boner that has just tented his pants. “Maybe try not to.”

I test letting him go again and he starts to turn.

He holds up his other hand like he’s pledging an oath. “I promise I’m not trying to do that.”

“I know.” Which means we still need that chain. “Let’s go get something to tie you to me so that we don’t have to hold hands the whole time.”

He nods and I have to tug him along, but he doesn’t fight me anymore, so it’s a little like hauling around a six foot five toddler.

The corn stalks are an ugly purple brown and the corn inside their husks look both popped and rotten. I doubt the fuzz growing on them is anything as nice as huitlacoche. That would be a welcome sight.

This… I shiver.

Ick.

Jonas steps on one of the fallen ears and it oozes as it turns to goo beneath his shoe.

He groans and tries to scrape it off. “Fucking gross.”

“Luckily, it won’t go back to the living world with you,” Julia says, and Jonas looks up at her again.

His earlier confusion has been replaced by something a little more like awe. And I think he might be following her more than he is me.

The scarecrow at the center of the maze hangs lopsided. It almost looks like a living man. I can’t take the time to worry about that.

“Okay… when did your grandmothers start hanging up dead men for scare crows.” Jonas looks up at it with wide eyes.

“They didn’t. It’s just one of hell’s tricks.” I say as I unhook the chain with one hand.

The scarecrow falls into the cornstalks and I leave him there.

“Are you sure?” Jonas asks. “Because that looked just like the guy in my ten am poli-sci class.”

I look at Julia and she shrugs. “If he died here and hasn’t gotten to his hell yet, he might be a ‘real boy’.”

Jonas grimaces. “Sure, but Pinocchio didn’t have his chest ripped open.”

I get Jonas wrapped up in the chains, threading them through his belt loops and using a bolt to secure them.

But I don’t wrap him around myself. If I need to drop him, or tie him up to something else, I want to be able to do it quickly.

When I look up again, Jonas has turned back toward the ravine, his neck twisted at too far of an angle.

“Hey!” I snap my fingers next to his ear. “Don’t give into that. You can find a willing partner in the living world. One that will actually sleep with you instead of torturing you for eternity.”

He stares vacuously toward the hell that wants to claim him.

“He’ll probably slip in and out like that.” Julia says.

But when she moves in between him and the ravine, his unfocused gaze turns to her and he turns, like she’s got him by the nose.

“If we lead, he’ll follow.” She looks toward the path into the maze. “For now.”
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Jonas moans in the moment before he comes back to us and I look back toward the burning bones I can’t see anymore.

“How are we going to know if Dylan’s already wound up in his hell?” He could be one of those skeletons for all I know.

“I don’t think you will know.” Julia says. “We just have to keep looking and… hope?”

I don’t like that.

“He won’t have left the farm.” She takes my hand again. “So we check everywhere we can until there’s nowhere left to look.”

“First thing we need to do is get out of this maze,” Jonas says, neck stretched, trying to see over the stalks. “It was creepy before. I kind of hate it now.”

The maze is the same path here as it is in the living world and I follow it without hesitation.

But right before we reach the turn that leads to the exit, rustling from my right makes me pause.

I peer into the stalks. Someone is in there, and they’re close enough to hear…

“Dylan?”

But the man that steps out of the stalks—his shambling, body bent at a crooked angle—isn’t my friend. Eyes milky white, in jeans and a t-shirt, he’s…

“The scarecrow?” Jonas asks.

“Not quite.” I take a step back. “I guess you were right about the guy from your class. Do you remember his name?”

“No.”

Dang.

“Hey,” I say to get his attention. “Who are you?”

His head snaps up, his eyes go wide, and he bares his teeth at me. “Like you don’t fucking know, Minnie.”

He lurches forward, trying to bite at me, but his movements are slow… There’s a hole in his chest where his heart should be.

“What are you?” And why does he think I’m my sister?

He doesn’t answer, he just lurches toward me again, swiping at me with hands like claws.

Jonas steps into his way and pushes him back, sending him sprawling into the cornstalks.

“He died here, something’s keeping him from finding his own hell.” Julia takes my hand and tugs me away from him. “The only thing we have going for us is that the dead are slow.”

Still holding Jonas’s chain, I lead the way out of the maze, following the end of the familiar path, and hoping that the guy gets lost in the branching paths. Each time I look back, I feel like I see a shadow. And then, we’re out of the maze and I breathe a little easier.

“Your sister took a page from the book.” Julia says, quietly.

“Yeah, but that guy was dead-dead.”

Julia looks at me askance. “What was the boy’s name? The one she wanted to spell…”

“Chad?”

“That’s him!” Jonas says, snapping his fingers. “Chad the cheater. I knew it!”

I look from him, back into the maze.

Something very wrong is going on in the living world.
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Standing at the edge of the maze, I look up at the hellish versions of my grandmothers’ house. The paint bleeds and more than a few of the windows are shattered. The fence around it is sharp as knives and several of the pickets are covered in blood.

But there are no lights on, no movement behind those windows—shattered or not—and I’m not ready to walk those halls yet.

The barn doors are off their hinges and the silo…

The silo is on fire.

The cement column of a building glows hot and flames flicker from the broken half-dome roof.

It creates a perfect backdrop to silhouette the man moving toward it.

“There,” I point toward the shadowy figure and shout, “Dylan!” even though I know it’s futile in this stagnant air.

“Is that Dylan?” Jonas asks, but he follows me as I start toward the silo.

He’s the right height—maybe… his head is bent at an odd angle—and his shirt is dark, his hair is the right length…

I shout for him again and even though I know he can’t hear me, he does hesitate, but he doesn’t turn around. He keeps shambling toward the silo.

Damnit.

I already know I’m going to be too late, but I run anyway. Jonas tries to keep up, and I don’t let go of the chain, even though he’s turned into human ballast.

The man I’m chasing reaches the narrow door in the sidewall and his hand starts to smoke as he takes hold of the handle.

This time, I scream Dylan’s name.

This time, Jonas shouts it too.

I don’t know which of us he heard, but he turns as he hauls the silo door wide.

I skid to a stop and Jonas runs into the back of me, catching hold of my shoulders so we don’t go tumbling forward.

He doesn’t let go of me and I don’t try to shake him off as I blink at the guy there.

He’s not Dylan, but he is familiar too. A long slit runs across his throat.

His head tips to the side, and that slit tears a little wider.

“Who is that?”

“Steven Cramer.” Jonas sounds bewildered as he says it.

“Also in poli-sci?”

He shakes his head. “Math four thirty-one.”

We watch as burning hands reach out of the silage and pull him in.

The door slams shut as his hell takes him.

We should have done something. “We should have…”

“Do not feel bad about him. He is—he was a scumbag.”

“Full moon nights are always busy in hell.” Julia looks at me with a smile that’s almost apologetic. “It’s the living’s favorite time to do reckless things.” She looks at Jonas. “You’re not truly dead, so you only see the illusion of your own hell.”

Her “as you know” goes unsaid.

“Okay, but what could have made him want to crawl into a literal oven?”

Julia floats beside me.

“What you see isn’t the full picture.” She looks at the silo and her mouth pinches.

“You’re not meant to be here, so you see the truth.”

“What do you see?” I ask.

“I see both truth and lie for the sins that aren’t my own.” She looks at us both. “Stand behind me and you should be able to use me to see what you can’t.”

Jonas and I share a look, but we go to stand behind her.

She has faded to near-transparency and through her, the farm is dark, but the same as it is in the living world. Except… it’s not.

The silo is the entrance to a market full of delicious treats and savory delights…

“So, Steven’s sin was that he was a foodie?” Jonas asks.

“His sin was not eating too much, but in taking without a thought to the needs of others.”

Jonas grimaces at the silo and then me. “So, what do I have to do to make sure I don’t actually go to hell when I do die?”

Julia looks up at him. “I don’t know.”


[image: ]


The house is closest and even though I don’t want to go inside, I head for the gate anyway.

There are too many dead things in glass that might well be alive in this portion of hell. Julia’s house only has the remnants of her magic and mine… what lingers inside my grandmothers’ house could be strong enough to hurt us.

“I don’t think I want to go in there,” Jonas says as we start up the path to the gate.

“I can tie you up?”

He grimaces and then laughs, but it’s a sad and worried sound. “That would be even worse, honestly.”

But the gate won’t budge. And when I try to reach over to unlatch it, my hand hits a solid, if invisible, wall.

“The wards are strong,” Julia says. “We won’t get in without a heavy-handed spell from the living world to break them. It’s safe to say Dylan isn’t in there.”

I let out a sigh of relief and Jonas mutters a “thank fuck” under his breath.

He doesn’t tug for the ravine anymore. As we head back down.

“Not feeling lusty anymore.”

“I know it’s a trick now…” He doesn’t look happy. “Death orgy might be a great name for a metal band, but I don’t want to go that way.”

“Good.” But I keep him chained up anyway.

There are only two more places Dylan could be and I head for the barn. The sty is on the way.

Jonas recoils from it when we get there.

It’s a bubbling, steaming mess with corpses floating among the muck, but through Julia, it’s a crystal clear pond… and at the center, a small dingy piled high with… “computer equipment?”

I share a confused look with Jonas. Julia remains silent.

A man stumbles out from behind the barn and I know immediately that it’s not Dylan. But I don’t recognize him either.

“Do you know him?” I ask.

“Yeah.” Jonas grimaces. “Brandon Thorne. He and Steven tend to show up together wherever they are.”

His limbs are bent and broken, his body lurching as he goes to get the prize that isn’t really waiting for him.

“A greedy man and a gluttonous one,” Julia says, quietly glancing from the sty to the silo, and then to Jonas. “And a lusty one… Everyone finds their own hell, eventually.”

“Should we try to stop him?”

“If Steven was a scumbag, Brandon is worse. Let him go.”

“We shouldn’t try to save the actual dead. If we took him back with us, his soul would return to his body and without any magic of his own he would come back… but he would not truly be living.”

“Are we talking about zombies now?” Jonas asks, looking utterly freaked out.

“Yeah,” I say. “Don’t worry. Your body’s still alive. You’ll just be you.”

He lets out a shuddering breath and I feel guilty, all over again, for bringing him here.

I watch as Brandon dives into what he thinks is clear water and I grimace as he comes back up from the mud, gasping.

The man screams as corpses in the muck drag him down to join them and Jonas steps closer to me. I don’t know if it’s for my safety or his own.

Brandon disappears beneath the boiling mud and his screams go with him.

“Have I thanked you for saving me yet?” Jonas asks quietly, “Because, Jesus Fuck, Thank you.”

“You’re welcome and I’m sorry. You wouldn’t be here in the first place if I hadn’t messed up that spell.”
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I turn toward the barn and grip both Julia’s hand and the chain connecting me to Jonas a little tighter. It’s the only place left where Dylan might be.

Its paint peels as though scorched by flame, black and red and bubbling and the heat I’d gotten used to is somehow hotter here.

The doors hang on their hinges. The lights dangling from their cords pulse with a sickly yellow glow.

But it’s empty inside.

Or… it is for me.

Julia’s skin has gone from gray to sheet white and the wisps of her semi-non-corporeal form flow toward the barn as if hell has finally gotten ahold of her and is trying to drag her in.

I don’t ask what she sees. I step behind her and look for myself.

There are two people inside the barn. The one she stares at is a man dressed like he’s from another era. And on the other side of the barn, I sit… no. It’s not me. Minnie sits on that side of the barn, in an enormous pile of hay, twirling her hair and blowing big, pink bubbles.

I look back at the man and squeeze Julia’s hand a little tighter, going to her side. “Is this the entrance for the wrathful?

“Yes.” Julia says, softly. “This is my path to punishment.”

“And that’s the man who killed you?”

“Yes.”

For the first time since we arrived in hell, I feel a faint tug.

Even though he’s already dead, I’d like to kill him all over again.

It offers Julia her murderer—I assume that’s why Minnie is inside as well: to tempt the man from the cornfield.

Julia touches her throat and I see a faint pulse of light there. The shape is too obvious to miss.

Handprints.

“He got what he wanted. But I didn’t let him enjoy it, even for a moment.” She doesn’t look away from him and I see the tendrils of her skirt flow toward him, its tug is stronger than it was before.

I catch Julia’s hand. She flinches at my touch, but I make her look at me.

“Come back with me.” I look in to where I know the man waits for her wrath. “Choose me. He’s dead, if you stay, you’re punishing yourself… and you’re punishing me. Not him.”

She smiles, squeezing my hand back and turns her back on the specter of the man who killed her.

“I’ll always choose you, Genevieve. The temptation it offers me there is hollow. I know better than to trust anything here that offers to give me what I want.”

She kisses me and I hear a low curse from behind us and the chain tugs a little.

When I look back. Jonas has turned away, from us and he’s adjusting his pants. “Sorry. I’m not trying to be a creep.”

Julia laughs lowly. “Lust brought you here, you’re more susceptible to it here than you were in the living world.”

I start to tell Jonas that it’s okay when movement catches my eye, just a second too late.

The weight of another person knocks me to the ground and I shove at the man from the cornfield.

My hand goes straight through the hole in his chest and the strangeness of that makes me pause, just long enough that he gets his hands around my throat.

But he’s weak and broken and his grip doesn’t hurt as much as it should.

I’m able to knock his hands away.

Jonas hauls him off of me right as I kick and he goes sprawling backward into the barn.

Immediately, his skin catches flame and I watch in horror as it melts from him like he was a wax figurine.

“I can officially say I hate it here.” Jonas helps me up and Julia inspects my throat.

I shiver as I think about how easy it would have been for any of us to cross that threshold.

“We’re going back to the house.” I nod at my own words. Saying out loud has solidified my determination. “I don’t know where else to look, and the longer I keep you here, the more chances you have to be stuck here forever.”

I grip Jonas’s chain tighter and take Julia’s hand. Once they’re safe, I’ll come back and search alone.

I have to find him.
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We get into the orchard and Jonas shivers, rattling the chain. It tugs in my hand, but he’s not trying to go back.

“I don’t remember this,” he says.

“You would have been in a trance.” Julia says and Jonas looks even less happy. “Hell had you, like a fish on a line, and it was reeling you in.”

“Let’s get you out of hell and then you’ll never have to think about it again.”

He grimaces. “I don’t think I’m going to forget it again.”

He will. I’ll take it away from him when we’re back.

The house looms ahead of us, a solid shadow, too dark to be a beacon.

It doesn’t pull at me physically, but I have never wanted to get anywhere quite as much as I want to get back to that house.

The beetles and bees buzz and click around us, and Jonas swats at them to no avail, but I ignore them the way they ignore Julia.

We just have to get back so I can look for Dylan without having to worry about them.

Jonas starts walking faster once he can see the porch, and I don’t blame him. He should want to leave.

But when I go to follow him, I hear a thud outside the house.

I turn too quickly and nearly fall off the step when I see Dylan disappear at the side of the house.

Dylan!

“Oh thank goodness.” I tug on the chain and get Jonas’s attention. “Dylan’s here, let’s grab him and go home.”

He looks toward the side of the house, warily, but he comes with me.

Julia has already floated to where she can see Dylan, she doesn’t look pleased that we’ve found him.

But she didn’t like him in the first place.

I hurry over, but Dylan doesn’t notice me when I get close. He doesn’t respond to his name.

He just stares at the cellar door, walking a sloppy figure eight path, like a cat waiting for a mouse to come out of a hole.

“Hey,” I say as I reach him, grabbing and shaking his shoulder. “You in there?

Dylan’s head jerks to the side and his eyes focus on me, he smiles… “Genevieve?”

He glances from me toward Jonas and then his gaze stops on Julia. “What’s going on?”

“I’ll explain later.” I won’t. As soon as we get them back to the living world, I will be wiping their memory of this night, completely.

Jonas’s chain still in my grip, I reach for Dylan’s hand. He smiles as soon as I touch him and then he yanks me forward.

He wraps me in a hug and his lips go to my neck.

“Okay, we’re not doing that.” But when I try to push him away, his hand reaches up, wraps around my throat and he drags me forward to kiss me.

“Dylan, stop!”

Jonas helps me before Dylan actually manages it and he steps back shaking his head like one of us just slapped him in the face.

And then his gaze narrows on where Jonas’s hand rests on my arm.

“Don’t touch her.” He says, lowly, and Jonas does let go of me.

“Dude. You need to take a deep breath and just… relax okay?”

“Relax?” Dylan stalks forward and gets up in Jonas’s face.

I don’t actually know how he manages it with their height difference.

“She’s not yours.” Dylan grabs Jonas’s head and wrenches, tearing it clean off.

“Holy shit.” I flinch back, but Jonas is fine.

Between one blink and the next, his head is back where it was and turns to me, whispering “What the fuck?”

Dylan looks at his empty hands, lips curled in an unheard snarl.

“You can’t kill a soul that’s already in hell…” Julia says, quietly, and then, she moves close. “I don’t know if we should bring that one back.”

“I have to fix what I did.”

She looks at me with a concern I’m not used to from her. “Do you?”

Dylan grabs me by the shoulders and glares at me. “Are you fucking him?”

“What? No.”

“Good.” He jerks me against him again, kissing me with a… violence I didn’t expect.

It takes me a moment to process what’s actually happen and I shove at his chest and he doesn’t let me go. So when he tries to press his tongue into my mouth, I bite it. Hard. And he’s the one who shoves me away.

I go sprawling backward, hitting the ground with an ugly thud and a puff of yellow dust.

“What the fuck, Genevieve?” Dylan yells at me as he wipes his mouth—as if his tongue was bleeding.

“I could ask you the same.”

There’s no way to go back to what our friendship was. This version of him will always be there, a memory I can’t—I won’t erase.

Jonas helps me up and I glance at Julia, floating close, but watching—waiting.

“I spent months doing all the stupid things you like, learning things no one cares about,” he says. “I think my time is up.”

“Dude. What are you talking about?”

“I put in the hours.” Dylan doesn’t look at Jonas as he shoves him away and pushes me back down when I try to get up and get away. “Do you think I like any of that bullshit?”

He snatches the chain from where it lies in the yellow dirt and yanks Jonas off his feet again, dragging him toward the closest tree.

By the time I’m back on my feet, he’s gotten that chain over one of the branches and hauled Jonas into the air.

Jonas swings from the branch like a befuddled pinata, swiping for the chain, but Dylan has tied him off and when I go to try to help him get back down, Dylan shoves me hard enough I hit the porch steps.

“You are an asshole,” Jonas says, arms flailing as he tries to reach the hook to pull himself down.

“Yeah, I’m an asshole and she’s a bitch.” He glares down at me and a smile creeps slowly to his lips. “You owe me.”

“I don’t owe you anything.”

Julia’s face elongates as her chest moves in deep breaths. Dylan doesn’t seem to even know she’s there anymore.

“What the fuck, dude.” Jonas struggles, trying to get himself free.

“Go inside,” Julia says. Her voice is thin, almost as transparent as her body.

Dylan doesn’t hear her, or he doesn’t pay any attention to her, at the very least.

“I don’t know what you want,” I say as I lift myself up and back onto the steps, creeping up them backwards.

“Yes you do.”

I get to the next step and he sighs.

“Fine.” Dylan says. “I’ll take what I want.”

“Excuse me?”

He doesn’t answer, he just looks at me like I’m a child, too stupid to understand him.

“Go ahead and scream.” He takes a step forward. “It’ll be hotter if you struggle.”

“What the fuck? Is this who you were the whole time? Just acting like my friend because you wanted to fuck me?”

“Why else would I put up with your woo woo bullshit?”

I don’t want to abandon Jonas, but I don’t actually know what Dylan can do to me here. And he’s already tried to rip Jonas’s head off…

I scramble to my feet and run inside. The chains worked on Jonas… maybe I can die Dylan up with a sheet, or a curtain chord or…

I race up the stairs and Dylan follows me. He doesn’t run. I wonder if he thinks I don’t have anywhere to go.

Tie him up, or shove him through to the living world and deal with him out there where I can use my magic. Those are my only options right now.

“Taking yourself to a bed for me?” He asks, voice low, as he stalks me. “What a good girl.”

My skin crawls and before I reach it, the bedroom door slams shut. There’s nowhere else to go and I back up against it, cursing under my breath.

There’s nowhere else for me to go between him and me, there’s only a cupboard to the right and the bannister to the left.

“What are you doing, Julia?” I ask under my breath.

She doesn’t answer.

The lights still flicker, the doors slam shut one by one, and she lifts through the floor in front of me.

She doesn’t look like the woman she was.

This is the monster who killed her murder. This is the creature that sent every ill-intending visitor back where they came from.

She’s horrific and beautiful and Dylan finally takes a step back. He finally balks.

His eyes go wide. The color leaches from his skin and he takes a step back.

Jaw unhinged, she lunges for him and he backpedals.

One step.

Two steps.

On the third, he turns to run and crashes through the banister instead, falling…

The boards in the foyer splinter and crack as he slams into them—slams through them.

I go to look over the edge and Julia wraps her arms around me, holding me back from falling too.

“You can leave him here, or you take him back. But he will try to attack you again if you leave him long enough.”

“Will he attack me in the living world too?”

“I can’t speak for the living.”

And I can’t abandon him to hell… even if I might want to.

I hurry down the stairs and past the hole in the floor.

Jonas still swings wildly from the tree and I pull the chain from the branch Dylan hooked it to.

He hits the ground with a “EUGH”.

“If I unchain you, are you going to try to run away?”

“Not a chance. I want to get out of here.”

“Good. We need these for Dylan.” I unbolt the chain around his waist and pull it free. “And I need your help.”
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I don’t want to jump down, but we don’t have to. The cellar door isn’t locked here.

It opens, like the hinges are brand new and the eerie light filtering down shows Dylan, sitting in the dirt, weaving like he’s drunk.

I don’t waste time and Jonas doesn’t hesitate to help me.

I’ve never been in the cellar in the living world. I don’t know what’s different about this version of it. But I do know that Dylan shouldn’t be here and I am not going to let him stay any longer than I have to.

I start to drag him back up the steps, but Jonas pauses. “What is that?”

In the dirt, in a pile of ash, a heart glows bright. Molten beneath the cracked and brittle crust of burned muscle.

“That is Julia’s; don’t touch it.”

He looks up at me, wide eyed, but he nods, and follows me back up.

The floor in the foyer is fixed when we come back around and as if seeing the fully intact floor wakes him up, Dylan starts to struggle.

Cursing under his breath, Jonas does his best to manage him and I just lead the way.

Julia waits for us, the door to the bedroom open again.

When we reach the bedroom, Jonas turns to the portal back to the human world as if it tugs at him the same way that his entrance to hell did.

He loosens his grip and Dylan turns.

Dylan spits and Jonas shoves him, snatching his hand back before Dylan tries to bite him. “Jesus Christ. What the hell is wrong with him?”

I get behind Dylan and push. He vanishes as soon as his hand flails through the frame and back into the living world.

I shiver and lean back into Julia whose hands have gone to my shoulders, stroking my skin. “I think we just saw the real Dylan. He spent the last six months lying to me. I guess coming to hell made lying anymore impossible.”

I push Jonas through and he, too, disappears, but I don’t let Julia send me through first.

“We go together.” I am not about to let something happen to trap her here.

The floor feels more solid and I shiver when we’re finally through.

Before I do anything else, I touch the outside of the frame, letting it burn me. “Fracta.”

The wood splinters where my fingers touched it and the entrance to hell vanishes as easily as the guys did.

Behind where it was, the paneling of the wall is charred and crackled.

“You still need to deal with him,” she says

I know. And I hate that it came to this.

Hurrying down the stairs, I try to think of what I’m going to say.

Now that he’s out of hell, Dylan has to be better, right?

I catch sight of him as he stalks out the door. I’ll go after him in a minute. I need to check on Jonas first.

He’s already upright, blinking and weaving on his feet. “Is this the real world?”

“Yeah, we’re back.” I hold his shoulder to steady him. “Are you okay?”

“He’s soul weary,” Julia says. “His soul has done a lot today.”

Jonas doesn’t seem to hear her anymore. “I think so?”

“Are you going to be okay while I go deal with Dylan?”

“Are you sure you want to do that alone?”

“No. I don’t want to do it at all, but… I have to.” I brush his hair out of his face… he looks more like a little kid than any guy as tall as him has the right to. “When I’m done with him, I’ll come back and we can make you forget all about hell.”

He nods and glances toward Julia. “What about her?”

She still looks like her terrifying self and I imagine she will haunt his dreams.

“He’ll see me and other ghosts for a while. When you’ve been to the other side, it lingers with you… that can’t be helped.”

“We’ll figure that out later.”

“No!”

I turn sharply to Julia but she’s not arguing about when Jonas and I talk. She sinks through the floor and the house shakes… with panic.

There’s only one thing below us that could induce that terror.

I run out the door and by the time I round the corner, Dylan has already started to hack at the cellar door.

I don’t know where he found the axe and I don’t care.

I tackle him to the ground and it goes flying.

“I’m going to kill her. And then, I’m going to kill you.”

He grabs handfuls of dirt, shoving them at me as he throws me off him. But I grab the axe before he can and I hold it tight.

I’m not going to swing it at him, but I’m not going to let him take it away from me either.

I can’t knock him out without touching him and I don’t trust any of the other spells I’ve dabbled with to deal with this problem.

My education is lacking… I just never thought a friend would want me dead.

“Dylan, stop it.” Jonas sags against the corner of the house, holding himself up. He looks like he’s run a marathon.

“Don’t fucking start with me.” He points at Jonas and then his eyes narrow. “You know what… I’ll kill you too.”

“Listen,” I say, still holding the axe between us. “You went through a lot tonight. I know that you’re probably confused⁠—”

“I’m not confused. My eyes are wide open.” He smiles at me and my skin crawls. “I know what I have to do.”

Before I can even begin to guess what he means by that, he throws himself sideways, crashing through the splintered cellar door.

“Crap.” I throw the axe away and run after him.

But Dylan hasn’t gotten far.

I would bet he has only managed to stand up, not take a step.

Julia floats in the air between him and her heart. Her hair and skirt billow around her, fading to nothing at the edges.

Her eyes are massive black voids, her mouth more akin to something you would see in the deepest ocean.

She is a creature of the hell we just escaped and Dylan stares up at her, finally terrified.

He swallows and I see him look down at her heart. Blood drips from his arm, sizzling when it hits the ground.

I don’t think he realizes how much danger he’s in.

Wood from the floor joists creak and groan and a hundred splinters burst from it, flying into his skin, peppering him like bullets.

But that isn’t what is going to kill him.

“You aren’t going to want to watch this,” I tell Jonas, but he stays, sitting on the top step of the cellar, like it’s a play.

Dylan’s arm moves and he stares at it, brows pinched.

“How…” Jonas asks.

“Julia can interact with her house… her house is in him and so now, he is her puppet.”

He screams when she wrenches that arm back, and I wince as I hear the bone snap.

“She was going to let you live.” Julia says. “I won’t.”

“What did she say?” Jonas leans forward, eyes wide.

“She’s going to kill him.” I glance back at him. “Like I said, you might not want to be here.”

“I mean… I’ve already watched three people get swallowed up by hell tonight. What’s a fourth?”

He leans forward, elbows on his knees and makes an ugly sound as Dylan’s wrist rotates completely around.

His legs give out, but Dylan doesn’t drop to the ground. Suspended by the wood embedded in him, he floats in front of her.

I almost tell her not to torture him. But I remember what he had planned to do to me in hell and I wonder if he hasn’t already done the same in the living world… if he won’t do it to someone else if I ask her to spare him.

Maybe I’ll join Julia when I die and we’ll descend to wrath together.

Bit by bit, Julia breaks him like a doll in the hands of a sadistic child.

He is a crumpled and crying mess by the time she is done.

“Please,” he whimpers.

But Julia shakes her head. “There is no mercy in you. You’ll get none from me. Go back to hell where you belong.”

His scream is bloodcurdling this time, but it cuts off when his head snaps cleanly to the side.

I look out into the night sky.

Sound might not have carried in hell, but these would have. I have to hope no one is out for a midnight stroll to have heard him.


[image: ]


Jonas and I both move out of the way as Dylan’s body floats toward us.

Julia flings him out of the cellar, tearing the splinters from his skin at the same time.

“I won’t share my resting place with him.”

“I understand.”

She looks at me, reaching out and I take her hand. “Will you deal with him for me?”

I nod and she wraps me in her arms. Held against her like this… I can hear the beat of her heart and I look back at it. In the living world, it’s a dark and shriveled lump.

“Will you be safe while I do?”

She nods. “I can close this off for the night.”

And I’ll fix it tomorrow.

Julia doesn’t want to let me go, but she knows she has to.

“I will be right back.” I kiss her cheek, avoiding the teeth that haven’t gone back to the way they were when she was living. “I promise.”

Jonas looks better. Maybe watching a guy you thought was a friend get murdered is restful to the recently departed from hell.

He looks at me and smiles kind of sheepishly when he sees me studying him. “I know this is probably going to make me sound like a sociopath, but… I’m okay with guys who pull this kind of shit not existing anymore. I’m not going to kill them, but if a pissed of poltergeist decides to, I’m not going to try to stop her.”

It’s probably a good thing. “Will you help me get him to his car?”

“Yeah.” He nods, taking a deep breath. “It’s not like tonight could get any more macabre.

It might. “Fair warning, he’s probably going to feel really gross.”

He takes him by the shoulder and I take his feet. And as soon as we pick him up, Jonas makes an ugly noise.

“Okay, yeah. I was not expecting it to feel like a sack of loose parts.”

“That’s kind of what he is now.”

“How are you going to explain it?”

“That’s what the car’s for.”

Together we walk him through the orchard, past the corn maze and back to his car.

We both glance warily at the two other cars still parked in the dark lot.

“So… trunk?” Jonas asks.

“No,” I dig Dylan’s keys out of his pocket. “Front seat.”

“Yeah?”

“He’s about to drive away and have an accident.”

“Okay.” He nods and helps me put him in the driver’s seat.

“You’re oddly chill about this.” I say.

“I mean… we just came back from hell. This doesn’t feel all that strange in comparison.”

“Fair.”

The spell is simple, the words more so. The car starts down the drive on its own.

We walk behind Dylan’s car until it reaches the end of the drive and joins the road. Then we watch in silence as it swerves and careens, picking up speed…

It flies into the woods and I hear it crash heavily into the trees. I see the flash of Dylan’s t-shirt.

He flew through the windshield—should have been wearing a seatbelt—and no doubt would have broken his neck, if it hadn’t already been.

They’ll find his car if they look for it. But if they don’t, he could be there for days… months.

I hope he is.

Let the wild animals pick him apart.

The full moon is still making its way across the sky, but the first blush of dawn has colored the horizon.

I stand there for a few moments, waiting, just in case. He’s died twice tonight. And this time… he doesn’t get to come back.

Maybe the book knew what it was doing.

I grimace. That would mean Jonas should have died too, and I don’t think they are the same.

Walking back down the gravel road, Jonas makes a strange noise.

“You okay?”

“I just had a really unsettling thought.”

“Do I want to hear it?”

“Probably not.” His mouth twists in a sort of disgust.

“Tell me anyway.”

“What if the woman in the barn wasn’t Minnie? What if it was you?” He winces like he’s just insulted me. “What if you were Dylan’s temptation to wrath?”

Maybe I was, maybe I wasn’t. “I guess we’ll never know.”

“You said something about making me forget hell.”

“I can wipe away the memories of tonight… it’ll be the same as if you had gotten black out drunk, just… without the hangover.”

“Huh,” he says and I know he’s considering it.

“It would mean you won’t have to lie if the cops come looking for a missing college kid.”

“That’s true, but… I don’t think I want to forget. I think… I think it’s better to know what’s waiting for me if I don’t make some changes.”

“Okay. But if you change your mind, let me know.

He nods. “So, um… you’re actually a witch. Like the spell stuff was real, and that’s how we got to hell… how you’d make me forget?”

“Yeah.”

“And Julia is your ghost girlfriend?”

“Yep.”

“Cool.” He nods, repeating the word a few times. “Hey, since I didn’t drive, could I stay here tonight? For what’s left of it, anyway?”

“Yeah.”

“In the not haunted house?” he quickly adds.

“Don’t worry. I’ll make up the couch at my grandmothers’. You’ll be safe and sound there.”

He glances up toward the house. “I am really sorry about everything I did in hell. I like girls—which, apparently you do, too—and I may have a bit too active of an imagination.”

“We’re in college, we’re supposed to be horny, right?”

He snorts and claps a hand over his mouth while he laughs, shaking his head in a way that leaves me wondering if he’s ashamed of me for saying it, or himself for laughing at it.

“I’d still like to hang out, if you want. Just as friends. Zero expectations now or in the future. But after all of that,” he waves vaguely at the ground and then back toward Dylan’s car, “I’ll understand if you’d rather not.”

“I guess we’ll see what happens.”
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“Genevieve Delany Humphries.”

I look up to find one of my grandmothers standing in front of the house, broom in hand, a scowl on her lips.

“I think you have some explaining to do.” She glances at Jonas and then back to me.

“I definitely do,” I say. “Gran, this is my friend Jonas. Jonas, this is my Grandmother Collette.”

“It’s very nice to meet you, Jonas,” she tips her head toward the front door. “The couch is already made up for you.”

He looks at me and then back to her, “Th-thank you.”

“There’s a protection spell on the pillow case, so you shouldn’t have nightmares.” She says as he goes.

He gives me one last wide-eyed look before he disappears and my grandmother turns her attention fully to me. “Where is the book?”

She doesn’t have to clarify which book.

“At the Whittaker house.”

“Did you use it?”

“Yes.”

She shakes her head at me, white curls bobbling. “How many people died?”

“Two, but only one is still dead.”

Gran sighs and taps me on the nose with her broomstick. “Did you learn your lesson?”

“Yes.”

“Good. Bring the book back to the house and I will give you the spell you should have performed tonight.”

“What spell is that?”

She glares at me and I know she won’t tell me until I’ve done what she asked.

I turn for Julia’s house, while she turns for hers.

The lights burn low in the windows, and Julia hovers at the threshold, waiting for me.

The moment I make it through the door, she wraps me in her arms and kisses me… it feels like home.

I could almost forget…

Sighing against her lips I draw back.

“I have to take the book to my grandmother,” I tell her. “She’s… calm, but I know she’s furious.”

Julia scowls. Her face is almost back to normal, but she still looks a little… wrong. “How long will you be gone?”

“I’m not sure. But I will be back. And I will try to be faster than last time.”

She releases me from her embrace, but she doesn’t let go of my hand. “Would you stay here when you come back?”

“Of course.”

She twines her fingers in mine and her brows pinch. “I mean, would you stay here… permanently?”

I bite my tongue because I want to laugh and I don’t think it would sound like joy.

“You want me to move in?”

She nods, “After two hundred years thinking I loved solitude, I’ve found that I prefer your company.”

“I will… if you are okay with the fact I will have to make changes.” I look at broken stairs and the shattered lamps. “If you’re okay with me adding electricity and updating the plumbing…”

“I am.”

“You’ll need someone to repair this place, too.” I kiss her. “Let me put your house back together.”

Julia kisses me once more and then releases me. “Hurry back.”
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“What spell do I want?” I ask my grandmother as I hand her the black page book.

The tome looks less scary in her library with all the other dusty spines.

She weighs it in her hands, scowling at it. “This is missing a page.”

“You’ll have to talk to Minnie about that.”

“I’m sure I will. Once I find her.” She sets it on the windowsill, beneath the still-bright light of the full moon that sits low in the pane and hands me a piece of parchment.

“I planned to give this to you after your fancy graduation… as a reminder that you belong here, but… seems like you already know that.”

I take it and look at the spell written there.

“What, exactly, does it do?”

“You are learning. Good.” She chuckles. “Use that, and you can reassign a ghost’s anchor.”

Julia’s anchor is her heart. It’s the thing that lets her remain in the living world long after she should have passed on. “Why would I want to do that?”

“I don’t know.” My grandmother says in the way she always does when she definitely does know. “Why might you want to anchor Julia to your heart, instead of hers?”

I freeze because I’d never considered…

Looking at my grandmother’s face, trying to tell if she’s teasing me, I ask, “I can do that?”

“If you want to and she’ll let you, then yes. Now, go make plans I have no part in.” She flutters her hand at me, dismissing me.

I pause in the doorway and look back, “Julia thinks you’ve been neglecting my education.”

“There is no reason for you to use this book. So there was no reason for me to teach you Babylonian.”

“What about Sumerian?”

She looks up at me over her glasses. “If you don’t leave right now, I’m going to snatch that spell back.”

I hurry upstairs and pack a small bag. I can come back for more later, but… I want to bring this first bag to show her that I do plan on sticking around.

I drop my phone charging brick on top of my clothes and zip it up as I hurry back down the stairs.

Before I head out, I take a moment to peek in at Jonas. He is out like a light and snoring so loudly… I’m sure everyone sleeping here will be glad the room is spelled to be soundproof.

I feel like I’ve crossed the field to Julia’s home a hundred times, but I’ll happily cross it a hundred more, as long as she’s waiting for me.

“You’re tired.” She says when she wraps her arms around me again.

She strokes my face and then takes my hand, tugging me upstairs.

I follow her to the bedroom and close the door. She closes the curtains.

“My grandmother gave me this.” I place the spell on the table and take off my boots as Julia floats over to it.

She reads the words and then reads them again. “Do you know what this would mean?”

“You’d be tied to me instead of your house.”

She dips her head, nodding with a far away look in her dark eyes. “Do you understand the consequences?”

“Probably not.” What have I understood tonight.

“For me, they’re simple… When you die, I will pass on.”

She comes to me, pressing her cold fingers to my skin.

“And I won’t survive as long as your heart will.” I don’t like that.

“For you… I could take control of your body for short amounts of time.”

“You could possess me?”

“The same way I can slam doors here, I could make you slap someone. Things like that.”

“But would you?”

She hesitates and then smiles a little sheepishly. “I can think of a few instances where I would, yes.”

“What kind of instances?”

“If you were incapacitated and needed to defend yourself, but couldn’t?”

“Well, I wouldn’t object to that.”

“If Minerva irritates me again?”

“I might object to that.”

“I’ll be with you, everywhere. This spell, essentially means that I’ll haunt you, not my home.”

“But you could leave this house for the first time in centuries.”

She nods, looking down at the spell. She takes a deep breath and the walls creak when she exhales.

“You sleep. I’ll think.”
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I wake at dusk with Julia’s arms still wrapped around me and I snuggle closer to her. “Thank you for coming back with me.”

“What do you mean?” Her brows pinch and then her face clears and she holds me tighter. “You thought there was a chance I’d go after the man who killed me and succumb to my wrath?”

“I worried that his pull was stronger than mine.”

“There is only one thing that could make me stay in hell. And that is if you were trapped there, too.”

I shiver and it’s not because her skin is cold. “Let’s never go back there.”

“No more hell,” she agrees. “But let me take you to Heaven.”

She turns over me and sinks through the blankets as if they aren’t there.

But the cotton sheet still brushes at my legs and she doesn’t argue with me when I kick it away.

She brushes my hair back from my forehead, gaze wandering over my face. “I’ve lain beside you in this bed a dozen times before, wishing I could simply touch you… I would have been happy to hold your hand.”

I lace my fingers in hers. “You can hold my hand any time you like.”

Her lips brush the back of it. “I’m yours and you’re mine, aren’t you, Genevieve?”

“Yes.” I slip my fingers through her hair, behind her neck, and pull her down to me. “I’ve been yours for a while.”

When I kiss her, she seems to sigh with her whole body, easing her weight onto me and I free my hand from hers, wrapping my other arm around her waist so that I can clutch her tighter.

I need her.

And I want her and there’s an urgency within me that has nothing to do with anything outside of us.

The rest of the world could have been sucked to hell… I’m not going after them. I’m not going anywhere when I have Julia like this.

She kisses me like she needs me too. Desperate and deep.

Both of us have longed for too long.

I whimper when she slips away from me, but the disappointment is short-lived. I help her when she drags my pajama pants down my legs, and I pull my shirt off, tossing them aside.

She hovers over me, looking her fill, and I lick my lips… waiting, wanting…

When I reach for her, she sinks down to me, but she spreads my legs again, sharp fingers holding my thighs as she opens me for her.

“You’re perfect, Genevieve.” She kisses my knee and sighs against my skin. “No spell for other people, just us.”

I nod, licking my lips. “Just us.”

She smiles, her teeth still sharp, and descends on me.

I grab her head on a gasp, but I don’t try to take control from her.

What was rushed before is unhurried and I bite my tongue as she takes her time, exploring me with her mouth.

She makes me writhe and I prop myself up on my elbows so that I can watch her, meeting her dark eyes as she takes what she wants from me.

The languid way in which her tongue works makes me want to weep and beg, but I only let a whimper go free.

When her eyes flutter closed and her grip tightens on my thighs, I have to drop my head back and screw my eyes shut.

Demands clog the back of my throat. More… Now… Please…

But I don’t let them free.

Nothing passes my lips until that need and pleasure coil into a tight point inside my belly, and I come, hands twisting in the sheets as that pleasure courses through me.

Julia laughs, her breath fluttering against my damp skin. “Perhaps the next time I go to hell, it will be gluttony that tugs at me.”

“I’m certain lust would show me you and no one else.”

Julia kisses me once more and then shifts up to kiss my mouth. I grind myself against the hard column of her leg, forcing myself not to try to turn her.

“Are you fighting me? Or yourself?” she asks as she takes hold of my wrists.

Her grip is tight, her teeth on my neck sharp, and I wriggle against the weight of her hips. But I’m not trying to get away. I want more. I’m always going to want more.

But I won’t take it.

“Too many people have taken from you… I only want to give.”

He smiles and shakes her head at me. “Oh, you’ll take.”

She chuckles as she kisses me and I gasp when her fingers find me again, when they slide through the wetness her mouth left behind and delve inside of me.

“We’ll both take and we’ll both give and I have no doubt the scales will always balance.” She moves over me and her smile is even sharper than it was before. “But this time, I think I’ll give you what you want… and what you need.”

She presses forward with her fingers, catching my lips in a kiss before I can argue with her.

I savor that kiss while she works herself inside of me, two fingers, then three, then…

My eyes fly wide and she smiles at me, even though she doesn’t draw back from that kiss.

The pressure the… perfection.

I moan against her lips as she presses her whole hand inside of me and I tighten on her.

I fight for my breath when she leaves me, moving so that her lips can toy with my clit as she continues to work her way into me.

“Before,” I say, shivering and shuddering at the sharp pleasure her lips pull from my clit, “I had thought to myself that I wanted you inside me. Can you hear my thoughts?”

“No… but I think I know what you want.”

She stretches and fills me and I hold myself as still as I can until the pressure is too great, the pleasure is too sharp. A cry rips from my throat as I thrash and it feels like the whole house shakes around me as my orgasm tries to rip me apart.

Julia’s soft laughter is the only sound I can hear over my own heartbeat.

Joy… That is what I want for her.

That’s what I want for us.

When my heart slows, and my breathing settles. Julia eases herself from me and lays at my side, nose brushing mine. She kisses my lips, my chin, my nose…

“I’d like to be your anchor.” I say in the softness that cocoons us.

“I’d like that too.”

She looks down through the bed and the floor. “The spell requires my heart.”

I hold her hand. “We don’t have to do this today. We have plenty of time. You already haunt my heart. And I’ll haunt you right back. Forever.”

Her hand flickers, but it’s completely solid when she touches my cheek. “Forever.”
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A DASH OF DEMON


KARLA DOYLE


A snack-sized Fate’s Falls cozy monster romance
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After a rocky divorce from an asshole I married when I was young and dumb, I somehow got the cockamamie idea to go on a solo camping trip to “find myself again.” Just saying that out loud now makes me realize how unhinged I was after getting out of my marriage. What twenty-seven-year-old woman with a lick of good sense goes hiking in the British Columbia mountains alone?

I was collecting berries when I came upon a badly injured fox. I didn’t stop and think about it biting me, or the possibility that whatever animal had attacked it might still be in the area and a danger to me. I’m a veterinary assistant, it’s second nature to help animals. So that’s what I did. Then the fox changed into a man, right in front of my eyes.

Turns out, I didn’t save a fox, I saved a fox shifter. But he was still in rough shape, so I made sure he got home. One hell of a trek, but we made it to Fate’s Falls, where I was welcomed by the pack and everyone else in town. “Everyone else” mostly being monsters. All shapes, sizes, and types. But they’re all super nice, which is a lot more than I can say for most of the humans I knew, so I stayed. Got a job working for the local veterinarian, a demon with a hyper-sensitive sniffer and a mouth with zero filter.

Oh, then I walked into the local bakery and fell instantly in love with a towering, dark-red hell demon who makes the best scones on earth. Possibly in any realm. Now, if only he’d see me as more than his number-one customer…
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This cozy, cute, steamy little nugget of a story includes:

- a hell-born demon who is a cinnamon roll for the woman he secretly loves

- an independent human heroine

- fun side characters from Fate’s Falls!

- explicit sexual acts between consenting adults

- sweet happily ever after
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If this is your first trip to the secret monster town of Fate’s Falls, welcome! You’re about to meet lots of fun characters who live and love in this charming little mountain town.

If you’re making a return trip to Fate’s Falls with this story, you’re going to bump into some familiar faces, and some new ones who you’ll meet again in coming books.

Enjoy your stay in Fate’s Falls, and we’ll see you again soon!
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Amazra

My back is to the entrance when the chime over the bakery’s front door announces an incoming customer. I need not turn to know who it is. Not only because she always visits precisely at this time of day. But even without the knowledge of her daily routine, her scent tells me who has entered the small shop. And the moment it reaches my nose, my entire being is aware, alert, and ready for all the things I would do, were I able to claim this lovely human for my own.

That will never happen. All I can do is sell her baked goods and continue to silently suffer my endless desire for her. Inhaling, I draw her unique fragrance inside me. For the briefest moment, I permit myself the luxury of savoring it on the back of my tongue. The closest I will ever come to tasting her. Even taking in this much of her personal scent is an invasion of her privacy.

All hell-born demons possess heightened senses which can be useful in the earthly realm. I have benefited from mine, using my enhanced sense of taste and smell to create foods my customers cannot resist. I could have drawn Lilah’s full scent inside me thousands of times already. With each visit to my shop, the temptation increases. But the stories and secrets her intimate fragrance hold are not for me to know. Only the creature lucky enough to claim her has the right to know her that way.

“Good afternoon, Lilah,” I say as I turn toward her. It’s nearing the end of my business day. My shelves have little to choose from, but she will not be disappointed; I know her preferences and always keep them on hand—but out of sight. I cannot have her in all the ways I crave, but I can extend the minutes spent in her presence. I can create the need for her to speak to me. Because gods above and lords below, her voice is the sweetest sound I have ever heard.

The season has brought warm weather that some of the town’s residents find uncomfortable, so I have several fans operating to offset what they refer to as “thick heat,” a concept none of them can truly comprehend, having never visited a hell realm. Nonetheless, I utilize the fans to lessen their discomfort. Watching the artificial breeze lift Lilah’s long, dark hair as she approaches the counter is another small form of torture. Surely it is soft, like strands of silk. So many times, I have imagined threading my fingers through it. Wrapping its length around my fist and directing her head backward so I can see the ecstasy on her face while I plunge my cock deep into her delicate, curvy body.

“You’re sold out of cinnamon scones?” Every day, she scans the cases before asking. Once upon a time, her cheeks would flush with a deep rose when she spoke to me. The blush no longer tints her cheeks when we converse. She has developed a level of ease with me. As she should have, since I am nothing more to her than the local baker.

“I always keep some for you.” Without taking my eyes from the beautiful woman who consumes my thoughts, I reach under the counter for the box I have prepared.

They are not the basic cinnamon scones I sell to others. I add a dash of poudre douce to the ones she purchases on her way home from work because I know she has a sweet tooth, in addition to enjoying spice.

I could set the box on the counter. I should. Instead, I hold it out for her to take, just to have her fingers close to mine, even though the package is large enough that they need not touch.

Except, today, they do. And that simple press of her fingers against mine is like lightning, igniting a blaze that races through me like wildfire.

A startled gasp leaves the perfect O her lips have formed. “You’re so hot.” She pulls her hand away. “I meant the temperature of your skin.”

“Of course.”

“Just because I didn’t mean it in the other ‘you’re so hot’ way that time doesn’t mean you aren’t.” Now, she blushes. A deeper shade than any of the times before.

“I took no offense; your false assurances are not necessary.”

Youthful as she is, deep lines form between her dark eyebrows as her lips pull into a frown. “I’m not the kind of person who says false things.”

“That was not my implication. I have been acquainted with you for several years and know you are a good, honest person.”

“If that’s truly your opinion, then you know I didn’t make that comment just to be nice.” She reclaims the step backward she took a moment ago, setting the bakery box on the surface between us, and leaning against the counter’s edge. “You know that if I compliment you, then, now, or ever, it’s sincere. Right, Amazra?”

Hearing her say my name sends a spike of heat straight to my cock. What I wouldn’t give to have her say it while her graceful body is taking every inch of me. While her tight feminine sheath is squeezing my hard cock, milking it as she comes apart from the pleasure of my many bumps and ridges rubbing her most sensitive places.

“Amazra?” she says again, this time while waving a hand in front of my face.

“My apologies. A thought distracted me.”

Again, her expression falls to one which lacks her usual lightness. “I understand.” Her hair curtains her face as she reaches into her handbag, presumably to retrieve her payment method.

“There is no charge for the scones. I will be closing soon, and if you do not take them, I will give them to someone else, as I always do with anything leftover.”

Her brown eyes flick up to meet mine. “You say that every day, and this is where I usually say thank you and leave, but not today. I’m aware you keep certain things aside just for me, as a thoughtful courtesy, so those don’t count as end-of-day items. I should be paying you.”

“I would prefer you did not. Knowing you enjoy these things which I have made with my hands is payment enough.” When she lowers her gaze to where my hands rest with the palms pressed to the countertop, it takes concentrated effort not to flex my fingers in a show of strength. Though, perhaps I should. If I were to scare her, she might not come back. The torture of wanting what I cannot have would be less without her thrice-daily visits. Not gone entirely, but less.

“Okay, well, thanks,” she says, not meeting my eyes while collecting the box. Or while turning away. Only when she reaches the door does she look back at me, and when she does, her face is again flush with roses. “I meant what I said. About meaning what I say, and you know, the part about you being hot, even though it wasn’t the context when I originally said it. It applies. It always has.”

By the time I have sorted out the convoluted thread of phrases, the bakery door has closed, with Lilah on the other side, and making her way down the street. I prefer having these small moments alone with Lilah, but this would have been a good time to have my storefront employee present. Though Dauphine is not human like Lilah, she is female, and always ready to give an opinion. I rarely desire the elf’s commentary, but a female perspective would be helpful right now.

Because it sounded as though Lilah finds me appealing. And if that were true, I would bring her so much pleasure, she would lose her beautiful, soft voice from screaming my name. Then I would do it again, every day, for the rest of her life.
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Lilah

“You are unusually reserved today,” Dr. Daemon says after Atlas, a literal giant, leaves the exam room with his tiny, four-month-old kitten.

“You’re basing ‘today’ off of one appointment? The clinic has only been open for thirty minutes. And I was not reserved. I was perfectly friendly. Fully professional.”

“Exactly my point. You are customarily warm, compassionate, and demonstrative. Yet you barely scratched behind that kitten’s ears. You did not once tell it that it is cute.”

He’s right, but I confess to nothing. My demon boss already has more confidence than any creature I’ve ever met. I’m not saying a word to inflate that dark-mahogany head of his.

Drilling me with his patient but expectant stare, the large demon crosses his arms over his chest while leaning against the exam table.

“Scoot,” I say, shooing him away with one hand. “You’re in the way of my disinfecting.”

His deep laugh rumbles, the action causing his broad chest to expand to the point of stretching his scrub shirt taut. The town veterinarian is widely appreciated by the females in Fate’s Falls. He’s considered a catch among the single crowd, and there’s no denying he’s attractive.

But he’s not the one for me. I only have eyes for one demon, for one man of any species.

Daemon moves as directed, but not before taking a whiff of me. It’s his thing. It weirded me out the first few months I worked for him, but once I got used to it, to him, his sniffing habit became kind of handy. My menstrual cycle has always been unpredictable, but I haven’t been caught off-guard by a period since working here. Is it strange to have your demon boss tell you exactly when Aunt Flo is due to arrive? Yep. But he’s never been wrong, and I’ve ruined a lot less underwear because of it.

I don’t bother asking what his sniffer tells him about me. If he feels it’s worthy of note, he’ll tell me, whether I want to hear it or not. And there have plenty of times when his comments have fallen in the would-rather-not-have-heard category.

“Have I ever told you that human emotional states produce distinct odors?”

“Odors?” I roll my eyes at him. “You couldn’t use a nicer word than odors?”

“Humans are so sensitive. Odor, scent, aroma, fragrance, musk, bouquet⁠—”

“Yes, bouquet. From now on, whenever you do your sniff test on me, I would like you to refer to what you detect as my bouquet.”

“Ah, there you are, my spirited assistant. Welcome back. As for your bouquet this morning, it reeks of frustration.”

“Reeks, Daemon?” I shake my head while heading for the second door of the exam room, the one that leads to our treatment area rather than the waiting room. “I hope you fall in love with a human woman one day, because she’ll slap you so hard if you use words like ‘odor’ and ‘reeks’ with her.”

“I quite enjoy being slapped.”

“Of course you do,” I say, snorting and shaking my head.

“And demons do not fall in love.”

My stomach clenches, then plummets. I resist wrapping my arms around my middle, but maintaining an indifferent posture isn’t adequate to hide my internal reaction to the statement. Not around my boss and his heightened olfactory senses.

“Ah, now I understand,” he says, after drawing another whiff. “Your sullen demeanor and frustration are in regard to the demon with whom you have been infatuated for twenty-seven months now.”

The urge to challenge him about the length of time I’ve been pining for the demon bakery owner is strong. I only resist because I know it’ll bite me in the ass. Daemon will change the months to days, possibly even minutes. Damn his demon senses to hell. Though, I suppose that’s where they came from.

“Your silence is almost as gratifying as the scent of acquiescence.” His sharp features pull into what, for a demon, is a good-natured grin. “The question is, what are you going to do about it, aside from buying pastries three times a day?”

“Nothing,” I say, fiddling with supplies which don’t require further organization. Since we have a few minutes before our next appointment, and because it’s pointless to deny anything around my annoying and equally well-meaning employer, I sigh and meet his glowing-eyed gaze. “I made a comment yesterday that wasn’t meant to be a personal compliment, but then followed up by saying it could be taken as one, and Amazra’s response was to zone out of the conversation. He’s clearly not interested in me in that way.”

Dr. Daemon’s brow line rises. “If that is how ‘clearly’ you communicated your desire to Amazra, it is unsurprising he did not return your interest. Demons are pragmatic creatures. If you truly wish to engage in a physical relationship with one, be direct.”

“And have him directly reject me? Um, no thanks to that. I’d never live it down.”

“If he were to decline, it would not be meant as a slight, Lilah. Demons are not cursed with the depth and intensity of emotions that cause humans so much inner turmoil. Any rejection would simply be a lack of physical attraction. He would not dwell on the interaction, nor should you.”

Easier said than done. As much as I’ve fantasized about being naked and thoroughly, physically entangled with Amazra, I want more. I feel more.

But if Daemon is correct, and demons don’t experience love the way humans do, I’d only be making things worse for myself by initiating a sexual relationship with Amazra. That’s if he was interested. Which I’m still not convinced would be the case, even though he is sweet and thoughtful toward me on a daily basis. That’s just him being a good business owner.

“Dr. Daemon,” the clinic’s fox shifter receptionist says, poking her russet-and-blonde ponytailed head around the wall that leads to the outer office area. “Your next appointment is here. They’re waiting in exam two.”

“Thank you, Holly,” Daemon says, tilting his horned head toward the closed door on our side of the exam rooms. “Let us go see what ails Mr. Jenkin’s teacup chihuahua this morning. Perhaps it will distract you from pining for the hot baker for a short time.”

The comment startles me where I stand. I know my boss’s heightened senses make him intuitive, but he’s not a mind reader. Right? “Why would you describe him as hot?”

“Because he is. As am I, and Razbunare, Hellmuth, and the other hell-born demons inhabiting this realm. The hellfire from which we originated gives us a higher physiological temperature than most creatures. Not hotter than all creatures, of course, but most.” Before I can assemble a response, Daemon rumbles with laughter. “Is that the compliment you inadvertently and unclearly gave? That Amazra is hot?”

“We have a client waiting,” is my nonanswer, which I’m aware is totally an affirmation.

“You will have to be far more direct than that when flirting with a demon,” Daemon says, making no attempt to hide his amusement. “Amazra would have taken such a comment as a matter of fact regarding his temperature, not as an indication that you find him sexually appealing.”

Maybe he’s right, but I’m not going to admit it. Nor do I need to because he just did his take-a-whiff thing again, so he already knows. If only Amazra would sniff me like that, he’d know how I feel. Wanting to be sniffed by the demon baker. My life has become a romcom. I can live with that, but it’d sure be nice to increase the rom aspect. Oh, and make it spicy. Red-hot demon spicy.
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LILAH

Since it’s a slow day, I cashed in some of the “personal time” Dr. Daemon gives all of his staff as part of our generous compensation package. I don’t know how he can afford to pay us as well as he does with a limited clientele base and very reasonable fees, but I make significantly more money here than I did as a veterinary assistant in a hopping-busy clinic back in North Vancouver.

Never in a million years would I have guessed that my post-crappy-divorce, get-in-touch-with-myself-again solo camping trip in the mountains would’ve led me to a whole new life in a magically protected secret monster town. It’s said that fate brings people—human and nonhuman alike—to Fate’s Falls. I don’t know how true that is, but I’ve never been happier than the two and a half years I’ve lived here. The only thing that could make my life better would be having a tall, dark, and handsome demon in it on a daily basis—other than to sell me baked goods.

The demon I strategically avoided contact with earlier by altering the timing of my morning scone run. My multiple daily visits to Just Baked are nearly to the minute, but not today. I got there early this morning. Intentionally, and I didn’t go in when I arrived. I waited across the divided street, in the town square, watching the bakery’s storefront like a stalker, swooping in to get my breakfast scone when I saw Amazra was busy with another customer. Since I arranged to take the afternoon off, I skipped lunch at work, swinging by the bakery for my midday muffin an hour later than usual, and once again waiting until I was sure to avoid direct interaction with my favorite stoic baker.

He must know I’m avoiding him. And why. Or maybe none of it even pings on his radar, because A, demons don’t get wrapped up in emotions, and B, I haven’t directly told him I’m interested in tasting more than his baked goodies.

Direct is out of the question, and unfortunately, I have more than enough swirling emotions for both of us. So, it’s time for some three-level self-care. One: buy some pretty new undies nobody but me will ever see. Two: treat myself to a thick new dildo I hope nobody sees me buying at Lexi’s sex-toy shop. Three: pull the shades, cue up the authentic monster porn, and pretend item number two is Amazra.

Downtown is its usual moderately busy when I enter one of my favorite shops, Perfect Fit. Terra, the owner, waves from the changeroom area, where she’s passing things into two occupied dressing rooms. “Be right with you, Lilah, hon!”

“No hurry here,” I return. “I took the afternoon off.”

“Ooh, sounds like someone’s free to join us for spa treatments,” a familiar voice calls from inside one of the changerooms. Then the curtain slides open and one of Fate’s Falls’ other human residents emerges. Yes, emerges. Rosetta isn’t someone who actively tries to get noticed, but it inevitably happens. The petite redhead is as outgoing as she is sassy, and that level is at the max.

The other dressing room door opens and a woman I haven’t met steps out, holding whatever she just tried on behind her back. “I don’t think these are for me,” she says to Terra, attempting to subtly pass the items off.

But Ro’s not having it, snagging the pieces from her shopping partner’s hand. Lingerie. The skimpy variety, based on how little fabric is hanging from Rosetta’s fingers. “Did they fit?”

The brunette’s face was already soft pink when she exited the changeroom. Now it’s fuchsia. “Yes, but⁠—”

“And did you look sexy as hell in them?” Ro points a finger at her. “No lying. No being modest, either.”

Her friend gives a pained sigh. “They’re…flattering.”

Rosetta snorts, handing the items to Terra. “She’ll take them. And I’ll take these,” she says, having zero fucks that I can see the risqué panties and bra—if they can even be labeled that when there’s little more to them than some black ribbon.

Apparently, it’s my turn next, because she waves me over. It’d be rude not to go. Plus, hanging with Ro is always a good time. I could use a dash of her conquer-all-the-things spirit.

“So, what do you think?” she asks when I reach them. “Join us for spa stuff after you’re done shopping?” Before I can answer, she wiggles and jiggles on the spot, her wild, red curls bouncing. “Oh, but first, introductions! Natalie, this is Lilah, one of your future best friends. Lilah, this is my cousin and lifelong, number-one bestie, Natalie. Nat’s here for my wedding, but never going back to Toronto, if Constantine and I have anything to say about it.”

A renewed blush floods Natalie’s face as Rosetta elbows her playfully. “Very nice to meet you,” she says, ignoring her cousin’s comment and extending her hand.

“Same.” Smiling at both of them, I shake Natalie’s hand. Gossiping has never been my thing, but girl talk—I could never get enough of that, and I don’t get nearly enough of it. And since Natalie didn’t deny or shut Ro down… “So, Cupid got you and everybody’s favorite Minotaur?”

Natalie’s hazel eyes nearly pop out of her head. “Oh my god, Cupids are real, too?”

Rosetta snorts another laugh, rubbing her cousin’s back while looking at me. “Nat’s only been here a few days, and I didn’t warn her that monsters are real before she got here. She’s still adjusting to the new normal.”

“You could’ve told me, Ro,” Natalie says, shooting her the side-eye.

“And risk you not coming? No way. Besides, look how perfectly everything’s working out.” Rosetta tilts her head toward the sales counter where Terra took their future purchases. “You wouldn’t be out shopping for skimpies to be ripped off later if you’d stayed holed-up in your Toronto shoebox of an apartment, working around the clock and having no life. Ooh, and speaking of shoes, we should stop at Sole Mate and get you some of those sexy bedroom sandals with the clear heels and feathery poofs. Not that you need any extras to drive Constantine wild. He’s been waiting fifteen years for you, after all.”

I don’t think it’s possible for Natalie’s face to get any redder. With the little gurgle she makes, I’m not sure it’s possible for her to speak at the moment, either. Since I contributed to the embarrassment, shifting the focus is the least I can do. “To answer your Cupid question, I haven’t met one, but that doesn’t mean anything. I’ve only been in town two and a half years, so I’m relatively new to the whole monster society thing. But everyone I’ve met here is awesome. I know we just met, but I hope you consider staying. This really is the best place on earth to live.”

“It really does seem idyllic,” Natalie says as the deep blush fades from her complexion. “How did you find your way here, Lilah? Was it for love, like Rosetta with Dak?”

“Oh, no, not at all. Sort of the opposite. After a rocky divorce from an asshole I married when I was young and dumb, I somehow got the cockamamie idea to go on a solo camping trip to ‘find myself again.’ Just saying that out loud now makes me realize how unhinged I was after getting out of my marriage. What twenty-seven-year-old woman with a lick of good sense goes hiking in the mountains alone?”

Natalie is obviously a sweetheart, because instead of agreeing, she places a hand on my arm and gives a gentle squeeze. “You were obviously very hurt and needed the space to heal. Did you get lost and end up here in Fate’s Falls?”

“No, I’ve always been the outdoorsy type, and I was actually quite well prepared for my wilderness sojourn. I was collecting berries when I came upon a badly injured fox. I didn’t stop and think about it biting me, or the possibility that whatever animal had attacked it might still be in the area and a danger to me. I’m a veterinary assistant, it’s second nature to help animals. So that’s what I did. Then the fox changed into a man, right in front of my eyes. Turns out, I didn’t save a fox, I saved a fox shifter. But he was still in rough shape, so I made sure he got home, which is here. One hell of a trek, but we made it, and I was welcomed by the pack and everyone else in town. And I never left.”

“That’s incredible,” Natalie says. “What did you do when the fox shifted into a man? Did you know about nonhumans already?”

“Hell no. I totally freaked out! But seeing is believing, right? And once you’re aware that humans aren’t the only free-thinking species around, accepting the scope of what else, who else, is here, isn’t really so hard.”

“Perfectly put,” Ro says. “You know what else is hard to believe? That you’ve been here two and a half years and you’re still walking around a single woman while surrounded by so many sexy beasts, and I do mean that literally.”

“Never mind her,” Natalie says, rolling her eyes. “Ever since Ro connected with Dak, she’s had nothing on her mind except sex.”

“Not true, I also have love on my mind. I loooove my big, green, sexy orc mate. And yes, I also want sex all the time. Literally, all the damn time.” She snorts. “You would too, trust me.”

“My cousin, the oversharer.” Natalie shakes her head, but there’s a smile on her face. “And I know we just met, so I really have no place telling you what to do or not do, but don’t let Ro harass you into finding a relationship. She gets it in her head to do a thing, and she’s like a dog with a bone.”

“Just trying to make sure all my friends experience the magic,” she says, making hubba-hubba eyes. “Seriously, though. Nobody of interest, Lilah? What about the vet? He’s hot. A charmer, too, and that’s saying something for a demon. Most of them are a little on the stiff side. And I’m not talking about the good stiff.”

I scrunch up my face. “I’m not interested in my boss.”

Rosetta might be hyper-focused on her own relationship, but she’s sharp. Tack sharp. Doesn’t miss much, including the wording I used for my answer. “All right, who is it? Tell us now or tell us later, but you know I’m going to get it out of you.”

I turn my attention to her cousin. “Has she always been like this?”

“Literally since birth.” Natalie shrugs. “And I know I should jump in and try to save you, but honestly, it’s nice to have her pointing that interrogation light in another direction for a few minutes. She who used to openly loathe commitment and monogamy is now the ultimate believer in romantic happily ever afters.”

“How are you ladies doing over here?” Terra asks, joining us after finishing up with another customer. “Lilah, hon, is there anything special you’re shopping for today that I can help with?”

“Um…” Letting my gaze drift to the nearest display of pretty panties is like dangling bait in front of Rosetta.

“You are seeing someone.”

“Sadly, no. I just need a pick-me-up.”

“Or to be picked up.” Ro gives me another eyebrow wiggle. “And what better place for that than my wedding? Let’s find you a hot new dress to go with whatever sexy skivvies caught your eye. Make all those hunky single monsters go wild for you at the reception. Then you can take your pick and not go home alone.”

“Unless you want to go home alone.” Natalie is obviously the I’ve-got-your-back type.

“I don’t think she wants to.” Terra’s comment has all three of our heads turning. “I know I’m not part of this conversation and shouldn’t get involved, but…” The ever-pleasant wood nymph meets my gaze and gives me a warm smile that definitely leans toward friendship, rather than business. “I have a clear view of Just Baked from my front window here. I’ve watched you go there three times a day for I don’t know how long, but it’s not a recent thing. And the baked goods are excellent, but I don’t think they’re the reason for your daily visits.”

Well, hell. “I only came in here for a pick-me-up, but since your combined sleuthing abilities and persistence have outed my crush⁠—”

Rosetta cuts me off with a loud, “Woot!”

“—I might as well get another opinion on what to do about it.”

“Another opinion?” Terra asks.

I roll my eyes and release a breath. “It wasn’t voluntary advice-seeking, but there’s no hiding anything from my boss. He says his super sniffer can detect human emotions because they all have distinct odors. He’s such a delight.”

“He’s a character,” Terra says. “It’s not just him, though. All hell demons have a heightened sense of smell. A lot of the cryptid species do, too.”

“Can confirm.” Again, Natalie’s cheeks flame with a deep blush. “Constantine is very, um, scent-motivated.”

Beside her, Rosetta whoops again, giving a fist bump to her red-in-the-face cousin.

This is premium girl talk. But all I can think about is Amazra. All the times I’ve been in his bakery, in that small, confined space with its somewhat-lacking air flow… could he smell my interest in him? My arousal at the sight of his big, dark-red body? Groaning, I cover my face with both hands.

“If you’re worried that Amazra is aware of how you feel but doesn’t return the sentiment, I think you’re mistaken.” Terra’s voice is as soft as her fingers, gently peeling my hands free so I can see her nodding. “He watches you, Lilah. First, he watches for you. I’ve seen it; the way he stares at the door when he’s expecting you to walk through it. Then, while you’re in his presence, he never takes his eyes off of you. And when you leave, his gaze follows you until you’re out of sight. Sometimes, he moves to the front window.”

“He does all that?” The desperation in my voice is as clear as the glass Terra has been observing us through. And I don’t give half a shit. I just need to know.

“He does,” Terra says, giving my arm a light squeeze. “I know hell demons can be hard to read because they’re not emotionally motivated like a lot of us other species are, but I really believe Amazra is interested in you. I haven’t witnessed this behavior from him where anyone else is concerned.”

As hopeful as that sounds, it’s the, they’re not emotionally motivated part my brain sticks on. Not as straightforward as Daemon’s statement that demons do not fall in love, but definitely in the same vein. If Amazra is interested in me in a physical way, would that be enough for me? Maybe, maybe not. There’s only one way to find out.

“Okay, ladies, let’s do this. Find me the perfect wedding-appropriate dress to make me irresistible. I’ve got a demon to seduce.”
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Amazra

Twice this day, I have missed my opportunity to be face-to-face with Lilah. I could assume her schedule is off, or consider it coincidence that I was engaged with other customers at the precise moments she came into my shop, if not for the fact that both times, I saw her in the park prior to entering. She waited for those opportunities to avoid contact with me. Evidence that I misunderstood her comments yesterday. That I have caused her to feel uncomfortable with me.

Now it is closing time, and she has not come by for her usual third visit that she makes on her way home from work. It is possible her routine is altered, since she did not return to the veterinary clinic after her second stop here earlier, and that she is occupied with the two humans who accompanied her out of the dress shop.

She looked over at the bakery then. A look that lingered long enough for me to wonder if she could see me watching her. Human vision is not as acute as that of a demon, but for a moment, we seemed connected by that shared gaze. I enjoyed the sensation. Enough that I made an audible sound my bakery assistant referred to as a longing sigh. The persistent elf needled me about it for the duration of her shift, openly laughing when I suggested she could be replaced with someone more silent.

“Why don’t you just ask her out?” Dauphine had said after her amusement tapered off. “Unless you’ve been adding a dash of something extra to Lilah’s purchases, she’s not coming in three times a day for the baked goods. She’s into you, Maz. She wants a dash of demon. But you’re intimidating as hell, no pun intended. You’re going to have to make the first move. Oh, and if you do—remember, she’s human, not a demon. You need to woo her. Be romantic, like a human suitor would.”

Making such a move would be a risk. If the well-meaning elf is wrong, Lilah may never return to the bakery again. I would still watch her, though. As she walks to and from work. As she shops and visits other businesses along the town square. I have never craved anything the way I do her. Whether she wants me or not, I will never desire another.

Which is why I stepped away from the bakery earlier and went to Rose’s Garden to purchase a small bouquet of red and pink roses to present to Lilah with my invitation to share personal time with me. My employee heartily approved of the selection and method of wooing. Unfortunately, I will not have the opportunity to offer the arrangement to its intended recipient, as it is now five minutes past the end of my business hours, and there is no sign of Lilah anywhere on the street. She is not coming. My helper gave incorrect advice.

I remove the floral bouquet from the shelf beneath the counter and place it on top, along with the boxed scones I set aside. I’m halfway to the door to turn the lock when a car pulls up and Lilah pops out from one of the rear seats.

This time, there is no question of the connection when our gazes meet. Smiling, she gives a little wave while hurrying to the door. I nod when she points at the exterior handle, stepping aside to make way for her. As with every time she enters the shop, her scent floods my senses, making every part of me instantly alert.

“I tried to make it back before you closed, but—oh. You obviously have plans. Never mind me.” She waves both hands in front of her while taking a step backward. “I won’t hold you up.”

I follow the line of her averted gaze to the clear-cellophane-wrapped flowers. “I purchased those for you. You alone are the reason I had not yet locked the door. I was waiting for you.”

“You were? With flowers? Why?”

With humans, the tone they use is often as informative as the words they speak. Lilah’s voice is always soft, but those words come out quieter, breathier. Perhaps my assistant was not wrong after all.

“I have desired to spend time with you since we met, Lilah. But you are so delicate, gentle, and good. I am a demon, and a lesser one at that, forged from hellfire, with little to offer a beautiful, vibrant creature like you, except the pastries I make with my hands and the pleasure I could wring from your exquisite form. Knowing that I could not possibly be what you want has not alleviated the extent of my desire. I purchased the roses to present with my request, to woo you, as humans do in their mating rituals. But if you are uninterested in such a proposal from me⁠—”

“I’m interested,” she says, smiling so widely, so brightly, she could light the entire space with her glow from within. “And the reason I’m late getting here today is because I spent the afternoon getting hyped-up so I could walk in here and ask you on a date. I was advised to be demon direct with you, even if it meant you might reject me to my face. So here goes: I’m incredibly attracted to you, intrigued by you, and I’d like to get to know you in all kinds of personal ways. I’ve wanted that since the first time I met you, which is apparently twenty-seven months ago, if my boss’s sniffer is accurate.”

I cannot control the thundering rumble that vibrates from deep within me. Nor the fists that form at my sides. “If you are not his, he should not be scenting you.”

The lovely pink in her cheeks drains, and her big brown eyes open as wide as is physically possible.

“I have frightened you.” I bow my head and take a step farther from her. “Though I would always take care not to hurt you, it is understandable for you to choose to maintain the distance that has existed between us, rather to get closer.”

Her lovely dark eyebrows lower, her eyes narrowing as she moves toward me. “I’m not frightened. I’m also not Daemon’s or anyone else’s, and I never will be. I belong to myself only.” The last inches between us disappear when she places her palms on my chest and leans in, pressing her body to mine. “But I would very much like to share myself with you. And only with you.”

The rumble I emit now does not come from a place of anger. Carnal desire, the burning need to claim every inch of her, burns inside me. “You cannot know how intensely your desire affects me, Lilah.”

“Then you’ll have to show me.” She slides her hands upward, gasping when her fingers cross the edge of my shirt and onto my neck. My chin. Jaw. Ears. Brow. “You really are so hot. I mean that in every way—and they’re all good.”

When her hands reach my horns, I can resist no longer. Barely restraining a roar, I wrap my arms around her, pulling her tight against me. “Eight hundred and twenty-nine days, Lilah. That is how long I have craved you.”

Her hands still their stimulating ministrations, and she blinks up at me, lips parted. “You kept track of the days?”

“Your presence brings radiance to my life. How could I not count every minute of such a gift?”

“I was going to wait until our date to do this, but that’d just be wasting more time.” Using her grip on my horns, she gently tugs my face down, until our lips are separated only by a breath. “Do demons kiss?”

“This demon kisses you,” I say, then taste her for the first time.

She is so soft, so willing, opening for me at the firm press of my mouth against hers. Starved for this woman for so long, I slide my tongue inside, savoring every warm, wet space, groaning as the sweet flavor of her breath coats my tongue and travels through our connection to run wild throughout my entire being.

My hand at her back has a mind of its own, or perhaps it is merely reading mine as it slides down over her round bottom. Cupping it, squeezing it firmly, I growl into the union of our mouths. Between us, my cock presses hard inside my pants, desperate to claim its rightful home inside her curvaceous body. Only my desire to give her everything, all the things I cannot while we are in this place, is stronger than the fiery longing low in my core.

I force myself to break the kiss, holding her close and sliding one hand through her hair. “Each day, I yearned to do this,” I say, watching the silk slip through my fingers. “You are even softer than I imagined. And the taste of you,” I slick my tongue along my lips, capturing any lingering essence, “I did not think it possible to hunger for you more than I have, but I was wrong.” The last strands of her dark hair leave my fingertips, then I trail them down her lovely face to cup her chin. “Tell me I will be permitted to taste every inch of you.”

“God, yes. Or devil, yes. Whichever. Whoever.”

“Give me your permission, Lilah.”

She licks her lips, the pupils in her glassy eyes expanding until only the thinnest ring of brown remains around them. “Amazra, yes, I give you permission to taste any and every part of me.” The breathiness of her voice gives way to a smile as she eases backward from my arms. “After you escort me to Dak and Rosetta’s wedding in the square? That’s the date I planned to ask you on before you blew my mind with your romantic confession and knee-buckling kiss.”

“It will be an honor to accompany you.”

“Perfect.” Smiling wider, she moves to the counter and picks up the roses. “So are these.” She brings the blossoms to her nose, closing her eyes as she inhales their fragrance. Lovely though it may be, it cannot compare to hers. There is no scent on earth more perfect than Lilah’s. “I’ll see you tomorrow for my breakfast honey scone.”

“I will be waiting,” I say as she opens the door, then steps out into the late-day sunlight. Glowing, as she always does, until she disappears from view.
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Amazra

Dak & Rosetta’s wedding day

Demons do not experience emotions the way humans do, but when Lilah pauses as we reach the perimeter of the town square, her gaze alternating between me and the many rows of white chairs set out for today’s wedding, I understand what it means to have a knot in the stomach. “If you have changed your mind, I will understand.”

“Changed my mind about what?”

“Having me accompany you to this event.” Though we arrived in advance of the stated time on the invitation she showed me, many guests are already in attendance, some milling about and socializing, others having taken seats. “You could choose anyone, Lilah.”

“And I chose you,” she says, positioning herself in front of me. “Are you having second thoughts about being my date?”

“I could not possibly regret a moment spent with you. You are all that I have wanted since I laid eyes on you.”

“Mmm… I’m a fan of demon directness when it’s combined with romantic goodness about me.” She smooths her palms over the gray shirt I selected to prevent standing out.

My choice of clothing is irrelevant. Having the town’s most beautiful creature on my arm is drawing all eyes. “Then why did you hesitate?”

Wrinkles form at the bridge of her strong, elegant nose. Then her eyes open wide and her skin returns to its normal smoothness. “Oh, you mean here, behind the chairs? I stopped to contemplate whether we should be polite and sit near the back, so that your extremely broad shoulders and thick, tall horns don’t block anybody’s view of the ceremony, or whether we should say ‘to hell with everyone else’ and grab the best seats. I haven’t been to a wedding since, well, a long time ago, and the couple at that one wasn’t truly in love. Rosetta and Dak are the real deal, and I don’t want to miss one perfectly romantic second.”

“Then we will sit in the front where you will have the best view.” I take her small hand and tuck it over my arm, then lead her toward the front-row chairs. “As for damning our neighbors to hell… it is a place I was fortunate to exit, and I would not wish to send any of our good townspeople there.”

“Oh Amazra,” again, she stops our progress, “I’m sorry; that was such a careless thing for me to say. I didn’t mean it literally, but I should have thought about how you would. I’ll be more careful with my words. Forgive me for putting my foot in my mouth? And I don’t mean that literally, either. Jeez, half the things I say probably rub you the wrong way.”

“If you are rubbing me in any way, I will enjoy it,” I say, then I wink. A gesture I have been practicing, to use on an occasion such as this. “I know you did not mean the rubbing comment literally. I am teasing you.”

“And I love it. But no teasing me later.” She returns the wink, then cups my cheek and smiles up at me. “We have a lot to learn about each other, and I’m looking forward to all of it.”

“As am I.” I cup my hand over hers, then draw her palm to my mouth. My intention is to place a single kiss there, but the moment my lips press to her skin and her scent is pulled inside me, a single kiss is not enough. Holding her hand firmly in mine, I cover every inch of her palm with open-mouth kisses, trailing the tip of my tongue in their wake, then teasing it in the V between each of her fingers. A sample of what is to come. What I will do to make her come.

By the time I release her hand, a crimson blush has flooded her cheeks, and her breasts are rising and falling rapidly. “I take it back,” she says, breathily, “if you do it that way, you can tease me later. Please do, in fact.”

Despite the all-encompassing need to have her—now, in every way—my body shakes with silent amusement, something which does not happen often. It is a good sensation. “Let us find your perfect seat.”

Today, her dark hair is curled in long, loose ringlets that are swept to one side of her neck and secured with a velvet ribbon in the same burgundy color as her body-hugging dress. Her lips are painted a matching shade, curved in a smile entirely for me. “I wish we’d figured out our mutual attraction the first time I walked into your bakery.”

“Regret is a hell of its own. I would rather dwell in the present with you.”

“Me too,” she says, looping her hand through the crook of my arm, then leaning her head against my shoulder as we continue on. She chooses a spot in the second row, near the center aisle, and I take my place beside her, drawing her hand onto my leg and encompassing it within mine.

The seating arrangement fills to capacity, and behind it, a sizeable group of townsfolk gather to stand and watch the upcoming ceremony. But I only see Lilah. Even when music begins to play and we all stand to honor the bride on her approach, I cannot tear my gaze from Lilah.

Seated again, she turns her head just enough to meet my eyes, that adorable scrunch happening between her eyebrows as she motions toward the couple standing at the temporary altar.

For her, I direct my attention toward the human bride and the orc who will soon be her husband. I am loosely acquainted with the woman, Rosetta, who Lilah calls a friend, but I have known Dakgorim for many years, in as much as that is possible. Like demons, orcs are solitary. Serious. But watching Dak stand before a minister with his soon-to-be wife, it is plain to see how love has affected him. Even in the midst of this formal ceremony, he cannot stop touching her. Staring into her eyes with unbridled affection and devotion.

I return my attention to Lilah. Despite her warning that she will belong to no one but herself, she is mine. Not to possess or control. Mine to adore and worship.

She glances at me, once again motioning for me to watch the wedding instead of her. When I hold fast, she smiles and shakes her head. Squeezes my hand. Whether she knows it yet or not, she is already mine to love.
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LILAH

The crowd in The Brew hasn’t thinned out in the two hours we’ve been at the reception. If this were anywhere in the “regular” world, it’d be fair to say a lot of the people were here to take advantage of the open bar provided by Constantine, the brew pub’s owner. He hadn’t fallen in love with Ro’s cousin Natalie when he offered to cover everyone’s tab for drop-in reception. He hadn’t even met her yet. Generosity is part of the big Minotaur’s nature. It’s a trait shared by the entire Fate’s Falls community.

Community. That’s why so many people are here this evening. Everyone wants to celebrate Dak and Rosetta’s marriage, which I have no doubt will last a lifetime. As wild and spunky as she is, Rosetta adores Dak. And though I’ve only ever known the hulking orc to be reserved, nearly to the point of being withdrawn, the joy he shares with Rosetta is written all over his intense, green face.

“They’re so happy,” I say, resting the back of my head against Amazra’s broad, hard chest. “Does it look like they’re glowing to you, or is that my wine goggles?” I tip my head sideways and upward until I can see his face, and find him looking at me, as he has been the entire day. “I don’t mean literal goggles, obviously. It means the alcohol has affected the way I perceive things. Another of the endless phrases humans use to mean something entirely different from the actual words spoken. We must drive you crazy—also not a literal phrase.”

I have yet to hear Amazra laugh out loud, if that’s even something demons do, but his chest vibrates with silent amusement as his lips curve upward. Lips I’m very eager to feel all over my body as soon as it’s socially appropriate for us to make our exit from the party.

“Humans are a very complex and often confusing species, but I would not change a single thing about you. Except to have you naked.” The arm around my midsection tightens, pulling me closer to his big, warm body, and making his physical desire for me undeniably known. “Alcohol does not affect demons, but your scent intoxicates me. Without need for food to sustain me, I have never experienced hunger, but I am starved for you, Lilah. I have resisted scenting you to the fullest, but I crave knowing you that way, having every intimate note of your being imprinted within me.”

“Annnd, we’re done here,” I say, fanning myself with one hand. “Your place or mine?”

Again, his body shakes with inaudible laughter. “Wherever you choose.”

“I choose the closest one.” Slipping out of his embrace, I take his hand and weave our fingers together. “The fastest way out of here is to avoid catching anyone’s attention and just wave a goodbye.”

In unison, our free arms shoot up, drawing the attention of everyone nearby, the opposite of my plan. But I can’t help laughing. Smiling as if it’s my big day. Because it is. No matter how long it takes us to get out of here, we’re leaving together. I’m going home with Amazra. This big, red-hot demon is all mine tonight.
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Lilah

By the time we reach the front door of my apartment, I’m ready to rip Amazra’s clothes off. More to the point, I’m ready for him to rip mine off. Which he could totally do with those claws of his. Claws that are delivering a delicious little bite of pressure on my hips as Amazra grips me from behind, making it damn difficult to unlock the door.

“Am I imagining it, or have your nails grown since we left The Brew?”

“I will be more careful⁠—”

“Don’t you dare.” I clamp my hands over his as he begins to pull away. “It was a question, not a complaint.”

“In that case, yes, my nails are longer now. Knowing I will soon have you bare and moaning has enhanced certain aspects of my demon physiology.”

I suck in a breath when he curls his fingers tighter while trailing his tongue along the column of my neck. “Is your tongue hotter than before?”

“Hotter. Longer. The texture more pronounced. All for your enjoyment, Lilah. Do I still have your consent to taste every part of you?”

“Yes.” I can barely get the word out without moaning.

“Then open the door and take me to your bed so I may begin.”

“Dominant but polite really works for you,” I say, managing to get the door unlocked and open, despite my shaking hands.

Without releasing me, Amazra closes the door behind us. The low click of the deadbolt turning seems to bring the walls in, creating a bubble of space with room enough only for our two bodies. Then his hands are all over me, unzipping my dress and unfastening my bra, pushing both items away as if he can’t get to my skin fast enough.

I want to see him, too. All his naked glory, yes, but right now, I want to see his face. I wiggle backward, out of his grasp, hooking my fingers over the sides of my panties and slowly working them down as he watches with glowing red eyes.

“You are the most exquisite creature I have ever seen.” He takes a step forward, then drops to his knees. “Open for me.”

God, dominance suits him. And his dominance suits me. I will never acquiesce to a man again, but the idea of Amazra controlling my pleasure—I’m more than willing to submit to that. I step out of the pretty stilettos and stand before him with my feet shoulder-width apart. The room isn’t cold, yet goosebumps cover my body, and my nipples harden enough that I feel the tight tug deep inside, all the way to my clit. I’m wound so tight, I can barely keep my balance when his big hands curl around my calves. “Your skin is so hot now.”

“It is the fire you stoke within me.” With a firm touch, he slides his hands upward. Slowly. As if mapping every curve and crease. At the top of my thighs, he curls his fingers, pressing his elongated nails into the soft flesh, making my knees buckle as endorphins from the light sting rush through me.

“Take hold of my horns.”

“Are you tapping into my fantasies somehow?”

His deep-red lips curve into a hint of a smile. “This is my fantasy, Lilah.”

“Then it’s both of ours, because this has definitely been part of mine. Sooo many nights. Maybe during some self-nooners, too.”

A deep rumble rolls up from him when I wrap my fingers around his tall, thick horns. “Tighter. Do not use care with me.” His eyes glow with fire as I increase the pressure of my grip, then slide my fists up and down over the rough, bonelike curves. “Good girl. Just like that.” Holding my gaze, he slides two long fingers between my legs, along my seam, parting my pussy lips. Then he inhales, the tip of his black tongue darting out before he groans. “Mmm… the desires your scent reveals to me. So deliciously carnal.”

“You make me this way.” I can barely hear my voice over the thump of my pulse in my ears. “Amazra,” I grip his horns harder, “give me everything.”

“Your voice alone makes me hard,” he says, rolling his hot fingers back and forth over my clit. “And your scent…”

I stop breathing when he nestles his nose in my pussy and inhales so deeply, I swear he’s pulling my soul out through my vagina.

“Once I taste you, Lilah, I may never be able to stop.”

“Then don’t stop. But please, please start.”

Another brief rumble vibrates from him. Then his tongue is on me, hot and slick.

My eyes roll back in my head at the heat of it. So hot, it’s almost too much, but only at first. My body quickly adapts, my hips pushing forward to meet each rhythmic pass of his long, ribbed tongue. I gasp as he pulls one leg over his shoulder, then laps at me—no, devours me—his full face buried between my legs.

He doesn’t need to breathe, but he eats me out as if his life depends on it, and god, I hope he lives forever.

“Ohhh…” I moan as he pushes that long, thick tongue inside me until the hot ridges find my elusive G-spot as if it’s his personal homing beacon. “Oh, yes, yes…” I pant, every nerve ending I possess going off like fireworks. Holding his horns, I ride his face, milking every second of climax. I shudder as his tongue withdraws, but he’s not done with me.

He pulls back enough for me to see his dark-red face glistening with my arousal, then his mouth latches on to my clit, his tongue vibrating against it better than any toy—even the magically imbued ones.

Stars burst behind my eyes as another orgasm crashes into me. Sharper this time, concentrated on that one single point of pleasure. Primal sounds roll from my tongue as I rock on his face, grinding and greedy, until I’m breathless and panting, folded over him.

“You stopped,” I tease, when the ability to speak returns.

“A pause. Your pulse and breathing had reached their limits.”

“I’ve never given much thought to dying, but death by spectacular orgasm sounds like the way to go.”

Again, his shoulders shake with amusement. “Perhaps sixty or so years from now.”

Warmth fills my belly and butterfly wings beat wildly in my chest. I’m silly to think he means to be the one giving me spectacular orgasms sixty years from now. But it’s what I want. He’s who I want.

Eyes still glowing with desire, he lowers my leg until I’m solidly on both feet. “You have fantasized about me,” he says, unbuttoning his shirt and making my mouth water with each inch of his mahogany skin that’s revealed. “Tell me, lovely little human, what did you imagine my cock looked like?”  

Heat floods my cheeks, remembering the many, many times I watched cross-species monster porn on websites only viewable to those of us in magically protected towns. I quickly learned that there’s a lot of variety when it comes to demon anatomy. And I never found a video with a demon who looks similar to Amazra, though not for lack of in-depth research.

“I, um…” I can’t be expected to form words while he’s pushing the shirt off his shoulders. Clothing looks very good on Amazra, showing off his broad upper body and trim hips. His long, thick legs. But shirtless… I’m drooling. Literally.

The sound of his zipper lowering sends a shiver through me. I can’t tear my eyes from the V of skin. Darker than his chest. But he doesn’t continue, doesn’t show me what I’m desperate to see.

“Describe it, Lilah. When you imagined my cock filling up every inch of you, what did you envision?”

Dominance and dirty talk? Yes, please.

Doesn’t mean I can’t have a little fun with him before I have fun with him. “Aren’t you worried that reality might not meet the expectations of my fantasy? I don’t want to make you feel bad. Size isn’t everything.”

Cupping one hand over the long bulge inside his dark pants, he smiles, and it’s undeniably smug. “You will not be disappointed.”

Dominance, dirty talk, and direct damn confidence. I’m putty in his big, red hands. He knows it, too. Even I can smell how turned on I am, and I don’t have demon senses. But two can play the teasing game.

Dropping to my knees, I trail my fingers along his forearm, then over the parts of the bulge even his large hand can’t cover. “When I thought about your cock, I imagined it deep red like your face. So thick I can barely get my mouth around it. So long, it should be impossible to take it all when you fuck me. But in my fantasies, I do both things. I take your cock everywhere.”

His fingers catch the end of my hair and he wraps it around his hand, using it to tilt my head backward so I’m looking up at him. “Do you want those things?”

“Yes,” I say, leaning in to his touch as his thumb sweeps across my face. “All of them.”

“Take my cock out, Lilah.”

Heat rolls off of him as I push the pants past his hips, allowing his cock to spring free. Taking himself in hand, he strokes up and down the ridged, nearly black shaft. “Tell me now,” he says, squeezing the fat, bulbous head until a drop of luminescent red fluid leaks from the tip. “Do you want me inside your mouth?”

“Yes.”

“Your pussy?”

“Yes,” I say, squeezing my thighs together to get some pressure on my clit.

“You said everywhere, Lilah.” He strokes again, touching his cock to my lips as another bead leaks out. “Do you want my cock in your ass?”

Just the thought of his tip breaching me makes me clench with desire. “I want you everywhere.”

Eyes of fire locked with mine, he cups my chin, uses his thumb to part my lips. “Take me in your mouth.”

I open wide, as wide as I can, breathing through my nose as his cock slides over my tongue. Hot and hard, there’s so much of him, I can’t suck the way I want to. All I can do is breathe and let him rock into me until there’s no room for more.

Holding himself deep in my mouth, he plucks the ribbon from my hair. Then the pins. “So soft,” he says, threading his fingers through the freed length. “Would you like to know what I imagined?”

Mouth full of hot cock, all I can do is hum and nod.

He pops free and scoops me into his arms, sealing his lips to mine while carrying me across the room and through the open bedroom doorway. Positioning me on hands and knees at the edge of the bed, he stands behind me, stroking through my folds with his hot length, nudging my clit with the fat, leaking tip until I’m on the verge of coming again.

I whimper at the loss when he pulls back, then cry out as he pushes inside me. Stretches me. Fills me so completely, I can’t breathe. Then he moves, and—god, the ridges. The hot fucking ridges rubbing everywhere. So good, god, it’s sooo good.

“This,” he says, winding my hair around his fist and tipping my head back until my scalp prickles with a delicious burn, and our gazes meet. “This is what I stroked my cock to every night. My hand in your hair while I am buried in your tight, wet body. Watching ecstasy play across your beautiful face while you come around my cock.” His fingers squeeze my clit, his next stroke hitting my G-spot.

Then I’m calling his name, panting, moaning as the ecstasy he promised ricochets through me. Behind me, he roars loud enough that the windows rattle. Heat flares inside me as he comes, sending another wave of climax through me, so deep and complete, it feels like my entire body had an orgasm. The most incredible sex of my life. But more than that. It feels like so much more. Because I want it to be.

Slipping free of my body, he wraps his arms around me and rolls us onto our sides, my back to his chest, my head tucked under his chin. “You are suddenly very quiet.”

“Just…processing. That was amazing. You were amazing. It’s just…I haven’t been with anyone since moving here, and only human men before that, and not a lot of them. Three, to be exact. Two barely count because I was in college and they were really awful, meaningless one-night-stands. And the third one… I was married to him and it wasn’t a good relationship. I’m not sure what the post-sex protocol is for single people, especially with a demon.”

There’s no clock in my bedroom, but I swear I can hear one ticking. Amazra is completely silent. Utterly still.

“That was probably a longer answer than you wanted. Too much information. Personal stuff you didn’t want to know. I can condense it to be more direct. I’m quiet because I don’t know the best way to say: I know demons don’t do the deep emotions thing, and this was just sex for you, and I don’t expect you to stay now that we’re finished.”

“We are not finished, Lilah.”

“Oh, the butt stuff. I meant what I said about wanting it, but I’m not sure my body will agree right now. You’re a lot to take, especially after being celibate for several years.” A lump rises in my throat when he shifts away, and I can’t suppress the damn gulping sob that follows when the mattress shifts as he rises from the bed.

I fucked this up royally, even though I knew what I was getting into when I walked into the bakery to ask him on a date. Where are my big-girl panties when I need them? I’m an independent woman, not a clingy sniveler, damn it.

The mattress dips behind me, Amazra’s warm hand gently gripping my arm and rolling me onto my back. “We are not finished,” he says, gently covering me with the chenille blanket from my dressing chair. “I told you earlier that you are all I want, all I have wanted since the day I first saw you. Physical desire, yes, but not solely. Each day, each minute I spent in your presence, I not only wanted you more, I wanted more of you. Nothing you tell me will ever be too much or too personal. I want to know everything. All of your likes and dislikes. All the things that make you smile and laugh so I can give them to you, and the things that cause the opposite so I can protect you from them. I do not want anything between us to be finished. I want this to be our beginning.”

“You want all of that?”

“Only with you, Lilah.”

Wrapping my arms around him, I pull him down to lie beside me, snuggling into his embrace when he cradles me against his big, warm body. “I’d like it if you stay. Do you want to stay?”

“Tonight, or forever?”

A laugh bubbles out of me, and I tip my head to look at his face, finding him watching me. Waiting for me. As he always does. As he has for over eight hundred and thirty days.

“Is it too soon to want both?” I say softly.

“Not for us.”

My heart is pounding so hard in my chest, I’m sure he must be able to hear it. “What if I tell you I’m falling in love with you, is it too soon for that?”

“It is the perfect time,” he says, brushing his lips against mine. “You have my love, Lilah, in every form, in every measure.”

They say fate brings people to this town for a reason. At first, I thought mine was to save a fox shifter’s life, but it was the other way around. Helping that fox shifter saved me. And now I know what fate truly had planned for me—love. The kind that simmers until the time is right for it to boil. This is the right time. The perfect time.
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I am dead, damned, and a reclamations specialist in the bustling afterlife. A servant of the underworld if you will, of no fault of my own other than the tragedy of being brutally murdered by the wulkwos during the Ravening. Partnered with a Giwung, an enormous hellbat named Jugong, we are sent after a wraith who has escaped his containment zone. It should have been a simple bag and grab, and yet it proves to be anything but when a portal transports us to the wild forests beyond the boundaries of the kingdom of the dead and our chase leads us to a fallen temple that holds forbidden secrets that were never meant to be uncovered. With shades of sacrificed ghosts haunting the temple, it seems unlikely that I will find both my destiny and love within its chambers and bloody corridors.
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I am Marie Simone, and I am a reclamations specialist for the great court of the underworld. That would be the land of the dead, not a crime syndicate, but at times I wonder if there is really much difference. And if dealing with that isn’t bad enough, I am dead, or perhaps a special classification of dead—damned maybe? Who knows. All I know is that my afterlife didn’t get spared the double D breasts and wide ass that constantly encumber me as I track my prey through the endless cities and wilderness that make up the immeasurable expanse of the land of the dead—so much so that portals have long been designed to transport residents and officials alike between established quadrants. The wild lands—that is another story. There is little one can do but take the nearest portal and pray for luck that you won’t get lost—or eaten.

There is death after death and that sort of dead makes even me shiver.

At least with this particular case, I am in one of the greater cities of the dead, Lithera. It is not without its danger, but it is at least the predictable sort. It certainly beats what is going on topside on Earth from what I understand. I bit the big one during the ravening—had my heart torn out and eaten by a wulkwos—and apparently the world went straight to hell in result when some of the upper spirit worlds were forced to merge with the terrestrial plane. The ruins of some of the great cities are said to make cities like Lithera look like vacation resorts. It is depressing to think about how everything I once knew is gone but on the other hand there is a certain relief knowing that I’m not missing out on much being dead, damned, whatever.

There is also the bonus of being able to target practice at wulkwos if I happen to catch one of the mother fuckers trying to escape their containment area.

A flutter of wings descends just behind me, but I give it little attention and don’t even flinch when a noticeable weight drops on my shoulder. Small, hooked claws serving as fingers along the joint of the wing scrape over my gear as Jugong, my Giwung companion and scout, or hellbat in simple speech, secures his perch on the narrow slope of the roof behind me. He grasps my shoulder beneath the iron grip of his wing claws as his hands and feet drop to either side of me. I probably should have chosen a better location, especially if I wanted to avoid the tingle of illicit interest shooting through me, but I tamp that down and ignore it as usual. This is all about the hunt and the roof, as inconvenient as it is in these matters, is providing my best vantage point for this part of the city.

Hellbat is a vague descriptor at best. Giwungs bear only a small resemblance to bats in their build and features, if one can ignore that they possess a set of a set of arms in addition to their massive wings and their keen intellect that makes them difficult companions. Really, just twist their appearance enough to look like a monster ready to attack you from one of the pits of torment, and that would be a little closer There are plenty of stories around of people who have tried to turn them into pets or trained beasts and suffered for their folly—most notably among the Filli Giwungs. These possess the most adorable phenotype and possess the most batlike appearance and size. Because of that and the soft pastel color of their fur, every now and then there is someone who thinks it would be a cute companion for their hellspawn.

And yes, hellspawn among the damned is a thing. As I said, we really aren’t dead in the strictest sense and are generally agreed be something of an “elevated human” in that we are given a form base more similar to that of the demons and various denizens who occupy the underworld. I guess, if it comes right down to it, we are our own special classification of monster not unlike the Giwungs, but undeniably still very much human. As such we lack the rights of the civilians—aka the dead—but also lack the advantages of the infernal races. I can’t even say it is because of any sort of punishment system because of some faults or sins committed. Nope, if you possess a skill that is useful to one of the various offices of the underworld, then you get recruited into it and no peaceful afterlife for you.

It really makes one think of their place in the cosmos, huh? Actually, Giwungs are considered a minor demon race, so technically they are in a more advanced position if they gave fuck all about the great court. The damned only get the small advantage because we at least play by the rules and won’t try to eat the demonic citizens and ghostly civilians alike.

It also makes a lot of the interrelationships and working relationships between the damned service recruits and the various beings inhabiting the underworld a bit odd at times. A pit ogre needs little provocation to hit on anyone with an etheric pulse for instance. But even among the less humanoid creatures there have been odd and unexpected pairings.

“What is our target?” Jugong hisses behind my ears, his breath tickling the inner canal.

I thump his broad chest with my elbow when his groin jabs me like a third forearm against my lower back. Another hot spark flares in my belly, distracting me.

“You’re poking me,” I hiss and his hips ease back, the heat of his sheath making light contact now in a manner that is unavoidable given our current position hunting stance.

Truthfully, we both barely fit on this small ledge. I chose a Giwung because I wanted a fierce working partner among the monstrous races, but I have to admit that his particular subspecies isn’t the most convenient for size.

Maybe I should have chosen a Cashi Giwung who would be more midsize like a badger. Or even a slightly larger Niwi Giwung, though they are notorious for possessing foul tempers and quickly turning on those they agree to partner with. Regardless of subspecies, there is a reason that not many keep Giwungs as companions, and even fewer train them to be scouts. Some of the wealthier and more elite dead do have colonies in contract and trained as what essentially amounts to attack dogs.

And honestly, I’ve always felt a little sorry for anyone stupid enough to break into one of the spectral mansions.

That said, Jugong belongs to the massive Gigung subspecies of Giwungs, the most elusive and terrifying of the species. Two years ago, I went into the Galthrie pit for that reason alone. My odds had been terrible since they are notoriously picky with who they bond with, but to my surprise Jugong answered my summons. Huge even among the larger males to the point of being only slight taller than me, his body is thick with muscle and his wingspan massive. Unfortunately, he also often possesses a deadly outlook on others who are not me which runs to the carnivorous end which means I really have to fucking watch him at times. Having him around is something like having a loaded weapon on hand, and I’m always aware of it. A loaded weapon with something of an attitude. And one that I have quickly developed an odd attraction to, if truth be told.

Who may also want to fuck me—but the jury is still out on that because Giwung are hard to read, which is perhaps a good thing because I could just possibly be warped enough over the years from being one of the damned to be eagerly take what he’s offering. I have been curious enough to search the hell-systems to get a look at what a mature male Giwung has packing and the possibility of being stretched and filled with all of that is admittedly intriguing. Of course, even speculating on it could be considered a little sick if it became known among fellow reclamation specialists—not because he is a monster but because most don’t fuck their familiar partners. There is also the fact that I’m not sure if he just wants to fuck me or if he would also end up eating me in the non-sexy way afterward.

He nudges me with his wing, tucking me protectively against his chest as I lean forward over the edge of the roof, inadvertently making my ass bump his sheath. His soft grunt is not missed but he growls and shakes his head, refocusing on the job. And this is why I still have a contract with him… because above else, Jugong enjoys the hunt as much as I do.

“The prey?” he prods again, and I clear my throat as I refocus on the streets below us.

“Wraith. One Nygohl Vasheer by name. He broke free of his containment zone and accessed the portal without a travel pass,” I reply as I run another check on my weapon.

“A wraith, hmmm,” Jugong rumbles and I tip my head back to look up at him as his glowing green eyes narrow with interest.

I roll my eyes at him. “His file has been designated for recapture and transport. Not for eating.”

I suppress a smile as I feel Jugong’s reluctant sigh vibrate through his body. “You speak as if I am always trying to eat our prey,” he grumbles.

“Probably because you would if our superiors didn’t have it locked down on his file,” I retort with a chuckle.

Jugong grunts, unamused and shifts his weight behind me. “Wraiths are not good eating anyway. Shadow spirits have a strange taste. Even if you catch them before they revert to their shadow form, they always have a slight ashy flavor to them that is unappealing.” His nose wrinkles with disgust. “I can resist the urge to nibble.”

“I knew I could count on you,” I tease and immediately drop backward against his hard body when his head drops to peer at me upside down, his large fox-like ears tipped toward me.

Although he possesses downy fur on his face and his face is shape with something of an abbreviated muzzle with his flat, horned snout and he has a mouth full of sharp teeth, his expression has a fluidity to it so much like a human’s that I can easily see the sly humor flash across it.

“Don’t get any ideas,” I warn. “This capture is a code C. Apparently, he is a valuable asset for the capital investigation unit. Some sort of informant I’m guessing. Regardless, they want him captured.”

Jugong makes an expression of distaste. “I do not understand the complex interrelationship and hierarchy of the legal system of the great court,” he grumbles. “If he is so valuable why not just send out someone from the investigations and intelligence office to track their informant down?”

I grimace sympathetically because, truth be told, my own understanding is very surface level. I thought the way things were done on Earth was complicated, but nothing had really prepared me for the intricate ins and outs within the great court that supervises the entirety of the land of the dead—theoretically anyway. I mean, they claim jurisdiction over the wilds but I’m still pretty skeptical that there is any true authority there considering how many damned have been eaten when sent out for various tasks. Then again, everything seems bigger and more convoluted here. Even the criminals that draw the attention of the reclamations office are not what I would have ever considered the usual sort of criminal.

I don’t comment, however, as I power up my weapon to its stun setting because it does seem a little unfair that this was handed off on us. The I&I merely point us in a direction without any real hands-on support. There is little I can do but pretend like he didn’t ask the question. Technically speaking, I am the one employed by the reclamations office, and while Jugong is my chosen partner, I am the one who must answer to them for anything that he does, or does not, do.

“Intelligence says that Nygohl was spotted here within Lithera city,” I reply instead.

“I don’t like it,” Jugong hisses, and he crouches, pressing his larger frame protectively into me as his large wings fan out threatening to slap around me in a protective barrier at a moment’s notice.

I push his wing aside impatiently and peer up at him again. He is no longer watching me—his favorite pastimes these days it seems—but to my surprise his head is swiveling warily as if there is some sort of bigger, meaner monster out there waiting to attack. “It is just another ghost city… a small one compared to many we’ve had to hunt through. What is there to be uneasy about?”

“We are close to the Lamentari Forest—the forest of sorrows,” he quietly replies. “It is not a good place. Not even the Gigong will hunt this far from our pits. It is a poisonous place, cursed with illusions and nightmares.”

“I thought the pits were places of nightmares,” I tease, but my humor is lost upon him as he shudders and crouches closer to me to where I feel like I’m wearing him like a second set of clothes. Now curious, I peer back at the cool wash of lanterns lighting the street below. Come to think of it, everything has a very foggy appearance here as if encased in a milky mist, creating pockets of dense shadows. “Huh, I wonder if that has anything to do with why he is here?”

Jugong makes an unhappy sound in his throat but I stiffen as my eyes catch on an unnatural flicker of shadows below. That could be the illusion of the fog playing tricks on my eyes, but I don’t think so.

“There,” I whisper, bringing my destabilizer blaster up.

Jugong leaps powerfully above me with menacing silence as I take aim on the dark form collecting from the shadows as the wraith steps out into the open, and fire.
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Nygohl spins away from the blast, scattering into darkness in the process before resolidifying a short distance away. His eyes are like blue fire when his head snaps up to look at me. Corpse pale with long midnight black hair whipping around him, he is shockingly beautiful with his dainty black horns.

Hmmm. He is not just a wraith it seems, but a minor demon hybrid. Interesting. A wraith by itself could be challenging as they are one of the primordial infernal spirits, but I had not expected this from his file. I make a mental note of this as I holster my blaster and drop from the rooftop to land in a crouch several feet away from him. As expected, the wraith’s eyes follow me, and I can see the shadows begin to stretch and flow from him as he prepares to shield himself and slip away. Little does he realize that Jugong is circling above, drawing gradually closer as he waits for the right moment. He merely awaits my signal. Giwung are quick but not so quick that a wraith wouldn’t be onto them in time to dematerialize and escape if not properly distracted.

I offer Nygohl a smile as I pat my weapon blatantly. “Nygohl Vasheer. It is a pleasant surprise to discover that you are here, after all. I am sure you are aware of who I represent.”

A cold smile flickers on his face, and he shrugs casually in response. He doesn’t look entirely surprised but other than streaming thicker gusts of shadows around him, warping the visible edges of his body, he is making no move to attack or escape.

“I can imagine,” he whispers, his rasped words carrying with a rolling echo common to wraith speech patterns. Despite being partly from a minor demonic family group, it seems that his wraith nature is far more prominent. He begins to walk casually, giving me his profile as his glowing eyes continue to track me. “It seems that the inspection and intelligence office had a requisition specialist sent to clean up their mess.”

I frown at his words and take a cautious step closer, my fingers curling once more around the handgrip of my blaster. “Their mess?”

Nygohl’s eyes glitter with amusement, the corner of his mouth hitching in a cold, cynical smile. “The edges of the underworld ruled by the great court… and what is beyond? What authority truly wields the power of the dark places beyond the eyes of the infernal gods? And who better to penetrate it and gather information than one born of the primordial shadows themselves?”

He has a point. But it is not adding up. My eyes narrow on him as I edge closer, my every step slow and calculated and my weapon a solid and reassuring presence under my palm.

“If that is the case, then why would they send someone from reclamations to find you?” I challenge. “Why not call you in themselves to make your report?”

He smirks in response, and a dimple creases his right cheek in an entirely distracting way. “What if I say that I have seen things out there that shatter all that we know and exposes the lie that the great court has been keeping? That these carefully maintained lands open to the dead are pockets that they have managed to carve out and nothing more—and ever under threat of collapsing completely to that which dwell beyond its borders?”

My eyebrows raise skeptically. “Are you trying to frighten me?”

As expected, his smile widens in a dangerous grin, but he shakes his head. “I do not need to try to frighten you. Reality is far more frightening than any story that can be spun. The lords of the great court keep it all quiet as they maintain the tenuous balance of their kingdoms. Do you know how they accomplish it?”

I frown at him, my curiosity piqued despite myself. More than that, however, I hope that if I keep him talking that it will give me the opening that I need to launch my attack. “How?”

His icy chuckle flows over me, penetrating me to the marrow as he leans over me, his eyes glowing down at me like the embers of the first kindling of life in the abyss. His hand curls around my arm, drawing me in. Finally. I signal abruptly with my other hand and above me Jugong’s wings fold, the darkness collecting and solidifying into a bullet as he drops from above. Unexpectedly, Nygohl’s gaze lifts, a knowing smile replacing his grin as he looks directly at the Giwung dropping directly toward him.

Laughter as chilling as ice blasts over me and suddenly his cold grip grows even icier in less than the space of a breath as he rapidly darkens and fades right into an enormously dense and dark smoky shadow with burning eyes. Those eyes pin me for a moment, and he rushes forward, his shadow form passing over and through me with a freezing intensity. Every part of me locks up in shock and I feel like I’m dying all over again. Distantly I hear Jugong’s roar, but he is obscured completely from my sight as my world is suddenly veiled in dark, rolling smoke for lack of a better word. I choke weakly. My entire body is numb as his shadows draw through me. What only has to be a moment feels like an eternity encompassed by the coldest of hellscapes. And then just as quickly he is gone, his icy darkness releasing me as his shadows fly away from me like thousands of ribbons.

Somehow, I’m able to slowly turn in place, my feet stumbling and my legs shaking from the effort. I can feel myself crumpling as my legs give out completely, but I’m spared contact with the hard street when I’m jerked up brutally into the air as Jugong’s massive arms snap around me and haul me up off the ground in pursuit.

In Jugong’s arms and his body heat surrounding the numbness recedes at a shocking speed, but it is almost immediately replaced with a hard blast of nausea that makes me want to hurl with every powerful downbeat of his wings. I wrap his forearm with my knuckles, silently begging him to adjust his grip as I struggle desperately not to hurl, and finally grip his fuzzy hide between my finger and give it a hard pinch.

Funny thing about being dead—or the damned in this case, your spirit body still needs to be sustained with energy too, hence the buffets for the dead are not just for the pleasure of past enjoyments. I may not precisely have a biological stomach in the strictest sense, but I am pretty certain that the underworld’s version of cheap coffee and that brick of a pastry I ate while hunting is about ready to make itself reappear at any moment. Unfortunately, my stubborn sidekick is ignoring my cues and instead doubles down to shoot head to dart after our quarry heads for two tall towers rising abruptly from the cityscape.

Groaning miserably, I press my lips together as Jugong shifts his body weight unexpectedly, turning abruptly at a sharp angle to skim between the buildings in a dizzying fashion as the dark blur of the wraith’s shadow form streaks ahead and disappears from sight. Despite the urge to puke, I can’t keep my startled yelp to myself as I tuck my legs in and pray that he remembers to compensate accurately for my body dangling helplessly within his grip. I stare at the stonework of the towers worriedly but gradually squint against a strange build up of light pouring from them.

What the fuck is tha--?

A blinding flash cuts off my thoughts as a deep, freezing blast encompasses us far worse than the touch of the wraith’s shadow form. It is so cold that it feels as if it is blasting me apart into tiny shards only to suddenly be replaced by an inferno of heat drawing everything back together again. Cliffs rise up on either side of us, the lower portions dense with dark trees, the tops of which barely seem to penetrate the heavy fog below that reaches towards us with ghostly fingers.

A portal! We passed through a portal. My thoughts are sluggish but uninhibited by the alarm rushing like a high-speed train through me. Where the fuck did the portal come from?

Then—awareness. It was a trap. The wraith had laid fucking trap and led us straight for it. I would cuss a blue streak if I felt like my lips could move wards and if I hadn’t been distracted by Jugong’s wings crumpling with the shock of the portal as we begin to rapidly lose altitude.

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck me!

The arm I was abusing in protest of his grip suddenly doesn’t feel nearly strong enough and I cling to it with a deathlike grip. Although this fall is unlikely to be what is capable of killing either of us, it will still hurt like a bitch and incapacitate us for a dangerous amount of time in the wilderness of the outer reaches. Fortunately, Jogung’s stubbornness is proving invaluable because even as shocked as his system is, he is putting up a hell of a fight to keep us in a controlled drop with weak, rapid flicks of his wings.

His arms tighten slightly as the space between the cliffs narrows into a deep valley plunge. Between rising tree tips and the snaking ropes of mist, red splatters of what appears to be blood stains the rockface in an eerie way that makes my hair prickle on the back of my neck before it disappears completely as we plummet into a white sea of fog.
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Somehow, either by luck or Jugong’s superior navigation as he releases sharp cries largely beyond my range of hearing and beats the air with his wings, we manage to avoid the worst of the trees. The landing is still hard, violently tearing me from his grasp. Despite that Jugong manages to twist us at the last moment to absorb most of the impact. It is still enough, however, to knock my breath out of me in a hard wheeze, immediately shocking my etheric body when it fails to respirate energy correctly. I lay there for a long moment, with my eyes closed before rolling slowly to my back. I wince as the undergrowth and rocks poke me and squint over at him in concern.

“Ju-ju, are you okay?” I croak.

He groans in reply and raises one wing and then the other experimentally before finally rolling and flopping heavily to his belly. His head is facing me, however, and his eyes open slowly to give me an annoyed look.

“Foul tricks,” he hisses unhappily. “The wraith tricked us and got away. I hate portals,” he adds with another groan as his long, tufted tail twitches like an angry kitten.

“I don’t think he got away,” I mumble in reply as I sit up, my hand going instinctively to my head as a sharp pain pierces it. Every inch of me hurts, it is only knowing that it could have been much worse that has me powering through it to push myself slowly, and unsteadily, to my feet. “He led us here on purpose. That means it is for a reason—there is something he wants us to see. He won’t have gone far from here.”

Jugong makes a disgruntled sound of agreement as he slowly pushes himself to a seated position. I am practically yanked against his broad chest as he pulls me over and begins to nervously inspect me. I tolerate his sniffing at my head and his hand quickly running over me for a few minutes before I sidestep from his grasp with a short giggle. Although the pat of his hands is warm and comforting, the sniffing never fails to tickle just a little.

“I’m okay,” I reassure him.

My gaze skims over him and I am relieved to see that his wings are whole. Although torn wings would mend in time, a flightless Giwung is a panicked and paranoid Giwung. Because of this, I am not the least surprised when he proceeds to meticulously inspect his wings. He would bear a broken limb without complaint, but the smallest damage to his wings could potentially threaten his life. Perhaps both of our lives given our surroundings.

I glance around uneasily. Although trees tower overhead, the ragged sides of the cliffside are far more up close and personal than I like, the pale yellow-green stone gleaming with the red pigment staining it. It definitely still looks like blood as close as I am as if the trees themselves are bleeding. I slowly tip my head back as my gaze rises and I shiver in response to the shadowy shapes taking form within the fog. Corpses sway above me. Although it is just an illusion made by the dead as they are caught in that endless loop of suffering, it still has the appearance of numerous bodies hanging from ropes among the branches of the trees. Hundreds, maybe thousands of bodies stretching out ahead and behind us for miles. It is not the wind moaning between the rocks and trees, but numerous voices moaning and sighing together, each one distinct and layered upon the others.

I swallow thickly, a shiver rushing through me. “That Lamentari forest… what did you say it was again?”

“Forest of sorrows,” he replies distractedly. “It is haunted by those who died in great sorrow that they cannot move beyond it. It is inhabited by many terrible eaters of the dead that enjoy consuming their oozing energy dripping from them in bloody rivers and regenerating fleshy bits.”

“Right,” I mumble as I instinctively take an uneasy step back as a new trickle of blood spills off of a large leaf nearby. I make a desperate attempt at taking a steadying breath and nearly choke on it. “Well, good news is I think I know where we are at.”

The way he freezes would almost be comical if I wasn’t slightly panicking now. From the corner of my eye, I see his head turn toward me and then slowly tip back as if following my line of vision. His snarl of dismay, however, as he whips his head around to peer at our surroundings, I can feel straight down to whatever passes as bones in my current existence.

“That idiot wraith. He dumped us in the middle of the Lamentari Forest and through a portal no less—my wings will not work right for hours yet!” he announces with disgust as he gets to his feet and folds his wings carefully around him, the wing claws clasping over his chest. “This does not bode well. More fools become lost in these woods than not.”

I shake my head. “I don’t think we are lost, precisely. Lost suggests an unknown randomness factoring in location. I do not think that this place was chosen randomly. Whatever Nygohl is up to, it is clearly intentional.”

“Then we find him and beat the directions out of him,” Jugong replies sourly. “I am certain that I may even conveniently forget for a space of time how much I dislike the taste of wraith if he resists.”

My lips briefly tip in amusement, not believing for a moment that he would sacrifice his own tastebuds to actually eat the wraith. Bite a chunk off him as a warning—yes. Eat him—not a chance. And that is only if we can find him.

I turn slowly, my eyes gradually dragging away from the swaying forms and their gaping mouths and pleading eyes directed sightlessly towards me and drifting back to the rocks. Blood is running over them in continuous streams, but there are some places where the blood seems smeared beyond its usual path. Tipping my head with curiosity, I step closer to the nearest rock and lean forward to peer at the blood, my fingers rising to trace in the air over the patterns I see there.

“Interesting,” I murmur.

It seems as if the blood in these places is streaked as if fingers were drawn through it by someone touching the rocks of the cliff as they walked in a specific direction in the woods. My gaze lands on the nearest tree and notice a trace of the streak there as well as its dark bark. The next tree beside it bears a similar stain, marking a distinctive trail disappearing into the fog. I eye it for a long moment, considering my options.

We could always just stay put until Jugong’s wings recover and then get an aerial view of a possible way out of the Lamentari Forest. Chances are that we will even get more lost, however, since the outer reaches have never been mapped, are of an unspeakable size to my understanding, and there is no knowing how big this forest specifically even is.

Waiting can also have some rather unfortunate repercussions if the predators lurking here realize that there is something tasty and new dumped into their woods.

The other option is to follow the trail and hope that it leads to the wraith. That is not any more appealing as it is likely a trap. Unfortunately, it is also the only option that seems even remotely viable.

Besides, trap or not, it doesn’t matter to either the I&I or my superiors in reclamations. I can’t return without Nygohl Vasheer. If it’s a trap, it is at least a trap that will lead me to him. I walk in the direction of the blood streaks and give Jugong’s arm a pat in passing both to reassure him and so that he will follow my lead. His soft grunt is his only response, but I sense and hear him fall into step behind me as we make our way deeper into the gorge.

The dense fog narrows the world to what is immediately visible in front of us and to either side of us, and yet I am confident that I am going the right way not only for smears of blood reappearing but for the occasional glimpse of something shadowy moving in the fog remaining just ahead of us. Is it Nygohl? Possibly.

Or it is something leading us for other reasons. Ghosts, like living people, can have those who are murderous and sadistic among their numbers.

Another shiver steals over me but I continue to follow. The trail of blood is getting thicker and heavier though I am not sure where this new blood is coming from. I am forced to sidestep more than one stream falling from the trees but none of these are near the wall of stone or those trees which are marked.

I begin to pant anxiously as tension slowly winds deeper through me. Jugong’s growl is getting deeper and louder with his rising menace. Although he has been growling this entire time, it is becoming more and more aggressive with every passing moment. I don’t even have to look back at him to know that his wings are unclasped and puffed out around him, his fur bristling with hostility. I can practically sense it with how close he is now hovering behind me.

A dark shadow suddenly moves with a violent speed, distracting me enough that I come to an immediate spot and turn defensively toward it, my blaster out of its holster and raised. To my surprise, the shadows rapidly condense and Nygohl steps forward, wisps of shadows trailing as they continue to cling to him, his hands raised.

“Not this way,” he whispers, his voice projecting in its strange way that it doesn’t fail to carry to my ears despite our distance. He glances warily in the direction of the thickening smears. “You are being hunted. You’ve gone the wrong way.”

A chill falls over me and I glance toward the smears again, seeing a new pattern emerging with this thicker one, something that looks like numerous threads drawn tightly through it.

“What--?”

“Arachnacaras—spider fiends,” he replies, his gaze trailing toward the trees. “They drink and feast what little they can gain from the tormented.” His gaze drops grimly to me. “But they always prefer fresher, more substantial fare. You they would rend entirely to feed their brood and nestmates.”

“Fuck. This is some fucked up purgatory,” I remark as I step back. “I fucking hate spiders.”

I take another step and am immediately encased in Jugong’s wing as they close around me in a loud snap. I don’t even object as that just puts an additional barrier between me and the creatures. I draw down the top of his wings just enough, however, so that I can see Nygohl. I give him a hard, questioning look and he gestures for me to follow.

“This way,” his whisper comes again.

Jugong snarls at him suspiciously but falls silent when a loud skittering sound rises from the fog. His gaze rakes over the blood-soaked stones and he and I both peer at the fog. Something is moving out there. It is moving through the murk, the shadows sliding together, accumulating and gradually darkening. How many Arachnacaras are there in a nest?

I stare at it in horror but don’t have the opportunity to form a proper reaction to it before I am suddenly captured firmly in his arms and lifted completely off of my feet. His wing clasp around me doesn’t move in the slightest, and in fact seems to tighten around us as he whips around and heads, however reluctantly, in Nygohl’s direction as the wraith slips through the forest ahead of us.

Nygohl, I realize, never stays in one form long as we move along some invisible trail in the forest. He shifts steadily between shadow and flesh in a steady movement fading in and out. I suspect that it is part of his defense mechanism. Perhaps even in hunting since there are advantages and disadvantages to both forms. I wonder if there are things that he can see in one form better than in others—perhaps even whatever trail he is taking.

I am certain that there must be a trail, or some sort of markers he is following because he moves confidently. Because of that I am not entirely surprised—nor thrilled—when we arrive at a half-fallen temple covered in strange markings and stained deeply with blood and what appears to be the inky remains of slain ghosts. The urge to throw up returns to me. This is a place of deep death. He can’t seriously want to take me in there?

He turns and the smile that twists his lips and spreads across his face makes my stomach drop. Of course he does.

“This way,” he beckons, slipping inside.

I inwardly curse even as I silently direct Jugong to follow. I may not know his intentions, but it is clear he isn’t out to kill us or else he would have let us walk into the Arachnacaria nest. And there are still the same issues that require me to follow. All the same, as far as I’m concerned, going into death temples is way beyond my service contract.

“I am so lodging a fucking complaint when I get back,” I mutter crossly.
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The inside of the temple is as intricately carved as the outside, and unfortunately equally stained if not bearing an even heavier splatter. It is even apparent that patterns have been traced over and over in the blood, through each subsequent layer in a chilling effect. Jugong carefully lowers me to my feet before releasing me to take a protective stance, his wings braced wide with their sharp claws spread aggressively. He holds his arms away from his side, his fingers splayed and ready to attack. My hand drifts down to my blaster and I meet his eyes and nod firmly to him.

This is a place for us to both be on our guard.

With Jugong covering my rear, I take my first steps into the temple, the flickering candle light from numerous wooden stands arranged along the walls briefly dazzling my eyes before I take another step, and another as I make my way deeper in the temple’s long gullet of a corridor.

It is as if I am walking into a massive sacrificial chamber where every inch has been baptized repeatedly in the blood of the dead. Among the morbid fingerpainting tall, skeletal carvings extend toward the roof, their hands open in supplication. At their lead are demons and infernal deities.

I pause in front of the image of a crowned, grim deity. His left hand is extended with a scroll clasped firmly in it. Jugong stops at my side and growls softly in his throat as his gaze skims over the figure.

A flicker of light shines on the carving and then grows brighter, bringing more details into sharper relief.

“That is unnamable, the high king.” I jump at the sound of Nygohl’s voice so unexpectedly near and glance over at him.

His black cloak and gear make him hard to see within the inner temple even with the rows of candles on long stands that line the walls. In the candlelight his form seems as shadowy as ever, all except his corpse-pale face and his large eyes staring back at me, lit with the same spirit light that glows brightly in the palm of his hand. He looks eerie, like a perfect porcelain doll of incredible perfection in form and beauty and yet equally as remote and cold… yet with his eyes burning that way as he looks at me—looks through me—I feel a deep response to it that sends warmth flooding into my cheeks.

My jaw clenches in protest. It is not like me to be drawn in by my prey. Then again, somehow the wraith managed to sneak up on us, and that was unprecedented since bonding with a Giwung. Even Jugong’s large ears have snapped back in surprise at the sound of the wraith’s voice, his head turning briefly toward him with a tight snarl. For a moment it appears that he is considering his attack, but his snarl ceases with a sound of disgust when he too notes that Nygohl is maintaining a safe distance that would allow him to disappear down the corridors with ease before we can fully launch an attack. Despite that, there is clarity in the wraith’s presence. I can see him more clearly than anything else in the hall and can hear him easier than I even would be able to hear Jugong at my side.

Nygohl gives me a wry smile and nods to the wall, his gaze roving over the images. “I have spent weeks roaming along these halls—committing them to memory. His image appears repeatedly along with the words Haskan, the unnamable, the primordial dark king who rules all the kings of the underworld. There are other images further in, images of the Lamentari and the creatures of the gloom, and the monstrous nature of parts of the living forest that sheds and gathers the weeping essence of the dead to slake their own hunger.”

I swallow nervously as I wrack my brain. There is a hint of something familiar about this but my education in the lore and history of the underworld was more of a crash course as part of my basic training.

“The high king,” I whisper to myself and glance uncertainly toward Nygohl. “Is this… is this moment that the high king carved out the lands of the dead?”

The wraith tips his head in acknowledgement. “That is how they tell it—as if he is a great vanquisher who, by his power, created a place of peace and safety beneath his authority and the great kings and judges of the great court. But you will see—” his rasps, his voice growling hollower as he slowly fades behind the light of his spirit fire until his invisible hand closes, snuffing out his flame and helping him to vanish right before our eyes. “Come,” he calls, his voice echoing in a long sigh. “There is more that you must see. Decisions to make if you truly wish to put your hands on me.”

A wicked chuckle follows his words, the double entendre hitting deep as the heat rushes up into my cheeks once more and eliciting a sharp snarl of rebuke from the Giwung beside me.

“Shameless male. He wishes that I remove his head with one bite,” Jugong growls, his teeth snapping together loudly for emphasis. He crowds closer to me, his wings practically trembling as they fan uneasily around us. It is as if they are straining against his desire to snap them closed around us once more but are restrained solely by his desire to protect us. “He thinks he is clever with his tricks, but he stinks of his interest. He will see. I will rip his cock from his body and see if his shadows can replace it with a new one if he gets too close to what’s mine.”

I pat Jugong’s arm soothingly. His words don’t surprise me. Giwung are often protective of those they bond with—it is one of their finer characteristics, especially among the large Gigungs. The vehemence in which he speaks them does catch me a little off guard but I decide after a moment of consideration that it is acceptable. It actually gives me a bit of the warm fuzzies because for a while there was a very real fear that at some point, he would break the bond to go hunt out a mate since I had lured in a male in his prime rather than a juvenile.

It has been pretty destressing actually in recent years and given me plenty of sleepless nights rather properly energy cycling and refreshing as all things in the underworld—even the dead—need to do. This level of possessiveness and protection could very well mean that he has bonded completely to me, to the point of negating his urge to mate hunt. I haven’t heard it happening with Giwungs but a little flicker of hope ignites within my heart and it is all I can do to keep myself from grabbing onto him with excitement. Instead, I allow my eyes to drift back to the carving of the Haskan. I nod toward it, drawing Jugong’s attention to the image.

“Do you know anything about this story?”

The male’s wings flutter slightly but he grunts softly, his large body tucking closer to mine. For once I don’t mind the fact that I’m getting jabbed yet again with the log between his legs. I know that Giwung are a very social species among their family groups, so he instinctively seeks out closeness. It is natural that he does so now. Hell, even I’m savoring the contact and the heat of his massive body against mine.

His wings stir in a tiny motion that he does when he wants me to keep moving. I get the feeling that it is making him uneasy to just stand there in the hall, and I can’t say that I blame him. The walls devolve to more chaotic paintings for a time, interspersed with more processional scenes of skeletons in the flickering candlelight. The gods in the foreground change position, the things in their hands changing and their placement arranged differently among themselves except for the Haskan at the fore. Some of them appear to grasp various monsters in some scenes, mauling them or being brutally attacked by them. The skeletons suffer more. There are those that are broken and torn apart or carried off by monsters. It is one such scene that Jugong stops in front of, a frown pulling at the corner of his mouth as he stares at it for a time.

“The Giwung caverns saw light for the first time when the gods descended and joined the primordial dark mother. She walked among the great expanse of the blessed lands, giving succor and care for all of her children—until they came, and their ruler entered her bridal chamber. The blessed lands were often dangerous, but it was a balance that allowed all to thrive. When the gods came, they plunged their fire into the pits to illuminate them and the Giwung were blinded and in pain and surfaced from the pits for the first time. We adapted and saw that this was good to not always be constrained within the pit and darkness of the underworld nights, and many came into the service of the gods. Many nests relocated to pits within the domain established by the gods, and so you have seen it for yourself,” he adds, his mouth quirking at the shared memory between us.

I smile in turn, but it fades quickly as my gaze catches once again on the violent scene. Clearly the relationship between the Giwung and the infernal gods was not quite so neatly established. Nor was the arrival of the gods a simple matter of romance. My gaze falls on a veiled queenly figure standing behind the Haskan, nearly lost among the images of the other familiar underworld gods crowded around her. He holds her by the wrist, leading her forward but her head almost seems to be bowed. She holds one hand upraised, clutching a single flower. There is something that strikes me as so sorrowful about her appearance but if I had to put it into words, I wouldn’t know where to start to describe it.

“Come,” Jugong rumbles, his wings fanning me lightly so that I look away from the wall and over to him instead. His ears are twitching which tells me that he released another sonic vocalization, but the tension eases a little in his face as his mouth curls with relief. “Come Marie, there is a safe place here we can rest.”

That is good news if I ever heard it, and I give him a grateful smile as I allow him to herd me further down the hall and into a narrow entrance that opens into a room that is barely large enough for us to lay side by side. Jugong seems to get a sense of the situation quickly and solves the problem by dropping to the ground and opening his arms and wings for me. Although this isn’t the first time that we have slept together in such a way, for some reason I feel oddly shy as I lower myself onto him. The awkwardness persists as his arms and wings fold around me but as I lay there, enjoying the rhythm of his breath and heartbeat, a deep calm rolls through me. I blink groggily and swear that I see the wraith’s fiery eyes staring from outside the entrance, but I do not feel the least bit threatened—I feel lulled with a sense of peace and protection. Despite my surroundings I feel entirely safe, and I sleep with Jugong’s purr rumbling in my ear.
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The wraith is closer when we wake. He still doesn’t dare to come too close, but he is closer than before, his gaze flicking between us and often lingering on me in a speculative manner lighting their depths though his face reveals nothing of his inner thoughts. I study him whenever I have the chance as we walk through the ruined temple. He is flickering less into his shadow form than previously, so his silhouette is easy to see between the candlelight of the inner temple that always seems to be lit and the dim sunlight filtering down through the cracks and missing sections of the temple’s roof.

In the temple courtyard where the sunlight more freely shines down through the iron grating that extends as a protective barrier from one high wall to the other, his pale sculpted features are more defined even within the fog that slowly trickles into the courtyard, and the darkness of his silhouette even sharper and starker. He seems to suck up the light, leaving the blackness of his garb and hair like a black hole. He is like a dark angel of the abyss or ancient, night born celestial standing before me.

I would like to say that I am merely sizing up my prey in the manner that I frequently catch Jugong doing but that would be further from the truth than I would be comfortable admitting to. There is an otherworldly quality that seems to define him and sets him apart even here where the average human is merely a civilian ghost among numerous other beings who inhabit this world. Considering that I’ve been on the job for a few years now since my death, you would think that I would’ve become accustomed to seeing males so alien to me—especially since his appearance is not that odd. Aside the small black horns on his brow, he looks like any other attractive man, or perhaps some sort of pop idol, that girls my age had lusted over.

But that otherness that stems from him being a primordial race of beings born of the first energies of death and destruction is uncontainable and impossible to ignore. Even when his flames are tamped down, I can see still the subtle cold flicker of them in his gaze. Ice and shadows. Cold beauty with an icy touch so different to the warmth I cleave to when I am with Jugong. And yet, when Nygohl looks at me, those flames come alive and in the depths of the blue fire I swear that there is a scorching heat that seers into me that I can’t help reacting to.

Regardless, I have to admit that he’s definitely what I would have called my type. In fact, if this had been before I would have privately claimed “I lick him he’s mine” dibs in my inner thoughts the moment I laid eyes on him.

“He is prey, not a prospective mate,” Jugong unexpectedly grumbles as I lean forward and drink my fill from a natural spring that the temple courtyard seems to have been constructed around. “You look at the wraith too much.”

My lips twitch with amusement as I straighten and wipe my mouth with the back of my hand. “Choosing a mate is not exactly in my immediate plans. Don’t tell me you’re jealous,” I tease.

I wait for the strange growly coughing sound of the Giwung’s laugh but Jugong doesn’t even crack a smile. If anything, his expression grows more severe, his nostrils flaring. His wings and long tail twitch simultaneously, letting me know that he is a little more than just annoyed.

“You say that, but I know what I can smell and hear,” he huffs.

Now I’m also frowning and feeling a little defensive. He can’t possibly be able to determine anything from scent or smell, especially when I am having conflicting feelings here regarding his strange appeal. And most definitely, absolutely do not want a mate. I have enough on my plate without trying to navigate the feelings and needs of a male in addition to those I agreed to be saddled with when I decided to lure in Jugong. I would have to be insane.

I blame this forest and most especially being stuck in this temple with the haunting allure of the wraith rather than just being able to do my job and get it done with. I’ve never been forced into prolonged proximity with my prey before—it’s not my department. I bag them and call for the pickup. But Nygohl’s trick has turned such a simple methodology entirely on its head. I dry my hands on my pant’s leg and squint over at the wraith in question.

“So what’s the deal here?” I ask, gesturing to the grating above me. “What’s with the birdcage? Just what sort of temple is this, anyway? You said that there was more to see but aren’t explaining anything.”

Nygohl turns toward me and his lips curve wickedly. “You are right,” he agrees with shocking ease. Spreading his arms wide, he slowly circles in place, gesturing to the entirety of the space around us. “Although many of the carvings and décor came later before the temple was abandoned altogether by its keepers, this place was built to very specific specifications designed for the Haskan’s purpose. Everything within this temple is designed towards those ends. As for that,” he says as he points at the grating, his smile widening devilishly, “do you want to see?”

I squint at him suspiciously but then shrug. It is grating and pretty damn solid from all appearances. What exactly could he even do with it to be worried about? All the same, I ease my hand onto my blaster and take a step back closer to a snarling Jugong as I coolly return his smile.

“Go for it, Houdini.”

He blinks slowly, his smile slipping slightly as his mind tries to figure that one out. Gods, sometimes I miss simply conversing with other humans—or at very least those demons and entities that work closely with them. One of them would be bound to know who the fuck Houdini is. Since I don’t feel like explaining, I roll my hand in silent encouragement for him to proceed with his demonstration. His brows beetle for a moment, looking adorably confused, but plasters a faint smile back on his face as he lifts his hand over his head. The spirit flame ignites in his palm and steadily begins to grow, casting a paleblue light over the fog gathered around us and drifting from above in slow, gentle streams.

“I actually initially discovered this when I was flying overhead,” he explains in a low voice. “It was startling to say the least.”

I raise my eyebrows politely, not entirely impressed. As pretty as it looks, I’m not seeing anything that would get anyone I know worked up over. Jugong scoffs in a soft coughing sound that makes my lips twitch. Nygohl doesn’t seem to be paying us any attention, however. His gaze is focused on the grating now as his spirit flame grows brighter and brighter as the flame flickers and jumps and grows reaching for the beams. Sighing, I fold my arms over my chest and lean back against the wall that is Jugong’s chest as I watch the wraith working hard to prove some kind of point.

I really don’t get paid enough for all of this. I only hope that if I humor him enough that just maybe when this is all done, he won’t kick up a fuss and will come along peacefully for the transportation back to Lithera.

I am about to tell him to give up so that we move on to whatever creepy shit he wants to try and scare me with something shifts so suddenly overhead that I jerk back violently, my elbows slamming back into Jugong as I practically try to trample to make space between and whatever is now diving for the protective grating like a massive, clawed hand. Twisted and gnarled with the branch of an ancient oak, it reaches for us with three long fingers and a crooked thumb, each claw nearly as long and thick as my thigh. A low, rattling moan follows that only makes the wails of the dead growl louder in result until the thing screams in frustration as its claws impact the grating with enough force to snap several long claws, splintering them so that they fall harmlessly within the courtyard while the things shrieks, its clawed hand driving on the barrier as it is just joined by another, and the another.

Eight twisted hands batter the grating making it groan in protest, but it holds firm, raining broken pieces of what appears almost like wood on top of us. Jugong extends a wing protectively over my head as his other wing curls tightly around me to hold me in place against him so that I’m not hit by the debris raining down on us. Meanwhile, Nygohl hasn’t moved even an inch. His head tipped back, he is watching the angry display of whatever monster is lurking outside of these walls with a small, knowing smile.

“What the hell is that?” I shout over the cacophony of monstrous moans and the slam of the large, inhuman hands.

His head tilts toward me even if he doesn’t look my way, but it is enough to know that he is listening and hears me. He shrugs casually, his smile growing wider.

“I am not entirely certain if it has a name. It is some sort of native tree monstrosity. I suspect that they inhabit the forest throughout but appear to be slow breeding and long-lived and tend toward living a solitary existence—all the better for the rest of the underworld, I imagine,” he murmurs. “Clearly a predator that responds to thermal signatures. My guess is that the temple’s presence drew it and the grating was installed after some unfortunate… accidents, before it was finally abandoned.”

Nygohl’s chuckle is poorly timed as the hands slam down again at that moment and for the first time I’m realizing that these are all likely coming from a singular massive creature lurking within the heavy fog, and I don’t know whether I should murder Nygohl for luring us into a death trap, or kiss him for getting us into the temple before that thing out there could make quick work of us the moment we got within range for it to sense Jugong’s crazy-high body heat. The hands flatten with a reluctant groan of displeasure, dropping away like dying moths one by one.

“I can see why this place was abandoned,” I reply drily and shiver as I pluck some moss from my hair, trying not to react to the fact that it likely had fallen from the creature and was part of its body. “Ents from hell is not exactly a great selling point.”

I peer speculatively at the walls noting the elegant masonry and a large, ornate fountain at the center of the courtyard across from the small pool of the spring. The foundation clearly draws from the spring and was designed to impress any supposed visitor. Whoever they might have imagined that it to be in this fucked up place. Each wall is adorned with figures of infernal goddesses, each veiled like that of the queen in the reliefs, each staring sightlessly ahead toward the fountain in the center of the room, their hands lifted and bearing their different insignia that I vaguely identify as relating to the occult arts.

Also, not my department.

At each end of the room, however, there is a simple arched doorway—one that leads from the direction from which we came, and the other leading to a new destination. Yet there is something about this courtyard that suggests that there is a lot more to it than there seems.

The ghost fire winks out, and the wraith dusts his hands along his cloak. He’s still wearing that unnerving smile that makes my stomach clench with unease and a subtle heat of something else beneath it.

“Ready to move on?” he inquires as he turns toward us expectantly. I stare back at him cautiously, uncertain whether or not he will try to kill me in the end. The unholy light in his eyes grows brighter as their flames leap eagerly as he launches into explanation. “The entry way and the rooms that extend off of it for visiting pilgrims is more just advertising for those same visitors and of little importance, but beyond the courtyard… its purpose begins to unfold quickly.” He holds out his hand, gesturing to the far door that I had been looking at just a moment earlier. “It awaits just over there.”

Of course it does.

My lips thin in frustration and I fight against the tight hold of Jugong’s wing hugging me to him so that I can stubbornly put my hands on my hips.

“This is feeling a lot like a ride through a haunted house on Halloween. Why don’t you just get to the point and spare me a trip through the Murder House here.”

To my frustration he doesn’t speak but merely shakes his head as he fades to a shadow and slips further away before materializing on the other side of the room and walking to the door. It seems that he is giving us little choice but to keep playing his game.

“Nothing had better jump out at me,” I mutter sourly.

“If it does, I will sever its head with a snap of my teeth,” Jugong solemnly assures me.

As sweet as the sentiment is, my nose wrinkles in disgust at the thought of having something foul caught between his teeth. Especially with his proclivity of keeping his head so close to mine even if it forces him to bend forward uncomfortably so that he is in optimal sniffing distance.

“Come on,” I grumble. “And don’t eat anything dead. I don’t want to be smelling that for the rest of the time Nygohl confines us here.”

Jugong huffs disdainfully but he doesn’t protest the insult too loudly other than to inform that he isn’t a scavenger. I call bullshit on that because I’ve seen him eat some pretty questionable stuff, but I am choosing to be the bigger person as I make a face at him and proceed to follow after the wraith, leaving the Giwung to follow me. Even so, I make a mental note to go back and check that fountain later—just to satisfy my curiosity—as I follow the wraith deeper in the temple.
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Unlike the brightly lit corridors at the entrance and what Nygohl called the pilgrimage rooms, the corridor behind the door is lit by nothing more than neatly interspaced lamps, providing enough light to see by but not entirely comfortably. And not if one needs to see something in fine detail in the low light. Despite that, there is no missing the fact that the walls here are streaked nearly solid red to the point that I cannot tell if it is something left over from a grisly massacre or if the blood is seeping through the walls themselves.

Given how fresh it looks, I’m starting to suspect the latter. If that is the case something happened here that has trapped the dead within these walls—or beneath them. I immediately shiver at the thought. This place makes my skin crawl. The Lamentari Forest is bad enough for just generally possessing a creepy atmosphere due to the nature of dead that gathers there—but this temple is an entirely different matter. It feels unnatural—wrong.

“I do not like this place,” Jugong observes, giving voice to my thoughts.

“I agree,” I murmur as I give the walls an uneasy look. “I long ago dismissed ideas of there being anything as simple as good and evil but this place is having me rethink that conclusion. It feels like it wants to consume us.”

Nygohl glances back at us over his shoulder, his lips curving as if privately amused at our expense. “That is because it does.” His eyes trail up to the ceiling and my gaze follows it only for me to stumble in horror at the shifting screaming faces staring down at us futilely. “There are very few places like it. The Labryinth that exists between worlds is one. Another is a carnival roaming across your world—though it is the least of them and its nature far more chaotic and curious like that of a child. Thankfully only the builders of the labyrinth were idiotic enough to help the energies reshape into a spirit entity or else we would probably all long be dead by now,” he says with a casual cheerfulness that sends another shiver up my back.

“But that is humans for you,” he continues as he throws me another devilish smile, “you do so enjoy your own torment and horrors.”

“That is a matter of opinion,” I grumble to myself. “I’m not enjoying this at all.”

“That may be,” he agrees, and I am a little surprised that he heard me as low as I was speaking. “But some part of your species enjoys having something to dread and be afraid of—to foster paranoia. You enjoy the concept of evil as a species and because of that you nurture its existence in what you do and create where it exists nowhere else. Nature and the cosmos may be cruel, but it is neutral in that point. Evil, as you conceive of it, exists only among the people of the numerous races who are capable of imagining it. And humans in particular excel at far beyond any other race of beings,” he adds with cold chuckle.

Okay, he has a point there. It is not the least bit flattering.

“Of course, there is incredible beauty and wonders that you create too,” he muses as he continues walking ahead. “Such complexities in humans are what makes you so treasured and beloved of the gods.”

I puzzle over his words as I follow. I am not familiar with the carnival of which he spoke, but the labyrinth… could he possibly be speaking of the labyrinth of Minos? Although labyrinths are a pretty common phenomenon among humans, that is the one that has a particularly bloody mythical history behind it. Was it a real place? And if so, the thought of its energies spawning a malevolent spirit makes me glad that I’m not trapped there.

Not that I am enjoying the ambiance here but at least the temple is not actively trying to kill me as Nygohl suggests that the labyrinth is capable of doing. It is bad enough that small trickles of blood are now starting to appear on the walls and in some places the raised impression of face frozen in expressions of various emotions from horror and terror to lust, laughter, suspicion—a range of human emotions with blood running from their eyes and pouring from their mouths.

“And here I thought the pit was considered fearsome,” Jugong rumbles thoughtfully. “I never thought I would see a more impressively gruesome sight than the bones and discarded carcasses knitted into the structure of the pit.”

“Of course this wouldn’t bother you,” I reply with a nervous laugh. “It is reassuring to know at least one of us isn’t afraid. Not counting the wraith of course.”

Although Nygohl is leading us through the temple, Jugong and I are bound tightly as a team. There is no one else included in our “us.”

His head tips toward me, his long ears flicking. “It bothers me,” he corrects after a long moment. “The pit would bother me as well so long as you are with me. Anything that might frighten or harm you is not a place I can feel comfortable residing within.”

I glance at him in surprise, my heart melting a bit. I know our bonding has made him more protective of me, but I didn’t realize it had that much influence over his preferences. I had never heard of familiar companions becoming so close to those they bonded with. I am tempted to prod this new bit of information, but the hall suddenly terminates in a large room and my attention is diverted by the sudden change in our surroundings as the wraith steps inside and every torch ignites in response to his presence.

Had that happened before within the temple? Nygohl had always been a little ahead of us so I can’t even say for sure how much of the temple he awakened before Jugong and I took our first step inside.

“What is this place?” I ask as I step into the chamber and glance around.

The red hue has darkened and grown thicker as if the blood has gathered here thickly but everywhere is lush with the growth of plants springing from various pots, carefully maintained beds, and even from places on the walls themselves. On the dark walls, interspersed between the plant growth, images are drawn in some sort of white material depicting simple scenes of life. As simple as they are, they draw the eye in from where they peek out from the heavy greenery like little footprints from the past easily lost in the growth.

There is certainly a dense lushness here. The scent of growth and decay fills the room with a musky fragrance that is appealing and reminiscent of a fall day despite the fact that everything within view is vivid in hues of green and red in the full bloom of its growth. It look picturesque, like a perfect place to lounge and while away the day except that somehow carries an even stronger malevolence than the growth of the forest outside the temple walls. I peer at a large flower and recoil when I see drops of blood welling up and trickling from its center.

“The first chamber,” Nygohl answers, coming to a stop at a large plant heavy with large berries that are roughly the size of fat strawberries but do not resemble them at all for their perfectly spherical shape and dark purple hue. He picks one and rolls it between his fingers as he inspects it. “The inner temple is comprised of a series of chambers called the Breaths of Life. This chamber is that of flourishing growth.” Turning he tosses the berry to me with his usual faint smile curving his lips. “These berries are safe to eat but do not touch anything else and do not leave the center path no matter what tempts you—these plants have been cultivated toward certain appetites.”

I snatch the berry out of the air and give it a curious look before narrowing my eyes suspiciously on the wraith.

“It is safe. Eat,” Jugong assures me with a soothing purr. “I recognize this fruit. Giwung feast regularly upon it in the pit.”

I am not exactly comforted by the thought of consuming something that grows freely in the pit and what that says about its growing needs, but I pop it in my mouth without giving myself the opportunity to overthink it. To my surprise, a rich sweetness bursts over my tongue. My eyebrows fly up in surprise, my eyes lifting to Jugong.

“It’s good. What--?”

“Do not inquire too closely,” the male advises as he leads me over to the bush that the wraith has already abandoned. Jugong immediately hands me several more berries. “Eat and refresh yourself quickly. I do not wish to linger long here.”

I nod in silent agreement and pop another fruit into my mouth as he too quickly proceeds to eat, his tail twitching in a rhythmic expression of unease. As I eat, I can feel Nygohl’s burning gaze from where he is waiting at the other end of the room. I peer in his direction from beneath my eyelashes and it is enough for me to note that he is leaning against the edge of the wall where it opens into another hall. I am sure he knows that I am watching him in turn from the way he is slowly eating the berries in his hand, his lips and teeth teasing each berry in turn and drawing a hot tension within my belly.

Jugong growls low beside me, and I jump a little when I suddenly feel is fuzzy tail snake around my waist. With a small tug, I’m suddenly drawn against his side and tucked firmly beneath his wing as he shoots the wraith a suspicious glower over my head. His growl immediately deepens when Nygohl’s laughter drifts over to us.

“Do not worry, Giwung—my interest here is not to steal your mate and take your place. You are a necessary part of my plan as well. Why do you think I chose you when I have successfully evaded other reclamation specialists?”

Mate? I choke briefly on the berry I’m eating, my gaze shooting up to Jugong. He sees me as his mate? My shock subsides a little as the idea sinks into me, triggering a deep warmth of pleasure. Well—I suppose that explains a few things. Male Giwungs are known to instinctively search out females that have the right scent to trigger their instinct to mate with them. It is unusual to be able to lure in adults because they are usually either mated or in pursuit of a mate. Even having a juvenile for a companion is a temporary thing because upon reaching adulthood, males and females will leave with the instinctual drive to mate and breed. I had assumed that Jugong was a sort of anomaly. It turns out he agreed to bond with me because he was using it as a way to secure a mate.

That sounds shady as hell and if it was coming from anyone else I would probably be pissed but I can’t be mad about it when it comes to Jugong. I knew and accepted from the beginning that their nature and way of thinking of things was quite different to a human and even many demons. It is also a relief to know that I haven’t been perving on my bonded hunting companion with some of the thoughts that have sprung to mind over the years.

The flush of pleasure rolling over me brings a small smile to my lips, but it is quickly doused by Jugong’s vicious snarl.

“What are you planning, wraith? You will not be harming my female!”

Oh… that part. I grip Jungong’s arm as I glare suspiciously over at Nygohl, drawing another rattling purr instinctively from my mate. Yes… my mate. Mine. It may be a bit of an awkward moment to find out—not the least bit sexy or romantic—but that’s okay because it means that I’m free to claim Jugong in a way that I never would have dared before. And if this dumb ass wraith is plotting something with my mate, then I’m not going to hesitate to tear him a new asshole before bringing him in.

Nygohl’s laughter erupts with a genuine merriment that I hadn’t heard before with all of his sinister chuckles up until this point. I blink at him in surprise, but he shakes his head, his broad smile transforming his face completely, giving him a devastating beauty beyond the gracefulness of his previous cold, sculpted appearance.

Okay, I’m mated but not dead here. I can admit that he is gorgeous even as I hug Jugong’s arm to me so that he doesn’t feel insecure with anything he may scent from me. All things being equal, Nygohl is still our prey.

“I have chosen well indeed,” he croons happily. “You are a well-matched pair, exactly what I want. Do not worry, I will not let anything happen to you.” Straightening from the wall, he steps into the hall and extends a hand to it, welcoming us to follow. “Such happy growth shouldn’t be delayed further now that we’ve tasted its fruits. Let’s proceed.”

I really can’t make heads or tails out of what he’s saying but I nod warily. “Let’s get this over with and see what this lunatic has in store next.”

Jugong grumbles unenthused and the pit of my stomach sours in agreement. As pretty as the wraith may be, the knowledge that we are being set up for an unknown purpose makes me increasingly uneasy. He says he doesn’t want to harm us—but the question is what does he want then?
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The next corridor is more of the same but there are more faces, some of them quite monstrous with claws and hands extending beseechingly from the sides of the walls. Some hands are hooked aggressively while others seem friendly or even the amorous touch offered of a lover. This time there are sounds however, gasps and sighs, and moans whispering their encouragement amid whimpers of pain. To my embarrassment I can feel my sex slickening as the heat sparked in the previous chamber follows me and seems to grow under the influence of my imagination as each moan rushes over me. Gods, I feel like I’m being surrounded by people fucking and I’m unable to deny the desire beating through me.

It is not just beating through me but burning hotter and hotter. I don’t even notice that I’ve stopped walking until Jungong bumps into me, his groin thumping against my back. Need shoots through me, crawling up my spine with such a frenzy that I’m half tempted to turn and beg him for what I need. Despite his sheath being protected by fur, I know from my research that his breeding cock inside of it is smooth and slick with its own copious amounts of lubrication while its outer clasper cocks are designed specifically to increase the female’s receptivity and pleasure.

I bite my lip hard, resisting the urge. Not even the ear-piercing scream suddenly wailing through the hall jolts me from it, instead I can only imagine how I will scream with my own need as his cocks slowly rams into me.

“Marie,” my mate growls, the sound low and heavy. His cock twitches within his sheath and I’m aware of just how thick and engorged his sheath suddenly feels from his own state of arousal. “We must continue.”

“Just a little further,” Nygohl cajoles, and I blink rapidly to clear my vision to focus on him.

His eyes are burning brighter but there is something shifting beneath that gaze—a kind of excitement as he waits for us at the entrance to the next chamber.

Swallowing sharply, I nod and force myself to walk forward. Jugong is nearly plastered against my back but as long as we are moving forward that’s progress as far as I’m concerned. We are practically stumbling together but the moment we step inside the intense pressure crawling through me subsides to a dull flush of desire, the relief nearly instantaneous as some sort of invisible barrier cuts off the sounds of the corridor off completely.

Leaning against Jugong, I swipe a hand over my face in an attempt to refocus and peer at the new chamber we have entered. The first thing that I notice is that it is redder than any other part of the temple. The second is that it is filled with a lush scent of something similar to the fragrant of blooming roses while mysteriously blood-free tapestries hang everywhere depicting beautiful goddesses and scenes of debauchery all around them in a sensual frenzy of passion. The only traces of blood seem like random handprints as if lovers had pressed against them, their hands flattening against the fabric in the midst of their pleasure.

I swallow sharply as I feel my need subtly deepen. While it is not the consuming hunger of the corridor, it is a deeper ache and need that yawns through me. It is more than hunger. It is a need to consume and be consumed, to join completely as deeply as possible over and over until I am permanently changed forever and bloom like the roses filling the room.

I wet my lips with the tip of my tongue. “Ah…?”

“The chamber of desire,” Nygohl comments, answering my unspoken question with an understanding nod as he stops at my side. “It is quite something, isn’t it? Passion in the deepest and truest forms. The need to join and be united in every way.” A faint shiver runs noticeably through him and his glowing eyes close for a moment as if to savor the feeling.

For the first time he is close enough to touch but I don’t bother going for my blaster. Even if I tried to stun him, I have no doubt he would be able to react before I even had it properly aimed. For all of his casual appearance he notices everything. And second, for some reason I seem to be leaning toward him as I draw in the scent coming off him that I never noticed before. A scent like ripe apples and honey. A soft sigh escapes me and Jugong’s purr grows louder as his leathery wings begin curl against my sides.

Nygohl gaze shifts to Jugong and then back to me. His smile sweetens as he leans in closer, his eyelids lowering so that his thick dark lashes partially sweet over the blazing flames within his eyes as he leans toward me. “So perfect. I knew you would be. You do not know how much I longed for this moment as I watched you both on your hunt. The electric pulse of your bond together is alluring, as is your cunning ruthless intellect. You tracked me well and nearly had me a couple of times, though you did not realize what dance we have been dancing together.” He sighs softly, his breath cool fanning against my lips with how close his face is to mine. “I knew then that the fates had written your destiny with mine. That you are both mine even if you are not aware of it.”

I shiver at his words, my imagination conjuring images of our bodies sliding together in a rapturous mingling of breaths and touches. I breathe him in, needing and wanting him in that moment as much as Jugong. More than that, something is unfurling, blooming in response as something settles within me that just feels right. Who the hell is this wraith that all of this somehow feels as predestined as he seems to think it is?

With a small grimace he slowly straightens. “As much as I would like to enjoy this moment, I know that it is not mine to steal. And besides,” he suddenly cocks his head, a ghost of a smile briefly tugging at the corner of his mouth, “as I am needed elsewhere at the moment. I have no other choice but to give you a moment to yourselves.”

He bows to Jugong as the male’s wings continue to slide bit by bit over me, plastered tightly to me. This is different from his usual hold which is more designed to hide or shelter me. With how tightly his wings are inching over me, it is locking me to him, his wingclaws drifting under the curve of my breasts as the outer finger of his wing inches closer toward my inner thigh. I shiver in reaction, my sex dripping with my rising excitement.

Taking a step back, Nygohl’s gaze rakes over me again as his tongue grazes his upper lip. “Stay here. Do not venture any further into the temple. The chamber of pleasure is the safest place in the temple. I will return shortly.”

My breath leaves me in a startled exhale when he disintegrates into shadows. His shadowy form lingers for a moment, the burning flames all that exists now for his eyes. In the next breath, however, he is gone as a dark shadow streaks from the room leaving me alone with a very aroused Giwung.

Jugong grunts suddenly, his hips shifting behind me, and I feel the long length of something stretch from his sheath and tap my back. His wings vibrate against me as they move subtly but it seems to be just enough to allow his hands to slide between them and my pants. With one quick move, he shoves my pants down off my legs before giving the same treatment to my armored vest and shirt beneath it. His wings shift, releasing and remolding against me with an instinctive speed throughout this process so that I am never freed at any moment while he is stripping me.

His hot breath fans me with every eager pant as he rumbles something in his own tongue with every brush of his muzzle against my head, neck, and shoulder. I know he is sniffing me. I can hear the faint, eager sounds of snuffling even as he growls needily against me. His hands run over my thighs, dipping between them to caress the soft flesh there and smear my wetness he finds weeping from my cunt. I jerk at the brief, explorative brush of his fingers against my sex as he learns the shape of it and my reactions to every slide against my clit and folds and the sounds I make when his claws retract to slide two fingers deep into my channel. I clench around them as a small orgasm shoots through me, making me strangle on a cry as I reach up and grip his forearm hard beneath my hand, but they don’t linger long there. He is too eager to explore all of me and they quickly return to my thighs before sliding up over my sides to my breasts.

Cupping my breasts in his hand, he strokes my nipples into stiff peaks as he readjusts his wings so that his wingclaws slide firmly into place beneath my breasts. Only once they are securely in place does his hands slide away so that only his wing claws are now cupping them. Occasionally a claw brushes against my nipple with his movement. My nipples tighten, my ass tucking back against the hot pulse of engorged cock resting against it. The fur of his lower insemination sac design to keep his cum inside me brushes against my sex as it presses against me, teasing the sensitive flesh there with its texture and heat. I gasp softly at the sensation of it dragging against the nub of my clit.

Jugong’s moan fills the air and suddenly I feel myself tipping forward into the weight of his wings, his hands guiding my hips lifting my ass slowly so that his cock strokes along my bottom before settling into place. My breath stills as I feel for the first time flesh to flesh its complex structure. The Giwung’s have their testicles in a thick sac above their cock, perhaps due to facilitating their usual breeding methods in the caverns of the pit. Extending from his sheath, however, are two thick, tubular clasping cocks that will push inside of me. I can feel them spread against my ass so that I’m brought into immediate contact with his breeding cock nestled between them. Unlike the long, ridged, tube-like length of his clasping cocks, his breeding cock is slick and smooth before arriving at the flared, wedge-like tip so that it can slide out and penetrate deeper. It is the head, however, that makes my belly clench with interest. The base of it is wedge shaped when the clasping cocks close around it but the tip is drawn up in a distinctive point meant to latch inside at the pivotal moment. That same tip is now exploring my entrance as it slowly pushes inside.

I tremble with pleasure at its heat but then moan as my cunt eagerly stretches and sucks the sudden bulge of combined head of all three cocks in as Jugong presses forward. It stretches my channel in a slow burn as it fills me and for a moment it is almost uncomfortable as I adjust to it. Ever so slowly I can feel his clasping cocks pressing outward slightly. I know that they will press out fully, helping him to lock him in place prior to climax but even this small pressure makes my channel squeeze reflexively around it. He grunts and tips his hips in a way that presses his insemination sac firmly against my entrance and I feel his breeding cock slipping deeper until it seems to pop in place as it finds a firm seat against the mouth of my womb.

A strong rush of pleasure pulses through me that makes me cry out loudly. The scent of roses seems to thicken in the air, and I swear I feel petals brushing against me as Jugong growls and subtly begins thrusting his hips, rubbing his insemination sac back and forth against my clit as his clasping cocks vibrating within me in time to the sudden thrusting of his thickening breeding cock back and forth inside of me. Wetness from my screaming arousal spills freely from me as my body is forced to accommodate his growing girth. With each thrust his breeding cock is becoming more engorged and the head more inflated, pressing his clasper cocks further outward, lodging him firmly in my channel as his breeding cock battles back and forth, nudging the most sensitive and pleasurable spot against the mouth of my womb until I’m breaking and spiraling into one climax after another.

Despite how little he’s actually moving, Jugong’s grunts and deep, rumbling moans of pleasure are more than enough to let me know that he is enjoying it. In fact, with how tightly his insemination sac is pressed against my opening I would think that this was a breeding rut in truth as it seems to quiver against the sensitive flesh there in response to his own heightening arousal. He growls, his wings clasping harder and his hips twitch rapidly forcing his breeding cock to thrust faster within me.

I cry out in response. The pressure in my channel is sparking brighter within me with each thrust and I can feel a coiling sensation tighten deeper and harder. Jugong’s wings flex subtly, and he growl-purrs in my ear as he suddenly slams forward, wedging his clasper cocks deeper as they flare fully, and his breeding cock extends to its fullest length so that its engorged tip can latch on to my womb. All at once, the winding, tightening pressure unleashes within me, snapping in a rush of white fire running from my womb and up my spine. That seems to be exactly what my mate needs because Jugong suddenly snarls deeply, and I feel his cocks pulse hard over and over with every spray of his hot seed. I writhe against him, and he grinds up against me in response, his wings fluttering and snapping tightly against my body.

His cock jerks again and I feel something hot release from him to pierce me. I jerk in surprise but his wings holding me still as that needle-like sensation drives deeper and deeper into my womb.

“Ju… what…?” I gasp, shocked at the sharp bite that comes with a sharp rise of pleasure that makes me climax around him again, rewarding me with another splash of his seed.

“Shhh,” he croons around a labored breath that tells me that this is overwhelming for him as well. “Sweet, beautiful mate of mine. My mating barb is releasing as it implants into your womb flesh.”

That should be alarming but as I said before, years of living the life of the damned really changes one’s perspective on things. Instead of screaming my head off, I find this blend of pleasure and pain and the fact that he is permanently marking me to be arousing as hell. I moan softly and clench around him so that I can hear his grunts and enjoy the subsequent fresh spill of his seed. Finally, the pain fades but Jugong doesn’t release me, instead he adjusts his grip so that I’m anchored more firmly against him. His cocks swell even thicker at the moment, and he begins to pant heavily so that I look back over my shoulder at him in concern.

But then I feel it, his breeding cock begins to vibrate faster and harder, and I can feel the rose petal touch once more brushing over my entire body in response as I begin to moan loudly as my pleasure rockets in response. I don’t know what the hell is brushing all over me, but his cocks are stealing the show, and I can’t muster up enough concern about it to look. Instead, I writhe in his wingclasp, my cries growing louder with the sharp spikes of my pleasure.

“Sweet… sweet,” Jugong rasps. “I have waited long to give my mate my seed. Waited to give my mate my young. My mate’s channel is so sweet and ready for me now.”

Wait… hellspawn? We haven’t discussed hellspawn!

He then growls viciously as his breeding cock swells up like a balloon, sending me over the edge once more in the process, before releasing in a strong, far thicker spray deep within me. I am sent reeling so high that for a moment I feel like I’m floating before I gradually coming back to myself and settling within the tight grasp of my mate unfolding my entire body in a loving cocoon as I drift in a sea of pleasure.
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“Interesting. Arousing as hell but quite interesting.”

I blink, awareness flooding back to me as Nygohl’s voice penetrates my mind. Jugong grunts softly but doesn’t seem particularly inclined to release me at that moment. His cocks are still deeply imbedded within me, and I can still feel the occasion pulse of them as they release. I can’t imagine how he can still be providing anything after we have been latched together all of this time but as exciting as it was moments ago, now that we have an audience, I’m not sure whether to end it or to start things up again.

“And such a pretty scene you make,” the wraith observes, a smoldering note in his voice. “Like a feast for the eyes at a banquet for the gods of desire.”

Okay, that is a bit of an odd turn of phrase. My eyes slowly open and I squint over at where the wraith is sitting on top of what appears to be some enormous storage container painted with more of the same graphic scenes that fill this chamber. He leans forward, resting his elbows on his knees so that his cloak drapes in a manner that reminds me of a crow at rest, and grins down at me. I immediately try to cover my private bits with my hands, suddenly disconcerted with the way he is staring, but I just as quickly realize after a failed attempt to shift my arms upward that I can’t even move them.

Alarm racing through, I jerk my arms harder as my eyes snap down. Vines. Everywhere blooming vines of roses have somehow wound over us. My eyes follow their path down further and my stomach drops out as I see the mess of roots entwined around Jugong’s genitals and disappearing deepside. My head jerks up and I immediately choke as a vine cuts against my throat, flower petals brushing fragrantly against my nose. There is a taste of dirt in my mouth, and I feel the fibrous vines twitch against my tongue and the roof of my mouth with the taste of the flower buds forming in there while the roots invading my sex awaken and crawl deeper into me. I gag and wrench my head from side to side in an attempt to dislodge them. When that fails, I gnash my teeth together to bite through the vines as another tries to slip between my lips. A panicked scream rises up my throat as I am helpless against the movement of the vines, but I’m strangling on fear and the vines looping around my throat so that nothing emerges but a quiet, hoarse wail.

A tremor races through my mate in response to the sound. Jugong’s wing lifts from his side and his body shifts as his muscles stretch, snapping several of the thinner vines twined over his wings and back, sending petals scattering down over us. Despite that, he is just as anchored in place as I am and quickly realizes our predicament as he becomes fully alert. I know the moment he realizes this because his entire body grows tense, and his vocalization shifts to a snarl as he fights against the vines that are rapidly tightening their grip. Panic begins to rise through me. Those roses, while not trying to consume us do seem intent on keeping us locked intimately together so that they can enjoy our mingling sexual fluids.

The wraith’s eyes flare brighter with his unabashed interest, and he shakes his head with an expression of wonder. “Truly exquisite. I have never seen them react in such way. Truly your joining must have been utterly delicious.”

“Nygohl!” he snaps and the wraith sighs heavily as he drops lightly from his perch. “Cease speculating and release us!”

The male sighs but he gives Jugong a sympathetic smile and nods. “Of course. My apologies. I was a little caught in the moment. Here, allow me to help,” he replies as he gracefully drops to the ground. His footsteps don’t make a sound as he walks toward us, yet the movement of the roses stills and a tremor vibrates through the vines when his shadow finally falls over us.

“Enough of pleasure, little lovelies,” he purrs. “Be gone.”

He waves his hand, his shadow extending like thick coils over them, and, to my surprise, the vines immediately uncoil from around us. I cough reflexively as the vines leave my mouth and throat and my cunt squeezes around Jugong’s cocks, stimulated by the numerous small roots sliding out of us and one particularly large tape root that makes me orgasm hard around my mate as it pulls free. Jugong growls deeply, his cock releasing another thick spurt that makes his pelvis immediately tip to trap it within me. I wiggle impatiently as he slowly stands, his arms and wings tightly around me to keep me pinned upon his cock as he suspiciously eyes Nygohl.

The wraith just smiles in response though his eyes roam over us and fasten upon our genitals locked together with lascivious interest. His dark tongue brushes over his lips thoughtfully and his eyes slide shut as he draws a deep breath of the fragrant air.

“Ah, such an exquisite bouquet. I would devour you both if we had the time.” He sighs regretfully but adopts a feline look of pleasure as he patiently watches us. “Come on Jugong, release your mate for a time so we can keep moving. I know that cunt is perhaps a tight little trove of pleasure fitting so snuggly over your cock, but this matter really shouldn’t be delayed any longer. There is more to come.”

I don’t even have to see Jugong’s face to know that he is studying the wraith intently, I can feel it with every tense muscle behind me. I smile inwardly. Nygohl doesn’t realize this, but he has little hope of getting my mate to obey. Giwungs are notorious for listening to no one else but their bonded. As I am not only his bonded but also his mate, Jugong is going to be even less inclined to trust anyone, much less another male, with my safety in such a way. I consider explaining this to the wraith but my mate suddenly grunts in agreement and lifts me off his cocks so abruptly that the sensation of them pulling free has me climaxing in mid-air with a sharp cry as the semen that has been gathering inside of me splashes out with one hard contraction of my belly.

The splatter of it on the floor is humiliating but the following sound of the vines and roots rolling with wet slaps through it is disturbing enough to distract me from the fact as Jugong gently sets me on my feet. I stand there, eyeing the roses with disbelief as I numbly accept the clothes that Nygohl thrusts at me. My hands close around them blindly but then I blink and look down at them, the rich dark fabric surprisingly luxurious beneath my fingers.

“Wait… these aren’t my clothes.”

“Of course not,” Nygohl agrees. “After dealing with my bit of business I fetched you something that you could wear since I didn’t imagine you would want to put those back on.”

He nods to my discarded clothes, and I look down and blanche at the clothing. It had not only been covered in sexual fluids at one point but is also clearly in tatters from the roses twining around them.

“And you said this chamber is safe,” I mock as I slowly inspect the clothing that he handed me. “Clearly you knew exactly what these roses were capable of.”

“Is it not safe?” Nygohl smiles at me guilelessly and I can’t decide if he is genuine or just fucking with me. He plucks a rose from its vine and twirls it lazily between his fingers. “These roses aren’t interested in harming you. Quite the opposite, the nutrition you offer through your coupling is more to their taste. Usually, they just take the offerings that are left in the wake of those passing through this room, so their behavior in this instance is a bit abnormal to what I’ve observed in the past, so your mating must have offered them something quite uniquely delightful that they hungered for it so.” His eyes drift down lazily to the puddle on the ground. “Your offering is quite abundant that is for certain.”

I choose to ignore that and refrain from making a face when I realize what he has handed me is a dress. It is going to be a pain in the ass to move in. I hate dresses—all of that fabric just gets in the way. On the other hand, it is easy access if Jugong is feeling up to another round later. I shrug and draw it over my head, allowing the black fabric to spill over my naked body luxuriously. I shiver at its contact over my nipples and belly but make a show out of straightening the material with the hope that no one notices.

I can’t say that it goes completely unnoticed because neither male in my company is unobservant in the least but there is some sort of silent agreement apparently to not comment on it. A little recovery time is more than welcome but I’m a little surprised, however, that my mate is not making a fuss in his usual show of possessiveness. Usually, he would be growling fitfully over anyone directly giving me anything. Instead, he appears to be silently accepting this as his gaze roves over me with approval.

“Lovely,” Nygohl croons, the echo of his voice as he says the word giving it a haunted sound.

Jugong head turns toward the male and he gives him an affronted look. “Not lovely,” he objects with a snarl. “Our female is beautiful.”

Our? When did this become “our” when moments ago he was decisively “mine, mine, mine?” Apparently, something had shifted between the males that was beyond my understanding however because Nygohl just smiles in turn and nods.

“Indeed. Shall we?” he inquires, extending a hand to me.

I give it a suspicious look, unsettled by the sudden shifts in their demeanors. I am still glaring slightly at it as I stomp over to my clothes and rescue my blaster. I belt it securely to my side and give it a reassuring pat just to make sure that it is there before I make my way back to the wraith’s side. I don’t take his hand because I don’t shift gears quite that rapidly and this is still our prey after all and my chin tips defiantly as I meet his eyes.

“Lead the way.”

I pretend that his airy chuckle doesn’t evoke a tight, tingling sensation inside of me as I watch him assume his place ahead of us. Ultimately, I’m glad to leave the chamber of desire behind us as we step into the next corridor and move deeper again into this strange temple.
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The walls are rivers of blood, and they pour into deep crevices on either side of the floor. There is a soft sound of indiscernible voices as if a multitude are quietly whispering, speaking their thoughts in a jumble of suspicious whispers. Every now and then something moves beneath the blood as if someone is running through it and I find this all even more disconcerting than the other two hallways. It feels like we are being spied upon as we are talked about in hushed voices.

Jugong’s ears shift restlessly, the thick fur of his head and neck stiffening and puffing out. He bares his teeth and whips his head toward the loudest of whispers, his tail slashing through the air behind him. His wings fan the air around him, the tips coming just shy of gliding through the rivers coursing down the walls as if he is preparing to take flight at any moment despite the close confines. It is a trapped feeling that I understand all too well. It brings back memories of the wulkwos and the strange way they whispered to each other with dual voices as they came closer and closer to my hiding place.

Unsettled, I walk at a faster pace, all the while I feel chased as if those creatures are giving chase once again. An alarmed cry falls from my lips, and I plunge forward into a full out run. Jugong’s voice shouts after me but I can’t make out his words, all I know is the terror filling me as I hear the panted breaths of the wulkwos, their claws hitting the floor. They are reaching for me, preparing to rip me apart between them once more. I scream in panic as a pair of cold arms encircle me and lift me off my feet. I claw at my captor and scream louder as another pair of hands grab ahold of me.

“Quick into the chamber!” a voice hisses and I sob, tears streaking down my face.

Claws will tear at me; teeth will snap and rip into my flesh and they gorge themselves on my meat.

“Here. Here. Stop, we’ve made it. Marie. Marie. Wake up. Come back to us,” he croons.

A purr rumbles steadily from my other side as a smooth, cold hand and a hot, furred one stroke over my face and along my shoulders as I’m held between them. I surface gradually as a veil descends over that memory, dulling the pain as I gradually come back to myself once more. My eyelashes flutter and my eyes finally open as I look up at the two concerned faces peering down at me. Jugong with his green eyes and inky fur in a lush, thick pelt, his foxlike ears flattened with worry, and Nygohl with his inhumanely pale face and dark eyes brightened with the blue flames burning in the hearts of them. His dark hair falls like a curtain around us. He runs a claw gently down my cheek and a relieved smile tips his lips as a small sigh escapes him.

“I was worried,” he rasps. “I didn’t expect you to react so strongly.”

I shake my head, silencing him. “It’s okay. Just… bad memories.”

A look of sympathy crosses his face, and he nods. “I forget at times that many reclamation specialists were once human. You are always haunted by your death and afraid of those little things that accompanied it. The worst the death, the more suited for reclamations it seems because you have suffered terribly and arrive with your mind and spirit still intact despite it all. Once you endure that, you can endure any horror that you are sent after.”

I exhale and release a shaky laugh. “I should have known that this place would find a way to use it against me.”

Nygohl nods in agreement. “I should have considered it as well. Forgive me. I would have carried you through there personally if I had even thought…”

“It’s over with now,” I sigh. Jugong anxiously backs up a pace so that I can sit up and reach forward to cup his fuzzy cheek in one hand. “I’m okay. I promise.”

His head tips in a faint nod and his eyes slide shut as he leans his head into my palm, brushing the back of one wing affectionately against my cheek. I move my fingers against his fur. I never noticed before how soft it is or how baby fine and silky the webbing of his wings are. I leisurely enjoy the contact as I center myself, not unaware that Nygohl’s hand is still on back stroking in small circles. For this moment I can feel the connection between us and am drawing strength from it. Eventually, Jugong straightens, his head craning as he peers at our surroundings.

“What room is this now?” he queries as Nygohl gently helps me to my feet as if I’m the one who appears to be made of porcelain.

“The chamber of the mind,” the wraith replies.

Shifting my gaze from him, I take my first glimpse of my surroundings and gasp. There was a scene in a movie when I was child in which a beast gifted his beautiful captive with a personal library of magnificent size filled top to bottom with books. As I grew up, I decided that was the most romantic of gifts. Staring at my surroundings now, I am astounded by what the simple reality of such a place looks like. Everywhere I look there are massive shelves filled with books and taller iron stands filled with candles to shed light on every possible corner. In the center of the room, however, was a strange device that seemed out of place and taking up much of the remaining space of the room.

I step around Jugong and Nygohl and head for it, curious as to what purpose it served. Like the berry bush served for the chamber of growth, and the rose beds were the true heart of the chamber of desire, I have no doubt that this machine is the true heart of this room as well. My eyes scan the room, noting that the images on the walls are carefully framed, depicting scenes of companionship and scholarship, but in each image, there is a sense of something just beyond the veil waiting and watching. It is a grim imprint like death awaiting them at their end of their pursuits. This is evident as well as with the machine.

I turn toward it again, examining it more closely this time. It towers over me, each side supported by a skeletal figure. At the top the sun is at the pinnacle, surrounded by a number of suspended planets. My gaze drops, noting the dials and lifts again before noting that the ceiling above is marked with the numerous constellations visible from Earth. My gaze drifts back to the sun and I frown as I note at its center are numerous, small, layered plates shifting minutely as if it contains a sort of clock ticking down the minutes…. hours…. days…. years.

If I listen closely, I can swear I hear the soft moaning whisper of the mechanism ticking as it slowly winds down.

I tap a finger on my leg as I consider the layout of the temple. Those who entered would be escorted through the front entrance and would be kept within the so-called pilgrimage rooms. The courtyard waited beyond that with water available to slake the thirst. The first room was truly the courtyard representing the open primordial waters. A second finger then joins the first as I consider the next chamber. Following after the courtyard is the room of growth where the food of the garden was enjoyed and the illusion of peace despite the dangers all around.

“What are your thoughts?” Nygohl whispers and I glance over at him, not entirely surprised to see him hovering so close once more, his gaze fixed intensely upon me as if waiting expectantly for me to work out this puzzle.

I turn to him and cross my arms over my chest. “I think that this is more than just a temple, and I think that you already know that. The entire set up is so precisely planned as if following a specific order, one that you must be aware of. So perhaps, you should be the one doing the telling and tell us what the hell is going on here.”

The wraith nods thoughtfully and his own gaze lifts to the machine. “Yes. I will explain but first I wish to hear what you see here in this place. I want to see how this all translates to the human eye as it may reveal things I have not considered. If you have not noticed,” he waves a hand toward the skeletal image. “It directly involves the dead.”

I nod because that’s fair enough. Every room in this place has a stark theme reminiscent of some points in history it seems.

“The open courtyard and its water represent both birth and death, I believe. The passage over and through water is attached to both concepts as well as purity. It is a place of beginnings though you don’t realize it from where you are standing. The chamber of growth with its apparent abundance inviting one to take respite in a seeming wilderness brings to mind innocence amidst the dangers of the world.”

Nygohl nods, and his lips twitch and curl in a temptatious smile. “And the next room?”

“Matings. Breeding,” Jugong rumbles, his wings twitching as if still uneasy about the powerful spell of the chamber.

“Yes,” I agree. “But not only that. Each room offers something while also posing a risk to overindulgence. One can be safe and just eat the berries closest to the path but if you venture into the growth to look for better fare or more than what is offered you put yourself in direct danger. The second chamber poses a similar risk.”

Jugong shudders. “Obsession. Getting lost in desire so that you want nothing else.” His head tips in consideration and he sighs wistfully. “Not a bad way to go.”

I cough to cover my choked sound of amusement and shake my head at him before turning my gaze to the room at hand. “This chamber, though, mystifies me a little. You call it the chamber of the mind and it is packed with knowledge in the form of books, but there has to be a catch like in the other rooms, but I cannot see how it relates to this device which deals specifically with tracking the movement of time.”

“It is not obvious?” Nygohl regards me curiously for a moment before tucking his hands behind his back and turning slowly in place as he regards the chamber. “With knowledge comes awareness of the self and the world, but with it, it brings its own frustrations and sorrows as one realizes that they cannot escape time. Even the gods, cannot escape the changes that time wreaks on the worlds of the living and the dead.”

There is something so sad, ageless, and desperately alone that echoes through Nygohl that my heart clenches. I tear my eyes away and rub at my chest disconcertedly as my gaze sweeps what appears to be a pretty ordinary study.

“What is the catch, though? What is the danger laying in wait here? This seems perfectly ordinary.”

He shakes his head, a sad smile tipping his lips. “Look closer and you will see it. The danger is not from the outside this time… but within.”

I frown in confusion but walk closer to one of the numerous images hanging from the walls. Once again it is a collection of people that appear to be talking. In this image they appear to be in rapt conversation, each holding different insignia of sorts declaring their office or specialty. I can’t make sense of all of them but get the theme. This time however, the veiled shadows take a more definite form at this close inspection and death itself dwells there and waits.

I swallow sharply and slowly back away. “Seeing one’s own destruction ahead but being unable to change it.”

Nygohl nods. “Even the gods who built this place understood that nothing can simply just exist forever, that tides of destruction will always rise and must be met. And naturally they fear such drastic change as much as any mortal, though for vastly different reasons. Immortals dislike change more than anything, and in this place any great threat of change can mean the ending of everything that was built here.”

“And the souls that were walked through here saw their own end, too,” Jugong summarizes in disgust.

Suddenly I understand. The whole kaleidoscope of human emotions that led to this point through the corridors, and the whispers of shared knowledge in this last hallway before entering the chamber of the mind. There is no escape and here they knew that they were preparing to meet their end.

“What happens from here?” I whisper.

“The hall is nothing more than a set of stairs and it takes you to the final room—the chamber of blood. It is the sacrificial chamber.”

I blink rapidly as I feel tears well up into my eyes. They knew that their death was coming. Death to the dead is a hopelessness that holds no promises afterward. They would be afraid as they walked down the stairs, knowing that they were meeting their end there within this temple of death.

“And the clock?” I manage to ask the question even though my lips feel stiff with the emotion choking me.

A fleet smile crosses Nygohl’s face, and he nods approvingly. “You saw that. This entire temple is also a mechanism itself. It aligns to the natural powers of the world and its magic. The clock counts down to the reset of energies when the wild primal energies of the underworld can break forth. Seals must be reset at the weakest hour, fed by the prepared souls of the dead. Naturally the most convenient are those that were captured by the reclamations office for violating their movements restrictions without proper license.”

My stomach plummets and a wave of nausea sweeps over me. “Gods. How many souls am I responsible for sacrificing to this place.”

Jungong’s wings immediately come up around me, comforting me as Nyghol places a hand on my shoulders and gives it a squeeze.

“No one yet, I promise you,” he murmurs. “And I am determined to see to it that not another soul is sacrificed to this place. But we only have this small window. If we fail and the power of the temple is restored, the division created by the Hasken can no longer be interrupted until the realignment occurs once more.” A contemplative expression settles over his face as he peers up at the clock. “I have missed it time and time again, but I shall not this time.”

I frown at his words. Just how old is Nygohl? I don’t recall his file mentioning that he was that old. I don’t really recall even hearing of a wraith that old. At least not old enough to have seen the underworld cycle multiple times.

“If it is a clock ticking down to reset, why does it have all the levers?” Jugong interrupts as he peers down at them. I also glance down at them curiously.

“Oh, that.” Nygohl shrugs and laughs lightly. “You might say that sometimes it is more convenient to trick the energies of the temple to come into alignment a little earlier to open the vortex rather than await the exact moment. The powers that be are all for convenience when it comes to their sacrifices rather than risk missing the moment.”

“Vortex? What vortex?” I ask, my head coming up in surprise from where I was studying the dials.

Nygohl’s smile widens. “Finally, the moment I have been waiting for. Right this way.”
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True to his word, the stairs leading down from the chamber of mind are ordinary and quiet. Sometimes I think I hear the hint of a sob as we descend but if there is any, it is quickly carried away. The sound of water falling echoes and gets louder as we descend until we finally arrive in a dark chamber lit with strategically placed candelabras throughout the room. The two largest, however, were placed at either side of an enormous statue of a veiled woman with skeletons bowing on their knees at either side of her. I recognize her now having seen her image throughout the temple. She was hidden among the procession. She was the sculpted figure of the fountain. She was a figure with abundance spilling from her bowl in the chamber of life. She was caught in the throes of passion in the room of desire. She sat on a throne and taught the gods gathered before her in the chamber of the mind.

Nashaka, the primordial mother of death and high queen of the underworld.

Her likeness stands here alone in the room, making the rest of the space seem eerily empty except for the random sculpted figures that emerge from the walls flowing with fountains of blood. Each statue is gruesome, men and women with their bodies contorted in fear and agony, their mouths gaping open and eyes wild with their screams of terror. In front of her image, however, there are small, bent figures prostrating in front of a glowing, whirling pool over which a sculpted basin is suspended. Curious, I walk to the edge of the pool and peer down into it.

On the surface, the water appears to be almost silvery, spinning like a divine font like one of the holy wells of the underwater. In its depths, however, it immediately reveals its truth. There is no blessed whirls of water nor happy spirit to welcome the dead to its cool waters. There is nothing but contorted shades, their faces twisted into something unnatural, their mouths gaping wide in silent moans and screams as they drift endlessly on currents that extend deeper and deeper with multitudes of trapped souls. The depths are darkened with the mass of spirits drifting within it, but I cannot see where it ends. All I can see is the countless dead staring back at me…. waiting for me to join them.

I stumble back from the pool and immediately collide with my mate. His arms come around me, his wings snapping around me in a safe cocoon of warmth that quickly invades the chill that has struck me. His low purr seeks to calm me but my heart is thumping fearfully in my chest even as it clenches hard with heavy grief that fills me. All of those dead souls were sacrificed and sealed away here. The pool extends deep. It appears almost bottomless. How many souls have been trapped within this place?

I shudder and tip my head back to exchange a glance with Jugong. His expression is sober, his eyes bright in that dim light with his understanding. He hugs me tightly for a long moment but reluctantly lets me go so that we can rejoin Nygohl. The wraith has stepped closer to the statue, sadness twisting his features as he stares up at the great goddess. There is such an expression of loss on his face that I silently grieve for him, wondering who he had lost to this place, and when.

“Do you know this is the only place in the underworld where you are likely to see her likeness,” he whispers, his eyes moving over the veiled face of the goddess. “The Hasken removed all other images of her long ago and yet though her presence remains here, she hides herself still. Waiting. Sleeping. Alone.”

“Nashaka is here?” Jugong gives a wraith a doubtful look and I don’t blame him.

It is strange to think that the high queen would be captured in this place, and yet the temple itself subtly illustrated her journey every step of the way. I step away from the statue, my eyes drifting back toward the basin suspended above. It reminds me so much of the fountain in that moment that I instinctively step closer to the pool, aware of the fact that Nygohl and Jugong are close behind me.

“Marie?” Jugong calls softly and I wave him forward to join me.

“I just had a thought,” I murmur as I peer speculatively up at it and then glance again over at the statue.

The goddess always has some sort of bowl. In the chamber of grow it was filled with fruits. In the chamber of desire, it poured into the cups of lovers. In the chamber of knowledge incense smoke had lifted from it as she spoke to those gathered around her. Even here she holds a bowl between her hands as she did within the fountain… a bowl emptying into a basin.

“Wait, wait,” I mumble and hurry back to the statue. I attempt to grab the lip of the bowl, but the statue is too tall for me to reach it. “Jugong, pull the edge of the bowl forward. If I’m not wrong, there is a mechanism here in this statue as well.”

Nygohl’s breath catches in excitement, and he crowds closer, his body pressing against mine as Jugong grunts in agreement and reaches up to grasp the lip of the bowl. He tugs it slowly and there is a deep grinding sound. For a moment I am worried that perhaps I guessed wrong and that the stone is preparing to break, but then suddenly it moves and tips forward. Behind us water falls in a crashing crescendo and splashes as it hits the pool. I whirl around and smile. The basin above has tipped as well, and water is pouring freely from it like the fountain. The pool grows brighter and brighter, a flush of crimson invading the white glow.

I rush for the edge and glance down, my heart nearly stopping as a prone, dark figure becomes visible in the heart of the pool. Slowly she drifts upward, crimson light encasing her dark veils and gown as she rises at last from the depths of her prison to the surface of the pool.

Wonder filling me, I stare down at the primordial mother of death--Nashaka. She appears to be sleeping, her dark veils concealing her entirely as she drifts in the pool. The spirits of the slain dead are trapped in there with her, their hands grazing her as they drift continuously. Unlike the high queen, they are not sleeping but trapped in a whirling pool that feeds deep beneath the temple.

Nygohl was right. She had been trapped here, sleeping and waiting. He knew. I frowned at that. He knew she was here. He knew how to break the magic of the temple keeping her here, he knew every step of the way, and yet he had done nothing.

“You knew everything, Why haven’t you freed her then?” I demand, whirling on him. “You know so much about this place. You must have been here dozens of times and yet you left her here every time. Why bring me here and not end this yourself ages ago?”

Nygohl shakes his head in frustration, his shadows thickening around him in response. “Do you not think I have tried?” He sweeps his arm violently to the temple surrounding us. “I brought an entire army here to liberate the high queen with the secret support of her daughters, the queens of the underworld. I brought down the temple and my efforts only resulted in my capture. I could not remove her. I could not find her. Even if I had known where they had hidden her it would have been impossible. I would not have been capable of breaking this magic here. Not alone.”

Jugong’s head lifts, his gaze shifting from the pool, and turns toward him in puzzlement. “I do not understand. The spells here only repulse monsters—and the primordial born of the most ancient powers of the underworld. The infernal races and those among the dead would have no problem unweaving them. Wraiths are born from primordial shadows, but you are still a younger species born after the descent of the gods. And you are not even fully wraith. You could have ended this long ago.”

I blink in surprise. Jugong is right. As a wraith hybrid, Nygohl would have no trouble interrupting this magic and subsequently destroying the locks that keep Nashaka prisoner. I look over at Nygohl, suddenly doubting everything I was told and my own assumptions I had made in order to make sense of his differences.

“It is not that easy,” Nygohl groans. “You need three key components to disrupt the magic, basically the original three used to make this place. Divine, monstrous, and human—more or less,” he adds with a faint smile directed my way. “I couldn’t do it on my own.”

He needed all the elements in place. Jugong is a demonic monster. I am a human. But Nygohl… Nygohl lied and has been lying since the beginning.

“You’re not a wraith.” The words fall from my lips before my brain has even fully connected the dots. And yet, from his contrite expression, I know that I am right. Of course I am right. He has touched me several of times now and each time had been nothing like that of a wraith—it was too cold and yet burning hot at the same time in a dizzying sense of pleasure that sounded like no wraith encounter I had ever heard of before—but I had just brushed it off and excused it as being part of his hybrid nature. I was wrong. So very wrong. “What are you?”

His jaw sets grimly, the spirit fire in his eyes brightening as he meets my eyes. “I am not a wraith. I am the first son of Nashaka born fatherless from the shadows woven on her divine loom. I am Desolation, the last sleep of peace that relieves the suffering of the dead and sends them back to the pools of rebirth and reclaimer of the despairing shades of the dead who are slain.” His lips suddenly twitch. “And you, a reclaimer with your hunting mate, are fated to be my bride.”

My mouth drops as all the pieces suddenly fall into place. I hadn’t been the only one to die of the wulkwos attack and yet few were harvested to join the damned, and as far as I knew I was the only one among us that was selected for reclamations. I had lured in a pit monster who was called to mate with me and finally we happened to be assigned to capture the one being who had been seeking a pair, waiting for us but not knowing who exactly he was waiting for until now. Everything has been designed by fate. Even my draw to him and my intense desire for his presence and reluctance to just end the job, giving myself every possible excuse to delay it, all lead to this moment.

Jugong sighs heavily from my side but he inclines his head toward Nygohl in a sign of submission and respect Giwungs show to colony leaders within the pit. “From my juvenile years I was told I would have an unlikely mating, one that would sow destruction and life within this world. I did not understand, and even less when I joined with Marie. I began to understand that it was different when I began to trust you with my mate’s care and was eager for you to take the next step to join with her as well as she desired. But now I understand fully the game of the fates and see that all has unfolded as it was meant to be. I greet you leader and co-mate and request that you show us the next step of the way.”

I am a little shocked at how easily Jugong has accepted all of this but as I think of it, once we mated, he had started to show a strange rapport with the male that had been our prey up until that point. It was as if our mating in the chamber of desire had set the wheels in motion. Perhaps Nygohl had even realized it then and had left us there for that reason.

“When you left us alone in the chamber of desire, did you do it on purpose to get this result?” I need to know the truth before I make any further decisions. I don’t want any more lies between us.

Nygohl’s lips purse thoughtfully. “Yes and no. I knew that the unfulfilled mating was causing Jugong distress and because of that I knew that he needed to complete that before things could progress. My absence, however, is due to who I am. There was a soul that had fought their way free from their torment within the forest and called to be escorted. It is not a call I could ignore and just happened to come at a convenient time. But everything else that preceded I had not guessed at.”

That makes sense. Lifting my gaze to meet his eyes, I give him a firm nod as I mentally prepare myself for whatever comes next.

“Tell us what we must do.”
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This answer seems almost ludicrous in its simplicity and depraved enough as a solution to actually seem somewhat appropriate given where we are at and all. By joining together all three of us, we will basically be walking backwards energetically among the chambers, unweaving all of the magic, starting with the moment of knowing and acting on the idea. After explaining it all, Nygohl set the clock in the chamber of the mind, and I can feel the magic wavering in the air calling to its demand.

But now… now he is naked in front of me, his pale skin even brighter in the candlelight, his dark hair flowing like his abundant shadows around his shoulders and down his back. His cock is large and thick, bulges running up its length giving it a textured appearance He looks every inch the god he is, and I can’t believe he really wants me and that is desire making the spirit fire in his eyes flare higher as he looks upon my naked body where I stand at the opposite end of the diagram that he has drawn on the floor. It seems so unlikely to anything I could have ever imagined in even my wildest dreams that I pinch myself just to make sure I’m not hallucinating all of this.

I wince at the sharp pain and give both males a smile when their expressions grow concerned. “Just checking that this is all really happening,” I assure them.

Jugong chuckles deeply from where has settled off to the side and folds his wings around himself, “It is real, and your mate is impatient for you so do not keep him waiting.”

My gaze shifts back to Nygohl and I smile with delight. Yes, he is most definitely eager. His cock extends from his body, blatantly declaring his need and desire. But more than that, I can feel the heat of it within his gaze, as well as the depth of his love and longing as I feel the connection between us wind tighter, drawing us together as the temple trembles around us. It shakes harder as we take a step toward each other, and then another. His hand comes up to grasp my arm when I come within touching distance, and he draws me toward him with a powerful tug that flattens my body intimately against his and causes the temple to moan in protest as his other circles tightly around my waist.

Knowledge. We have begun. We are moving forward with intent and awareness.

I gasp at the contact however as his muscles slide against me. His build is lean and powerful rather than the large bulk that Jugong possesses, and he is so beautiful that he steals my breath away. I feel like I have the best of both worlds in the two males who are watching me with their hearts and their needs shining in their eyes.

My hands lift to brush the dark strands of hair back from his face and brush gently along his smooth jaw. I smile as the corners of his mouth hitch in response and his gaze softens despite the heat of the flames within them as his hands smooth over my flesh to rest against my back in a loving embrace. Those beautifully sculpted lips descend as his head lowers and the touch of mine is like ice fire that blazes through me. I moan, my mouth opening for him and whimper as his tongue slips in like any icy hot brand. His kiss and breath fills me, sparking my own need to live.

I lean into his kiss and the cool taste of his mouth as his darkness and blue fire slide into me, penetrating me with his power. His teeth sting my lip as he nips me before claiming my mouth in an even deeper kiss. His hands roam, sliding along my back and my ass. He squeezes the flesh, pressing my lower body tighter against him so that his cock rubs firmly against my belly. His claws prick my flesh erotically and the tendrils of his shadows brush over me with cold fingertips. Shadows drift toward over my breasts to tease my nipples with tiny sucking tugs like little mouths as another shadow races lower to attach itself to my clit. My hips jerk in reaction and I feel the wetness of his precum smear onto my belly as a rasp of excitement escapes him. He growls in my ear and more shadows descend over to slip my asscheeks and drive deep into that hidden recess and between my folds to pierce my sex with a shocking cold fullness.

The temple shakes and something crumples somewhere, crashing in one of the rooms above. Its destruction in the wake of our rising pleasure just fuels us on as he thrusts his shadows into me with determination, joining us and weaving us closer together.

Desire. We embrace the creative force of the need burning within us. Knowledge falls away and succumbs to the flesh.

I whimper in my throat as I writhe against him, his echoing, raspy moan shattering over me. The shadows are a part of him, and he is feeling every bit of this as much as I am. It is not just for me, but it is the primal dance between us as his essence joins mine in every way that is natural to him. The shadows pump in and out of me, feeling remarkably substantial so that my head falls back and I pant as my channels squeeze around the invading tendrils. Nygohl’s mouth drifts from my lips and purrs against my cheek, his lips curling in a smile that I can feel. I can even feel the impression of his sharp teeth brushing against my flesh.

“Good girl. Spill all your pleasure onto me. You feel so perfect, just as I knew you would be. Just a little more of my shadows and then I will give you what you really want,” his hisses in promise as his shadows thicken and plunge deeper and harder within me.

I shiver against him and then cry out with climax that erupts through me, flooding my sex with my juices so that it drips from between my legs, but I am silenced immediately by the shadow that dives inside of my mouth. It twines around my tongue, stroking like an expert lover and it fills the rest of my mouth with its girth. I suck against it and enjoy the cool taste that slips over my tongue like my favorite spearmint gum that I enjoyed when I was alive.

His shadows continue to wrap around me, looping around my arms and legs. They secure my arms above my head so that I am semi-suspended, the position lifting my breasts in a flattering way in offering to him. His lips caress their softness before working their way to the nipples. I gasp as the dual sensation of mouths from his lips and the draw of the shadows working together at the same time. Threads of pleasure weave tighter within me with every tug and thrust. Shadows slowly draw my legs up too as the shadows weave and knots amongst each other in some sort of supernatural shibari splaying me open.

Nygohl’s head lifts from my breasts, his mouth popping free from my nipple so that his gaze can run freely over me. The spirit fire jumps wickedly in his eyes and his hand drops so that he can run his fingertips over my open sex. I shiver at the touch as he smears my wetness. His fingers pause at either side of my clit to rub simultaneously as his shadow continues to suck, sending a sharp thrum of pleasure on an invisible chord running through me. I choke on a strangled cry, my hips jumping uselessly at the sensation.

His gaze lifts once more to meet mine and his smile widens as he brushes the thick head of his cock against my sopping entrance.

“You will need to take both of us here, my love but for the sake of your comfort I will get comfortably seated before I invite your mate in,” he purrs.

I nod eagerly in agreement, my cunt squeezing around its emptiness, desperate to be filled. He chuckles quietly at my response, and I feel his shadows opening me, pressing against the walls of my channel not unlike a Giwung’s cock. He hums with pleasure when a shiver overtakes me and my sex pulses with a fresh wave of need, tightening against the fat head of his cock slipping slowly inside of me.

His moan of pleasure is deep and echoes from his throat in a multitude of tones all at once as I snugly squeeze around his cock and shadow both with rapid flutters of mounting desire. I can feel the first brush of a new orgasm building as he seats himself, draws back, and strokes deep yet again in counterpoint to the moving shadows. My belly tightens and quivers with his every slow thrust until he thrusts once more, pressing impossibly deep and holding there as I feel a coolness splash within me.

He grunts against my neck and presses a kiss there. “Just a little show of appreciation for this little pussy. I am nowhere near done. I have so much more to give you.”

“Thank the gods,” I mumble in reply as my mouth finds his collar bone to press a nibbling kiss to it. “Don’t keep me in suspense. Bring it on.”

His chuckle quakes through me but he doesn’t move. Instead, he locks me in place within his arms and his head turns toward my mate waiting on the sidelines.

“Jugong, it’s time. Help me fuck our mate and bride.”

The rasp of Jugong’s wings on the floor as he stands is his only answer, and I can hear them snap in the air readily as he prowls toward me from behind. I can’t even imagine how he is going to slide his massive cock inside me with Nygohl’s already filling the space but I can’t focus enough to be all that concerned about it, not when Nygohl’s cock throbs inside of me and the shadows are keeping me on edge with their fluttering, licking touches all over my body.

The silky heat of the Giwung’s wings brush my sides, making my cunt clench reactively around Nygohl’s cock, drawing a hissing moan from him. Jugong’s fur brushes over me and then his intense heat flares over me, mixing with Nygohl’s ice as his big hands clasp around my waist and his wings flatten in an unbreakable hold against my sides.

His cocks slide down, wiggling instinctively as they work their way downward. Nygohl shifts my weight in his shadows so that my ass tips up more and my big mate grunts appreciatively as the head of his cock slick immediately into place, nudging against the base of Nygohl’s sex pressing into me. I can feel Jugong’s hesitancy as he pauses but Nygohl shivers and grins encouragingly over my head at my other mate so that in the next moment I feel the intense pressure of the Giwung’s massive head slipping into me. My sex stretches bit by bit with the slow progress of my mate’s cock pushing into my cunt. His grunts fan my hair and even Nygohl is hissing his pleasure as his cock throbs and jerks subtly within the tight confines against Jugong’s cocks plowing deeper and deeper with every passing second.

Nygohl’s growl when it comes nearly makes me climax as Jungong’s cock finally finds its seat and begins to flare and engorge within me. For a moment I’m afraid he might split me open but my big mate purrs as if sensing my worry.

“It won’t hurt you, mate,” he rumbles. “Giwung cocks are good for their mates. Tighter fit makes less growth. You are already a small mate; your little cunt can not take much but even less now. It is a nice tight fit,” he grunts. “Good. Very good,” he growls as he gives an experimental thrust of his breeding cock. Nygohl jumps as the sensation and then growls at the sensation of it grinding against his length with every ramming plunge as the clasping cocks vibrate around him and against my channel.

All hell breaks loose then. Nygohl’s hips rock a few times experimentally but then suddenly he is thrusting in earnest, his hands gripping my ass and thigh. He uses his grip as leverage as his cock drives in out of me in counterpoint to Jungong’s breeding cock thrusting wildly in and out between his clasper cocks. Hanging, bound by shadows I can do nothing else but quiver and combust between them, their heat and ice flowing through me, weaving in a complex knot that burns brighter and brighter into an inferno catching fire within my womb. My channel pulses and squeezes around their throbbing lengths, their snarl and growls filling the air as they rut me between them.

The fire winds and twists within me, curling in on itself in blasts of fire and ice spiral inward, deeper and deeper in the heart of my womb until I am shaking and twitching between them. Their clawed hands slip along my body, Jugong’s wings flap and snap back in place. The first hard pulse of my sex around them is all the warning I get before the fires flare out of control within me, blasting through me with bliss as their cocks throb and jerk with hot and cold sprays of their seed over and over again, sparking an essence deep within my core, a kernel of something new ignited in that singular moment.

Growth. The spark of life, of a new innocence born amidst danger as the world remakes itself.

The temple shakes violently and the statues in the chamber begin to crumble one by one. Overhead I heard the crash of metal as the great clock falls to pieces and the distant scent of crushed roses comes rushing down the hall as the sound of heavy masonry crashes. The knotwork of shadows slowly unweave and my body drops slowly into the arms and wings waiting for me. Their cocks still pulsing with the offering of their seed, Nygohl’s mouth captures mine as Jugong nuzzles the back of my neck as we slowly drop together in the center of the diagram.

We are still clinging to each other and exchanging tender touches when the pool and streams of blood erupt and spray the room, soaking in their crimson tide. I look up from between the long, wet hanks of hair that have fallen over my face and peer around Nygohl’s shoulder to see a dark figure rise among the shades darting around her. The shades whip violently with their hunger, but the high queen slashes her hand, sending them scurrying away from us as she steps from what is left of the vortex pool. Her veils flutter, concealing her face but I can sense her gaze upon us as she peers at me and my mates. It lingers on Nygohl as his head turns toward her. A smile lights his face, and he laughs, his arms squeezing tightly around me as she dips her head and begins to walk away, blood trailing in her way and a scarlet aura clinging to her not unlike the shadows of her son.

We watch, the three of us, as she ascends the steps into the ruined temple above. I flop against Nygohl’s chest, weak with relief as I giggle. Cold metal is pressed into my hand, and I look down to see Jugong gently fold my fingers around it. My fingers curl the rest of the way around it with satisfaction as Jugong releases it. Slowly I lift it, a smile tugging at my lips as I meet Nygohl’s burning gaze. His answer smile has a bite of cruelty to it despite the love shining in his gaze for me.

Nashaka’s kingdom has come again, and shit is about to hit the fan as the underworld comes to its own reckoning. The blood red queen shall rule the great court of the dead once more, and desolation shall consume those who seek to chain and subdue her.

And Desolation is no longer alone. He has his mates… and gods help anyone who tries to stop us.
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Thank you for reading Temple of Blood. If you want to read where it all begins, then why not check out where it all began with Havoc of Souls!

https://books2read.com/u/mddP8W

For the story of the labyrinth, be sure to pick up Blooded Labyrinth!

https://books2read/u/bzVLGq

And lastly, for the story of the carnival, read Carnival of Monsters!

books2read.com/u/3nBRY6
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RAVISHED BY THE REAPER


LUNA JOYA


A Matchmaker Monster Romance Story
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Don’t fear the reaper.
Especially when he haunts your filthiest fantasies.


She died ten years ago.
I brought her back.
I stalk her dreams every night.


My obsession.
My haunted Hayden.
My fated mate.


Now I’ve made a deal with a matchmaking demon so she’ll be mine forever.
But can I save her from the revenants coming for her world? Or will this house of monsters be our last dance of death?


Ravished by the Reaper is a steamy prequel to the Matchmaker Monster Romance series. All books in the series have a happily ever after, fated mates, obsessed heroes, strong heroines, monstrous sexy times, and a cute mini monster familiar.
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This story has:

An obsessed/possessive MMC, a traumatic brain injury survivor FMC, curvy FMC, Shadow Daddy vibes, dream stalking, floating fuckery, fang/bite play, explicit sex, a ghost bestie, a haunted house, the cutest mini monster rescue pup, sexy reaper times, fated mates
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Hayden

“Ooooh.” While the ghost in my passenger seat doesn’t rattle chains, she might as well drape a sheet over her head with the clichéd sound she makes as she helps herself to scattered artwork from my portfolio. 

Not the architectural designs. 

No, she goes straight for the monster smut. 

Thank goodness she waited until I’d stopped at the last red light in town to pop out of nowhere.

“What will you call this one?” she asks, pointing to the dark shadows of a death specter sketched around a naked woman with her mouth parted in ecstasy. 

If anyone else had seen my monster art, I would probably blush, but Good Time Glenda—whose name comes from her oversized shirt that says Here For A Groovy Good Time—won’t judge if the woman in the drawing has my hair, my figure, or…hell, heat rushes to my cheeks. Guess I’m blushing after all. 

Focusing on Glenda’s question instead of my mortification, I say, “I was thinking an old-school romance novel sort of name. Something along the lines of Ravished by the Reaper. Too much?”

She shakes her head, not looking away from the sketch. “I dig it.”

Her sixties slang makes me grin despite the pounding headache that has steadily gotten worse these last few miles of driving up the California coast. “Thanks. I’m still working on the shading.” 

“You planning to share it with anyone else?”

“No.” God no. My fans count on quirky and even creepy vibes from me. After all, I’m known on social media as @HauntedHayden. But they expect dramatically-lit gothic architecture or my historical narratives on macabre landmarks. “They want reality. Not monster smut.”

“Are you sure? This artwork is far out.” When the light goes green and traffic moves, she settles into the passenger seat as much as a ghost can while floating above the leather. “You don’t have to tell everyone he’s the spooky shadow man from your dreams.”

Don’t judge me for sharing my filthiest fantasies with a ghost. It’s not like I can tell anyone else I have a reaper lover who only visits me in my sleep. “No one would believe me.”

“They might.”

“Doubtful. Most people don’t die and then get shoved back into their bodies. Especially not by a sexy reaper who says he’ll come for you again…and you’ll be coming every night until then.”

“Depends. Sounds like something we groupies might’ve dreamed up while tripping on acid and following the band in a hip camper van like this. Hey, what’s your reaper’s name? There’s big power in names.”

“Wren.” I savor the way his name tastes on my tongue, the delightful shiver it sends through me even as I try to banish my building arousal. I am not showing up to the first day of an architectural consult with raging hormones that might as well scream WannaBe Reaper Slut as much as Glenda’s shirt will eternally define her.

“Hmm, Wren. It could be tribute to the badass little bird.”

“Or maybe he was named for the famous architect who designed so much of London after the Great Fire.”

“Only your brain immediately goes to history and architecture.”

“Probably,” I admit. “But it’s super on brand for me.”

“True. You start a new gig today?”

“Yep, a month-long history consultation.”

“Why’d you agree to such a long one? You spend a couple of days max at most places.”

“This one’s for charity. If I rough it for a few weeks and figure out the history of the house, a huge donation goes to the brain injury treatment center that helped me. A bunch of influencers applied for this job, and I won. There’s no way I could turn it down with a prize like that on the line. Think of all the people it could help.”

“Won’t you get bored?” she asks.

“Maybe.” I squint as rays of sunlight seem to reach through my custom-tinted windows like icepicks going straight for my head. “But get this, I already searched for the cliffside manor’s building and design records, and I found nada. There aren’t even permits for renovations or news of local craftsman working on the place. No historic registry applications. Nothing. It’s like it poofed into existence.”

“Like this?” Glenda’s question cuts out as she disappears, only to come back when she returns. “Guess you’ll have to rely on your smarts and your secret sources.” She preens. “It helps to have ghost friends.”

“No kidding, and there should be plenty of ghosts around willing to talk. While the manor is missing a normal history when it comes to blueprints or building plans, it’s infamous for murders and seances.” I’m ready to launch into highlights of its gruesome past when a burst of pain across my temple has me gasping.

“You sure you should start a job with your headache so gnarly it practically called me to you?” Glenda asks. “I mean I stayed for the monster smut and the company, but you really should be curled up in a dark room.”

“Is it that obvious?” The traumatic brain injury that brought me my sexy reaper and the ability to see ghosts also brought non-fun times like migraines, light sensitivity, and vertigo. The massively dark shades I wear everywhere help, but the California sun is brutal even while sinking into the ocean. All its rippling waves shimmer like bright, blinding little blades.

“I sensed your pain across the Veil so…yeah, I would call that obvious.”

So much for thinking I could soldier through another migraine. “The treatment center needs that donation, I’m almost to the manor, and I’m super early. I’ll pop a pill and close my eyes while I wait for the corporate type I’ve been talking to about the consulting job. A corporation called Underworld, Inc. bought the house. Wild, right?”

“Ugh, why would a company need a house? I hate the greedy more than actual demons.”

I snap my gaze to her. The movement sends sickness rolling through me, yet I can’t miss a chance to ask her, “You’ve met actual demons?”

She snorts a laugh. “You crush on a reaper and talk to ghosts. But yeah, some of the demons are kind of rad. I met a demon princess once. She has a major thing for reality television.”

“Okay,” I drawl. Because what else can I say to that? “We’re here.” I swing the van into the drive and stop in front of an iron gate. “Let me enter the code, and we’ll⁠—”

“Noooo.” Glenda vibrates with a magical energy field I’ve never seen before. It radiates fear. But what could scare a ghost? “Wren isn’t for a bird or an architect. It’s for Render.”

“What’s a Render?”

She vanishes, leaving my question hanging unanswered in the air.

The gate swings open. I’m so rattled by Glenda’s terror that I make it halfway up the drive to the magnificent manor in all its ruin and disrepair when I realize I didn’t finish entering the access code.

What kind of place is this? Chills race over my skin, and lines zigzag across my vision. Adrenaline spikes the agony already screaming in my head.

Clearing the trees, I spot a man standing atop the few stairs leading to the front door of the house, staring as though he has been waiting for me.

When I’m hours early.

There’s no car, no obvious way for him to have arrived. Yet there he stands, a few miles from the nearest town.

At least his presence explains the gate opening without a code. He must’ve done it remotely after he saw or heard me pull in from the main road. Except the crashing ocean below would’ve muffled the quiet sound of my top-of-the-line electric van, and the trees blocked my view so how could he have seen me?

The pain roaring through my head has to be what’s making me spiral into crazy conspiracy-level suspicions.

I take a deep breath and stare at the manor, trying to reason through at least the one thing that has made sense no matter where I travel or what historical weirdness I unearth. But the architectural mishmash of this house doesn’t compute. I’ve toured the world, yet I’ve never seen another cobbling of contradictory towers, dilapidated balconies, and clashing eaves to rival the jumble before me.

Worse, not a single ghost comes out to see who has arrived. Ghosts are nosy by nature. If none have rushed to get the gossip first, the house isn’t haunted.

Which means I’ll need to pray to the history gods I can find some architectural clues inside.

My headache just got exponentially worse.

I pull to stop at a point close enough to give the guy who is way too hot for a corporate gig a friendly wave while I dig in my purse for my pills. Let him think I’m a social media diva who needs to touch up my lipstick before climbing out of the van.

I glance into my bag. It takes me two—okay, maybe three—seconds to grab my meds from the zippered pocket where I always keep them, but when I look up, the scarily hot guy is outside my driver’s door window. My heart flies into my throat which doesn’t help my growing nausea.

How in the world did he get down the stairs, across the drive, and around my van so fast?

I shove at the door, ready to ask him, when he sweeps it open for me.

“Hello, Hayden.”

I swear a flash of scarlet gleams in his eyes.

What the hell is this guy? Because he definitely doesn’t move like a human.

Or my migraine is epically worse than I thought.

Why couldn’t I have taken my medication sooner? Or had a ghost host committee here to greet me rather than Mr. Corporate Evil?

I fight a groan. Clearly, I’ve been listening to Glenda’s anti-establishment rants for far too long.

Dropping the pills back into my bag, I remind myself this is for charity, square my shoulders, and step out of the van.
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Wren

She’s here.

My fated mate.

My love.

My obsession.

After ten long years of only being able to haunt her dreams.

To be with her, I would tear apart this dimension.

I offered a dealing demon my services as a Render if he could arrange a meeting in this realm and magic me the ability to become corporeal around Hayden. Theodopolis is the best matchmaker in history—and also the owner of this horrific house.

But why would he bring her here? The revenants who torment this manor are by far the worst I’ve ever encountered. They could drive thousands of humans mad, yet this demon dares to expose my mate to them.

I leave for one day to handle a special op in another realm, and he Brings. Her. Here.

Fuck that.

She’s signing something, her head bent low over a table inside her van. Her dark hair is swept over her shoulder, leaving her slender neck vulnerable and exposed.

I charge outside, prepared to rip him to pieces. He meets my gaze, and his human glamour wavers, his true form flickering into monstrous existence behind her. Within reach of her neck. A snap of his claws or a bite of his fangs, and he could kill her.

I won’t let that happen. I unfurl my shadows, letting them writhe like tentacles ready to strangle the demon prince.

Except Hayden looks up and lifts a hand to rub at her forehead, the sunlight catching on her dark glasses and her brown skin. She’s even more beautiful today than she was ten years ago when I poured her soul back into her body, unwilling to let my fated mate slip beyond my reach.

I freeze, not wanting to scare her in my full shadow glory, but it’s too late.

She slips off her glasses and reveals those haunted hazel eyes that stalk my fantasies.

“Wren?” Her whisper of my name and the joy in her voice when she says it? It undoes me.

But then she gasps and crumples forward, holding her head.

Theodopolis reaches for her, and I push him away with a shadow, preparing to wrap it around his neck, but he teleports out of the path to reappear with a scowl.

Hayden goes limp, each muscle in her glorious body going lax. I sweep toward her, aiming my shadows her way while keeping the demon at a distance. Wrapping my true self around her in corporeal form, feeling her lush curves against me in more than a fantasy, seeing her in sunlight where I can spot the freckles her makeup or the darkness usually hides—it’s primal.

I’ll never let her go.

“Humans,” Theodopolis says. “They’re so fragile.” He drops his glamour, the scarlet skin and blazing eyes of his true form revealed. “Her fainting at first sight doesn’t bode well for your match.”

“She wasn’t afraid,” I argue. “It’s her headaches. You shouldn’t have brought her here.”

“You wanted your fated mate. I have delivered her, complete with a signed matching contract.” He flicks his claws toward the table where he and Hayden stood so close. Too close.

“Stay away from my mate.”

“Gods save us from possessive monsters. You spend years as the most ruthless Render among reapers and now you think you get to walk into the land of the living and simply claim your happily ever after with the human whose life you spared?”

I growl because I can’t kill him without setting Hayden down, and I won’t risk that. Not until he understands the danger he has put her in. “I thought you guaranteed the safety of your matches. Isn’t that part of the contract you dealing demons force upon them?”

His wings flare. I’ve hit a demonic nerve. Good. “The terms of the bargain,” he says, “guarantee she will come to no harm by your hand…er, shadow tentacle things.”

“I’ll never hurt her. She’s my fated mate.”

“I know. I confirmed it before bringing her here.”

“Then you should’ve known I’d be outraged at you for putting her life in jeopardy.”

“I have plans for this house, so I did what was necessary to ensure you get rid of the revenants.” He sweeps his claws toward Hayden. “She arrived damaged.”

“She’s not damaged.”

“Whatever you call her current condition, it’s obviously excluded from our contract. Like I said, humans.” He lifts his shoulders in a shrug and his wings follow. “Weak.”

“May you be so lucky that the Fates match you with a human who is half as strong as my Hayden.”

“I would put up with a frail match for the exponential level up in magic the mating would give me.”

“It’s not always about power, my prince. Sometimes, it’s about love.” Obsession. Addiction.

He scoffs, his royal persona firmly in place from the tilt of his pointed chin to the spread of his wings. “If we’re done here⁠—”

“Your machinations gave her this migraine so the least you could do is magic us a healing potion from your realm. One crafted by your alchemist dwarf. Just make sure it’s from her first aid stack and not the explosive one.”

“Fine. Want a sedative added?”

I glance at Hayden, wrapped in my darkness with only the purple of my magic skimming over her brown skin and dark hair as if it reaches for her as much as I have this last decade. Now, she’s mine. Mine to hold. Mine to possess. Mine to care for. “A sedative would be good. Rest will help her headache.”

The demon teleports away, and I’m left with my love.

With one shadow, I ease open the side door of her van. At least she hasn’t changed this setup since I visited her here a week ago. Or was it months ago? Time passes so differently in the realms I wander between—looking for her. Pulling the bed into the center for a comfortable enough nest to allow her to sleep, I lay her on the mattress, putting away her protective sunglasses. She won’t need those as long as I’m around.

Theodopolis appears in the open doorway. A small blue bottle stands out starkly against his red palm.

“Thank your alchemist for me,” I tell him, easing Hayden into a sitting position. Her head turns to rest against my darkness, and her instinctive need to seek comfort from me makes me want to curl around her.

I don’t resist the temptation to stroke a shadow along her cheek before turning to the task at hand. I sweep lower, to trace over her mouth. A thirst more tangible than being trapped for an eternity in a desert dimension takes hold of me, and I long for this woman. She is even softer in reality than in her dream state. “Open for me, Hayden. Take your medicine.”

Her eyelashes flutter. She doesn’t open her eyes, but she parts her lips on a heavy sigh. “Okay, Shadow Daddy.”

The name she calls me in her dreams sends a jolt of lust and something heavier through me. Love, I know it. I’ve known it for years of watching her, stalking her, haunting her. “That’s my good girl. Rest now.”

Hayden snuggles closer, allowing sleep to take over.

Excellent. The healing can begin.

“Well, then,” Theodopolis drawls. For fuck’s sake, the demon’s still here. I’d hoped he might’ve teleported off to wherever pissy demon princes go. “I’ll leave you to wooing your mate. It seems you might not need the full month.”

I take one last chance to remind him of the danger he has put her in. “If the revenants hurt her because you forced her here, I’ll⁠—”

“I know, rip me apart. I’ve dealt with enough overprotective mates to quote all the threats by now.”

Gods save me from asshole demons. I settle with Hayden against the lumpy mattress, deciding I’ll hold her all night to keep her safe and comfortable. She smells better than ambrosia nectar from the Valley of the Gods.

“Maximus,” I call toward the house, figuring the stray pup I picked up a few trips ago might help comfort my mate.

Theodopolis looks toward the manor as though expecting something much bigger than my dog to come barreling out of the front door. “Keep Hayden away from the portals inside,” he says ominously.

“Why? You demon royals are the only ones who can open them, and you won’t jeopardize your contract.”

He doesn’t answer for a long moment. “Something strange is happening lately.”

“Stranger than a reaper coming to a demon for a matchmaking contract?”

“You didn’t hear this,” he says in a low voice. “But portals are opening when they shouldn’t.”

Fuck. That could spell disaster for this and every other world. But I have my own problems. Win my mate. Vanquish the revenants. The demons can deal with the portals. “I’ll protect Hayden at all costs. If it means torching your ruin to the ground, so be it. You can find another house to use as a trap for whatever women you plan to lure here.”

He shoots me a suspicious look. “What do you know of my⁠—”

Happy barks cut him off. Maximus ghosts through the door and charges for the van, his three skeleton heads bouncing atop a tiny body with a wagging tail. The tallest of his ears comes to the demon’s shin.

“What the fuck is that?” Theodopolis asks.

“A hellhound.” With a shadow, I scoop Maximus into the van.

“That’s no hellho⁠—”

I silence the demon with a look. If Maximus wants to believe he’s a hellhound to escape whatever trauma the fuzzy chihuahua obviously went through in his last life, then he can be a fucking hellhound. My dog curls up in furry pup form next to Hayden.

Theodopolis rears back as if Maximus has offended him worse than peeing on his tail. “I would never allow such hairy vermin in my bed.”

“You will if it pleases your mate,” I tell him with the cockiness of a reaper who knows what makes my woman happy.

“You have one month. To win her and to end the revenants.” He vanishes before I can tell him to piss off and leave us in peace.

“Glad he’s gone,” I say to Maximus, closing the van door and wrapping all my shadows around Hayden except for the dog’s spot near her shoulder. “Take out the revenants. Win the girl. Yeah, this won’t be so hard.”

I hope.
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Hayden

Pale early light peeks over the mountains to the east, casting the house in a desolate grey. I wrap my sweater tighter, not wanting to know what makes fog constantly surround the place as I plunge through it on my way inside.

There’s a lot I’m ignoring this morning.

Like how I can’t remember pulling the camper van’s bed out last night or climbing into it or anything really after signing the non-disclosure agreement with the rep from Underworld. I couldn’t even read the contract completely.

I let the headache go too long, and the migraine aura messed with my vision. But I reviewed it in the emails the rep and I exchanged, and I’ve signed a ton of consulting agreements over the years. They’re all boilerplate, standard stuff. Other than the annoying clause he insisted on that keeps me from posting about my stay at the manor. No matter. It’s worth a month of radio silence for charity. I’ve already prepped content and tested satellite internet so I can keep my followers happy and the algorithms fed while I’m here.

Yesterday evening, I’d barely been able to stand, let alone negotiate. Still, I must not have embarrassed myself too much in front of the pretty boy rep since he didn’t toss me from the property.

That’s a win.

Also a victory? The text from my therapist’s office confirming my next telehealth visit won’t be for another month. It’ll give me a much needed break to process our last discussion of my abandonment issues from growing up an orphan, the awkwardness of being a trust fund baby who didn’t fit in at my posh schools, or flashbacks to the mugging that had my skull connecting with a curb.

But I won’t talk to my therapist about the ghosts.

Never the ghosts, or I’ll end up on antipsychotics again.

I certainly don’t mention Wren.

Not to anyone living.

Which makes me wish Glenda was here. Where’d she go? Why’d she take off so fast? I miss her chatter and the way she slips in words like groovy.

Shaking off my thoughts, I move from room to room inside the manor, doing a preliminary sweep of the interior features, taking snapshots of the windows, the crown molding, the door frames. None of which match, coordinate, or suggest any continuity in the design. By the time I reach the top of the third flight of stairs, I still have no better idea who built this house or when.

Worse, I’m so distracted that not even architecture, history, or the weird lack of ghosts can keep my attention. I could swear Wren held me all night. Not just in a dream, but on the thin mattress of the camper van.

He’d seemed so real.

I appreciate whatever miracle he worked on me. My headaches usually last for days if I don’t medicate quickly enough. This morning, last night’s migraine had disappeared other than a dull ache.

He knows details about my headaches, my traumatic brain injury, my entire life that no one else would guess. We’ve shared more than physical intimacy during the thousands of nights we’ve spent together. He gets me. From my weaknesses to my fears to my obsession with macabre architectural details, he’ll listen. More importantly, he knows when I need silence.

He’s the perfect guy, even if he’s not human. Maybe because he’s not human. My past relationships fizzled more than they ever sizzled. But Wren…he’s everything I could want in a man, reaper, whatever.

Which is crazy considering I’ve never seen him outside of dreams and…well, dying. When I teetered between life and death? The first time I saw that purple skull mask he magics up sometimes to wear beneath his hood and he said, Not yet, my beauty, in his gravelly voice? I should’ve been scared out of my mind, not turned on and wishing he’d wrap me up in his shadows and darkness.

Now, I live for the nights when he comes to me in sleep, teasing me until I’m begging my Shadow Daddy not to stop. He surrounds me in shadow, yet my body knows the weight of him, the heaviness of muscles I can press against but can’t see.

The memory of all those times he has touched me, the sweet, kinda stalkery words he has whispered, the way he makes me feel like a queen—it sends heat to my belly and has my panties going damp.

A strange scratching from nearby interrupts my daydreams before they can become truly depraved.

Snick, snick, snick.

Is that the wind?

Or could it be a ghost?

God, I hope so.

My breath catches in my throat, excitement and curiosity winning out over any fear. I hurry into the closest room. “Hello?”

There’s no one there.

Light barely shines through the grimy windows. Turning my camera’s flashlight on at its lowest setting so as not to irritate a possible ghost source by blinding them, I double check the corners and shadows. A broken bed frame stands against a wall, exposed electrical wires run along another, and dust covers everything, its particles glittering in the lone beam.

“Anyone there?” I ask, hoping for an answer. What kind of historic home doesn’t have a single ghost?

A whine comes from behind the bed frame. I circle closer, my heart thrumming too loud.

I can do this.

I’ve been brave my entire life.

I’m in love with a reaper, for goodness sake. Though I haven’t confessed that truth to anyone. I take a steadying breath and swing the light to shine in the crack where the bed frame meets the wall.

Two bright eyes reflect back at me from ankle high.

Not a ghost. A stray.

“Oh, hello. Come on out,” I coax. “I won’t hurt you.”

The tiniest dog I’ve ever seen crawls forward. His fluffy black fur stands up in odd places, and his tongue pokes out. He hesitates, stopping a few feet from me. I step back so I don’t tower over him too much and sit cross legged on the ground, careful to avoid exposed nails or broken boards. He scuttles over to sniff at me, then wags his tail.

“Aren’t you the cutest?” I let him smell the back of my hand, giving him space and keeping my movements slow. “How’d you end up here? Huh?”

He whimpers and nudges my fingers, demanding a pet.

“You got a name, big guy? Can I call you Sparky?”

He huffs his discontent.

“Okay, what about Jet? Or Midnight?”

His pitiful, small snarls make me smile.

“Let’s get you something to eat.” I stocked my van’s kitchenette with enough food to last a week. There must be something in there for my new friend who trots at my feet.

A deep growl comes from behind us, making the hairs on my arms stand up. The little dog barks a yip big enough to make him bounce on his paws.

That’s no animal, no ghost, no anything I’ve heard before.

The howl that comes next is even more terrifying. I scoop up my tiny friend and run. Adrenaline pushes me faster, my breath burning in my lungs because god knows I don’t bother with a gym. These curves are fueled by coffee, carbs, and chocolate. No cardio necessary. Sure, my figure might not be popular on fashion runways, but my fans adore my fabulous look.

Obviously, whatever is chasing us? Not a fan.

Hugging the dog close, I round the last flight of stairs. My chest aches, my legs cramp, and I’m seriously regretting my choice of strappy sandals over sneakers, but I’m almost to the front door.

I glance behind us. Terrible grey beasts streak down the stairs, bones visible through their festering skin. Large antlers rise from their heads.

Shit.

What are those things?

Yanking at the door with shaking hands, I manage to tear it open as the vicious snarls and snapping come closer. The little dog jumps from my arms.

“No!” My scream comes out as more of a strangled gasp.

He’s so small his legs make my fingers look giant, and his entire body doesn’t come close to the size of one of their paws.

Except he doesn’t fall to his certain doom or become a snack for those scary beasts. No, he transforms into a three-headed glowing skeleton of a dog.

I freeze. “What the heck?”

Ghosts, I can handle. But this? What is he? Worse, what are they?

Time crawls, slithering in sickeningly slow seconds as I realize these might be my last moments. Will Wren come for me again when I die this time?

The beasts lunge at my little grim reaper dog, at me, and I can’t move. The world spins, and I can’t find my center.

Deep violet pulses through the air, around me and over my freaky friend’s three heads. A heaviness settles me, and I know before I spin to confirm what my body has already accepted with absolute certainty.

He’s here.

Wren.
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Wren

Hayden looks at me as though she’s waiting for me to let her die.

Not a fucking chance.

I wrap her in darkness, shielding her eyes from the brightness of my magic and yanking her behind me as I tear apart the revenants who threatened her. Sometimes being a Render is tedious, cruel work that brings no satisfaction. But today, I delight in tormenting those who dared come after my mate. I rend the shattered pieces of them into smaller and smaller slivers until they are dust.

Hayden presses her hand to my back, and the ability to feel her touch in this form? It means everything.

“Am I still dreaming?” she asks.

“Does it feel like a dream?” My shadows swirl around her, brushing her skin.

“Maybe.” She leans into me, and gods, I need to claim her as mine in waking hours as much as I have in dreams. “But I don’t have nightmares of being chased through houses. Not since I met you.”

No, I dominate her dreams, an apex predator who scares the other monsters away. “You should still be sleeping.”

“Which means I’m awake.” A smile teases her voice. “Not dreaming after all.”

The gravity of how close I came to losing her forever hits me. “No, the revenants could’ve driven you insane, could’ve forced you into suicide. If I’d been seconds later returning⁠—”

“But you weren’t.” She moves beside me, and I wrap a shadow around her waist to keep her from going farther. Pointing toward Maximus, she says, “I guess he didn’t need me looking out for him, did he?”

It’s hard to hold onto my rage with her pushing against me and Maximus kicking at the dust leftovers of the revenants with his hind paws like he’s scratching up dirt to cover the mess. He yips with all three heads as though he’s the conquering hero.

“He didn’t,” I admit, “but the fact that you thought of saving him simply speaks to who you are. Maximus, check the rest of the house.” The dog stops barking, spins, and walks through a wall.

“Maximus,” she whispers. “No wonder he didn’t agree with any of the names I tried out. And yet, your three-headed dog disappearing isn’t the most unbelievable thing to happen today.”

I glance down to find her staring at me like there’s no one and nothing else here. As though she isn’t standing on the threshold of her worst nightmare, as though we weren’t just in the midst of monsters she should never have to deal with, as though she has all the answers she needs in my shadows. 

This is my mate.

A shiver runs through her body, and my darkness instinctively tightens around her. Gods, to touch her, to have her look at me with the same heat and desire of her dreams rather than fear like everyone does.

The scent of arousal mixes with the sweat on her skin. My every shadow reaches for her. The darkness at the core of my being is consumed by the need to touch and taste and claim her.

She’s mine.

The word rings in my head, vibrates in my magic’s veins, and pulses through me like no power I’ve ever known. I need to own her soul the same as she possesses whatever phantom of one I could imagine having.

Sunlight crests the mountains, sending rays of light through windows above and flooding the area where we stand. She squints, and I immediately surround her in darkness.

“You’re really here?” The hope shining in her voice, the tender way in which she speaks the question—it holds the same need, the same obsession, the same certainty that lives in me. We’re fated to be together.

“I told you I would come for you again.”

She steps closer, and my darkness wraps us tighter in shadows. I savor each touch.

My body aches with the desire to pull her close. My every instinct demands that I make her mine. But I can’t claim her, can’t sink inside her. Not yet. Not until she makes that decision of her own free will instead of feeling pressured by a demon’s bargain. 

She places a palm flat on my chest. The pressure is more real than any dream, any fantasy, anything I imagined.

I am truly here with my Hayden.

“But I’m still alive,” she says, doubt creeping into her words. “Right?”

“You are.”

She banishes whatever uncertainty lingered with one of my favorite things about Hayden other than her glorious tits and that round ass—her immense curiosity. “Then how are you here with me now? While I’m awake?”

“I’ll tell you after you’re away from danger.” I nudge her farther out of the house. “I can’t risk you if more revenants come through.”

“Is that what those were? Revenants?” She doesn’t move, lost in thought and endless questions. “I’ve never seen them before. Are they a kind of spirit? Like pissed-off beast ghosts? Speaking of which, where are all the ghosts?”

I need her to stop thinking, stop asking questions, and let me get her to safety. She’s still rambling about the lack of afterlife on the property when I sweep her off the ground and into the shadows closest to where my magical core thrums the same as a human heart might. Hayden cuts off on a lovely, shocked squeak yet she doesn’t fight my touch. If anything, she curls closer.

While I walk with her wrapped in my shadow arms, I satisfy her inquisitive nature since I won’t be able to fulfill my own desires until I get her full consent to the mating bond. “Revenants are abominations, created by a necromancer who disrespected the dead he rose by stitching together pieces of their souls into those beasts. I still don’t know how many more he has made in addition to the ones already trapped inside the manor⁠—”

“A necromancer?”

I keep going because if I stop for every question, it’ll be nightfall before I answer her biggest one. “As for the reason we can finally touch while you’re awake? I made a deal with a demon prince. The same as you did.”

“I. Did. Not.”

Her outrage holds not a hint of fear. It’s part of what drew me to her in the first place. Humans resist when a reaper comes for them. They can’t win, but they try. Oh, do they try. Survival instinct combined with terror makes them fight or freeze. But not Hayden. She looked at me as though puzzling out who I was—who I really was.

Not a reaper come to collect her soul.

Not a monster.

But a man.

A mate.

It’s as intoxicating now as it was ten years ago, as it has been every night I’ve visited her and teased her to pleasure in fantasies when I couldn’t in reality. No, I can’t think of how she looks when she comes undone beneath me. Not until we have this dreadful, necessary conversation.

“Does the name Theodopolis mean anything to you?” I ask.

“No.” She scrunches her nose in the most adorable expression. “Wait, Theo? The corporate rep who was here to meet me? He’s a demon?”

“He’s crown prince of the hell dimensions.”

“I knew there had to be something shady about a company calling itself Underworld, but they offered to give a ton of money to charity so I figured how bad could it be? I read the contract in advance, and there was nothing weird.”

“Are you sure it was the same contract that you signed?”

She tenses against me. “No. With the headache…”

“You don’t need to explain.” Spending every night together for ten years means we shared more than sex. We shared secrets. I know this woman as well as I know myself. “He tricked you. That’s what demons do.”

“But why? Why would he need a social media influencer to tell him the history of the house? Why run a contest?”

“To lure you in. It’s my fault, actually,” I admit. “I should have warned you sooner. I would have if I’d had any idea he would dare bring you into this danger.”

“What danger? And how could this be your fault?”

I stay quiet until we reach her van and the wards I set around it before dawn. “See these markings?”

She glances down to the intricate salt, iron, and amethyst design I burned into the ground. “Oh, wow, this was hidden by the fog earlier. A mandala inside a pentagram.” My mate squirms in my shadows, leaning for a closer look, and I have to tighten my hold on her to keep her upright.

Her trust in me is touching, and I vow to myself to spend each day earning it.

“What is it?” she asks.

“It’s a protection ward.”

“Such radial symmetry and geometric harmony. Did you draw this?”

Of course she would be as fascinated by the artistry as she might be by the magical properties. “I did, and as long as you’re inside it, the revenants can’t get to you.”

“I’m in favor of the scary ghost beasts not being able to eat me.”

I tangle a shadow through her hair, letting the silky strands slide over my darkness rather than through it. “They wouldn’t devour you. Although I could go for a taste of you right now.”

She wiggles against me. “Okay, Shadow…” Her eyes go wide, and a flush steals over her brown skin.

“Yes, my beauty?” Because she’s the most beautiful vision—both inside and out—I’ve beheld in the years I’ve roamed between realms. I’ve known it from the first moment we met when I could see the threads of her soul reaching for me, drawing me in.

She sucks in a breath, and gods, how I wish to hear that sweet sound again when I sink between her legs. “I can’t say that out loud,” she mumbles. “I mean, what I call you in my dreams, I don’t know if I can…”

“You did last night in front of the demon.”
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Hayden

“I didn’t.” I could die of embarrassment. Although the death part isn’t as funny with a literal reaper carrying me when I’m finally able to touch him, to feel him the same as though my fantasies have become reality. But still? I said that in front of an actual demon prince?

“You most certainly did.”

This is a thousand times worse than Good Time Glenda finding my latest monster smut art.

Deflect! I can’t dwell on my mortification, or I’ll become an awkward, rambling mess.

Instead, I say, “Let’s get back to why you needed to build a protection ward, which oh my god, I’ve never seen a real one. Or maybe how you think me signing a demon contract was your fault?”

He moves to put me down, and I hate the separation. I tighten my hold on him, forcing him not to let go, and I’m rewarded by the deep violet thrum of the magical core he once told me sits at the heart of his shadows. I’m guessing by his reaction that he likes me snuggling close and being a needy girlfriend.

Good, because I’m about to be the clingiest boo ever if he thinks I’m going to stay in the van while he wages war against those ghost beasties inside the house.

Although he could leave the dog with me. Preferably the one-headed, fluffy version, but the other could be cute in his own weird way.

“I set the wards before I left because the revenants are attracted to human souls,” he says, tackling what I imagine to be the easier of the questions first. “They would drive you and any other human they touch insane and suicidal within moments.”

“Okay, that’s bad.” A thousand questions about them circle in my mind, but I put a pin in those for now. “And the contract?”

He doesn’t wear his magical skull mask so I can see his face, but with the shadows and the hood, he’s hard to read. His eyes have no pupils so I have to judge by the shade of magic shining through the openings in his shadows. Luckily, he doesn’t flash his mouth full of fangs. So at least he’s not pissed, just annoyed.

Fine, he can be annoyed.

I distract myself from the discomfort of studying him like he’s an architectural masterpiece by wrapping his arms—does he call them arms? Because they feel like arms.—around me and waiting not so patiently until he answers. Other than his shadowy cloak and hood, my reaper rocks the look of Slender Man’s tentacle action with hints of the broad shoulders and a solid chest I’ve felt in my dreams. Those shadows aren’t wisps. They’re solid beneath my fingers, and I can’t stop touching him. No matter how alphahole withholding of information he’s acting.

“First,” he says, “you have to promise not to step outside the wards without me, and you cannot under any circumstances go inside the house.”

“Nuh uh, you don’t get to avoid the question, and I’m getting inside that house because whatever else was in the demon’s bargain, I agreed to give him its history within the next month.”

“There is no human history to the construction of this house. Or at least not one that isn’t woven with magic.”

“Damnit, I don’t even know how to process what you just said except that demon bastard still better pay up to the charity.”

“Oh, he will. I’ll make sure of that.”

“The contract? The whole luring thing?” When his magical heart fades to lavender-grey, I add, “Oh no, those were your words. I’m just repeating them back to you.” When he stays quiet, I soften my tone. “Don’t I deserve an explanation for why I’m here? How you’re here?”

“Remember when I told you we are fated mates?”

“Like in romance novels.” I can’t help but think of my latest drawing of him. “I remember.”

“We are destined to be together. Theodopolis is a matchmaker—the best matchmaker. He confirmed we’re fated mates and agreed to have you enter into a matching contract if I would clear the house of the revenants. I should have been here when you woke this morning.”

Oookay, so I have to ask one more question before we get back to the demon thing. “Where did you go?” Because honestly, why’d he leave me on his very first day of us being able to be together?

“I was tracking down the remaining lairs of the necromancer who created the revenants.”

I can’t argue with him trying to save the world from creatures who can drive humans insane and ultimately lead to terrifying deaths.

He keeps going. “If I can cut off their creation, then I will limit them to the ones already trapped inside the house or with a direct connection to it. It’s the only way I’ll be able to rend them all in a month.”

“Rend?” What was it Good Time Glenda said before she vanished? “Render?”

“Yes.” At my confused look, he continues, “I thought I’d told you.”

“Nope, can safely say you’ve never used that word around me.” Or I would’ve recognized it before my ghost friend disappeared.

“I’m a Render.”

“You’re a reaper.” Yeah, I feel stupid arguing with him about who or what he is, but seriously…our whole first encounter at my death, the hood, the flowing robe of shadows—it all adds up to reaper. Plus, he’s definitely mentioned being a reaper before. “That’s how we met. Not a storybook meet cute, but it worked out, right?”

His magical heart pulses violet again, and his mouth twists into a smirk. “I would say it has more than worked out.”

Oh god, if he keeps talking like that, I’ll forget any of my questions about demons and ghosts so we can cut straight to the sexy times. “A Render?” My voice comes out breathy. Yep, gonna need to skip the talking and see if my Shadow Daddy won’t reenact one of our best nights from the lengthy highlights reel playing in my head.

“It’s not pretty. I tear apart souls of those condemned to a fate worse than damnation.”

“But not…normal ghosts?” I realize it’s not normal to discuss any ghosts, but hey, I’m talking to my reaper or Render boyfriend.

“No. Never the soul of a human.” He tightens his grip on me for a moment. “Most reapers spend their lives guiding the dead to the Bridge of Souls so they can cross to the other side with the help of the gargoyle queen.”

Who created a bridge worthy of transporting souls? Is it a tangible bridge like we have in the human world or more of an imaginary construct? Is it made of beams, cables, or arches? While I’m still fighting my need to demand an answer to design questions, my mind races to a more troubling issue. “Wait, did I go to this bridge? Did they reject me? I don’t remember meeting any gargoyles.”

“I was supposed to take you, but I couldn’t let you go.” He slides a shadow through my hair and along the nape of my neck. “There was an emergency in the After Worlds, and I filled in for a regular reaper that night. The Fates truly meant for us to meet. Normally, I only work special ops.”

“A warrior reaper?”

“As close to that as my kind have.”

“Oh my god, my guy’s the Seal Team Six of reapers.”

“Yours?” The violet deep within his chest flickers to a dangerous, dark shade, but before I can ask why, he speaks again, “I signed a deal with a demon to have a chance of being together with you in this realm.”

“I thought it was about you agreeing to clear the house of revenants.”

He slides his shadows along my collarbone and lower. “For a chance to touch you, I would’ve agreed to anything. For a chance at forever together, I would’ve torn the souls of anyone apart. I have no boundaries when it comes to loving you.”

My brain goes to absolute mush. I can’t remember why we talked instead of jumping each other on first sight. Given his crazy I’ll Rend The World For You speech, the heat of his shadows tracing my breast and then dipping inside my top should not be making my heart beat faster. And I should absolutely not be wondering what happens if I drag him against a horizontal surface. A vertical surface. Hell, in midair if he’s willing and able to make my fantasies a reality.

I suck in a breath as his shadow moves down and over the curve of my hip.

This is my Shadow Daddy, my reaper, my mate.

Mate?

Fated mate, yes.

“Prove it,” I whisper.

He teases me, his shadows playing along my jaw, the curve of my breast, hiking up my dress to brush the edge of my panties. His mouth comes close enough to brush my ear in the softest whisper, his fangs a delicate graze over my skin. His touch is barely there and yet my skin comes alive. The dark magic of him being against me makes me forget everything except for my reaper.

“Say yes,” he says on a growl. His mouth closes over mine. This kiss isn’t gentle, isn’t teasing. It’s all tongue and fangs. The scrape of his fangs across my bottom lip sends another spike of heat straight to my core. “Tell me to make your sketch a reality.”

My breath catches in my throat, my head fuzzy with hormones and want and need. “Wh…what?”

“Your art. The way you drew us together. You looked so gorgeous in the throes of climax, a mirror of the look I love when I bring you to orgasm again and again. You crave that pleasure now, don’t you?”

I can’t even work up the energy to be embarrassed he’s seen my very intimate artwork of us in our most erotic moments. I’m so wrapped up in him I can only say one word.

“Yes.”
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Wren

My mate.

My sole desire.

My universe.

I unleash all that I am, all that I want to give her. My shadows engulf her, my essence sliding against her skin, teasing her breasts, thighs, and ass. Having spent the last decade focusing on her pleasure, I cheat by going straight to the touches I know she likes best.

Skimming a shadow over her dark hair, I stop at the purple highlights, the color so close to my magic’s. “Is this for me?”

“Y…yes.” She stutters, my beautifully articulate Hayden, as I cheat by stealing her attention with parting her thighs to slip between.

I slide my mouth near the upper curve of her ear, my tongue teasing the delicate skin there in what I know will make her shiver. My magic plays with the fabric of her dress, tugging at the material until it slides up to her waist.

Hayden reaches down, her fingers closing around one of my shadows. I pulse for her, making sure the shadow she has grabbed grows beneath her fingertips, and she shivers when I send a throb of power to zing against her hand. She gasps, her lips parting as the energy sparks against her, my shadows enveloping us both—to keep her safe, to keep her hidden, to keep what’s mine exclusively for my pleasure alone.

“Beg me, my beauty.” I need to hear those sweet cries she makes when she submits. “Beg for what you want, what we both want. You coming on my shadows. Scream for it.”

A whimper falls from her lips. She glances down between us. My shadows pulse under her touch while the raging violet of my magic lights her in a flickering play of darkness and light. She looks exquisite riding my shadows, chasing her own pleasure.

“More. P…please.” There’s that lovely stammer again. The proof she’s as lost in desire as she has been for thousands of nights beneath my touch. Except this time it’s real.

My magic swirls between her thighs. I need her. My hunger is like an ocean that won’t stop rising. I could take us both below its waves.

She rocks her hips and squeezes her thighs tight against my shadow. “I n…need more. I need all of you.”

Ah, so she remembers from our fantasy play how stretched she feels when I fuck her fully. She knows this is but the tiniest tease.

I play with the edge of her panties, slicking a thin shadow through her silky wetness.

She lifts her chin. A challenge? A test of my patience?

She will fail.

My mate, my lover.

“Take what I give you,” I tell her. “Trust what I give you.”

Hayden surrenders herself completely into my hold, letting me keep her body suspended while I toy with her. Controlling her pleasure, knowing I can make her scream? It’s intoxicating. I use my shadows to strip her panties from her, tracing each inch of skin as they pass from her thick thighs to her knees and finally slipping over those toes painted with purple polish.

She doesn’t struggle when I lift her into the air, parting her thighs to bring her sweet pussy to my face. “Gods, your scent is addictive. You will be my undoing.”

Fear should have her fighting against bringing her most private places within nipping range of my multitude of fangs, but she gives herself to me the same as she has every night.

“Spread your legs wide for me,” I demand.

She lets me hold her open, wrapped in my darkness with no light except the violet of my magic painted vivid with lust flickering across her skin.

I lick into her, and the taste of her is exhilarating—even more than the dream version. Not bothering with slow or gentle, I devour her.

My obsession grows stronger than the already monstrous level that had me sending her back to this life.

I will never get enough of her.

One decade has only made me need more. I can’t imagine being less ravenous if we get another dozen together.

I want to mark her skin, and when my fangs skim her inner thigh, I nip her gently.

She moans and squirms against my shadows.

I lift my head from between her thighs to gaze into her face, needing to see every expression, every change, as she comes. I can do more with my tongue than any human male could with his cock, changing its shape, form, and length to dive wickedly inside her. With my shadows, I caress every part of her, savoring the weight of a breast, the softness of her belly, the space where her spine dips in a delicate curve above her ass, and, of course, her clit.

She clamps around me, her cries filling the darkness.

My Hayden comes so beautifully, so divinely. Her mouth falls open, and her eyes flutter shut, her hair a wild mess of waves from the tug of my shadows against her. The sound of her ecstasy has my erection throbbing, but I ignore the ache.

I can’t.

We can’t.

Not yet anyway.

Not until she understands the stakes. Fucking in fantasies is one thing. But sex with my fated mate in reality? It would seal the mating bond. She would be mine forever. Yet the demon’s bargain requires her consent with full understanding of the consequences.

As much as I despise the demon prince, he’s not wrong.

I pushed Hayden into the last ten years because I wanted her. Forcing her back into her body, back into this life without a choice of going to the After Worlds? That was because of my obsession, not out of consideration for her.

Letting her down until her feet almost touch the ground, I straighten her dress, although her panties…those I don’t return.

“Even better in reality than the hottest fantasies,” she whispers.

“So much better.”

A lazy smile curves her lips, and she slides a hand through my shadows. “And we’ve only begun.”

At that, I finally let her go, sweeping a shadow along her jaw. “No, I have to woo you properly first.”

She rises on her tiptoes, pressing against me. “Consider me wooed.”

“There are things you have to know before we⁠—”

“I thought we knew each other pretty well after ten years of shared secrets.”

“Yes, but—” I stop mid-sentence, lifting my head at the sounds from the gate that shields the property and pushing her behind me. I’ve warded her van against revenants. What I failed to ward was the property against outsiders. Damn. “Someone’s here.”
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Hayden

Good Time Glenda’s voice reaches me before I make it to the gate with Wren trying to shield me the entire way. I break into a run, pushing past him as I round the last curve. “Glenda, thank goodness you’re okay.”

“Me?” She clings to the gate like she’s wrapping her ghost fingers around prison bars. “We came to bust you out before the Big Bad tears apart your soul.”

We? I glance around at the ragtag crew, blinking against the sunlight because I forgot to grab my prescription shades. They’d been the last thing on my mind when I’d been wrapped in thrumming shadows, surrounded by seductive darkness, and one moment away from insisting Wren have his way with me.

Wooing.

Who the hell needs wooing? Not me. Not after ten long years of teasing and endless sexual tension only he can satisfy.

Sure, I had one glorious orgasm with him eating me out like I was a gourmet delicacy.

Fine, it’d been absolute bliss to have him lift me as though I weigh nothing and run his shadows beneath my dress to the point I felt more exposed than I’ve ever been naked.

More than that—I felt worshipped.

But when had my Shadow Daddy decided I needed to be babied rather than bossed around?

Glenda’s hands pass through the gate as she reaches for me. “We’ve come to help you escape. I gathered everyone who haunts the local graveyards and the few others willing to brave a Render. Bertie the Bard here says a Render can’t pass through iron bars.” She gestures toward a ghost who looks as though he escaped from a muddy Ren Faire with a turkey leg still gripped firmly in his fist.

Wren’s magic wraps around me, his shadows teasing against my ear. “Bertie the Bard should’ve studied his folklore better,” he whispers, his deep voice making me shiver regardless of how mad I was at him only seconds before. “Iron works against fae, maybe a few witches, and some ghosts—although obviously not this half-dressed one.”

“She’s my friend,” I tell him. “It’s not her fault she died without pants. Or a skirt.” Or probably undies although I’ve never looked too closely because her shirt’s bubble-lettered Here For A Groovy Good Time seemed a clear sign not to. “Would iron do anything to revenants?”

He pauses. “It might stun them. I’ve never tried.”

“Does iron hurt you?”

“Definitely not. It has no effect on reapers. I used it in my own wards to keep you safe. Give me a moment, and I’ll deal with these intruders.”

“No.” I move to the gate, pressing my fingers as best I can to Glenda’s ghostly ones. “Wren won’t hurt me. Just like he won’t hurt you, right?” I call to him over my shoulder.

“Depends,” he mutters. “Will she interfere in my wooing you?”

“I don’t need wooing,” I say.

“Ooh, wooing,” Glenda announces at the same time with a not at all scary wooooo ghost sound. “Every woman deserves wooing.”

“See,” Wren argues. “Your friend agrees with me.” Suddenly, he’s a Glenda fan. Sort of. Close enough.

Maximus chooses to appear that very moment in his fuzzy chihuahua form, tongue out and tail wagging.

“The legendary black dog,” Bertie the Bard calls out on a wheeze. “A portent of death. We’re doomed.”

Okay, the oooh ghost noise is getting old. Also, I’m pretty sure Bertie choked on that turkey leg he’s waving around.

“We’re already dead, dummy,” Glenda says.

I pick Maximus up and cuddle him before the weird medieval-wannabe ghost creeps him out. It doesn’t matter that the pup can transform into whatever wee three-headed beastie he became before. No one needs to be picked on. Especially not by a doomcaster like Bertie.

“Wren isn’t here for you,” I tell them. “Nor is Maximus. They’re after the revenants.”

“Sure.” Bertie huffs a mean laugh. “Like anyone will believe those exist. You’re just lying to cover for your soul-eating boyfriend.” He disappears before Wren can get past the arm I fling out to stop him.

My Render has magicked his purple skull mask on and he looks ready to tear through the Veil to get to the little weasel. The sneer that stretches from ear to ear across Wren’s face shouldn’t be so scary. Or so hot.

“Bertie’s a crackpot,” Glenda says, interrupting my lust fest over my thirst trap of a boyfriend who is totally rocking the Special Ops Reaper look right now. “No one’s buying what he’s selling. Right, guys?” One by one the ghosts behind her vanish, leaving her standing alone on the other side of the gate. “Chickens,” she mutters.

“Thanks for checking on me,” I tell her. “Seriously, you risked everything and came to rescue me. You’re the best friend ever.” I glance at Wren. “It doesn’t matter that I didn’t need saving.”

He makes a stiff bow that seems oddly gentleman-like considering the contempt in his voice earlier when he’d been talking about the ghosts in general and Glenda’s lack of pants.

Maximus leaps from my arms, through the iron bars, and into my friend’s waiting hands. Her face immediately lights with a giant grin. “Who’s a good baby ghost dog, huh?” she asks on a coo. “You are. Yes, you are.”

I glance at Wren, startled because Glenda can hold the dog and—what the hell—I’ve held the dog, things that should be mutually inconsistent. “How come your tiny dog is a ghost with a corporeal form?” I keep my voice low which is likely unnecessary between the dog’s excited yips and Glenda’s steady praise. “Did Maximus make a deal with a demon, too?”

Wren’s mask contorts into a look of shock before he drops it altogether. “No, but my bargain probably explains your ability to pick him up right now. When I found Maximus, he’d been abused and abandoned in his life in this realm, and his spirit was fading on the other side.”

“He’s a rescue?”

“I couldn’t just leave him there,” Wren says as though he’s explaining a simple fact.

Except the truth has to be that someone else did. Probably multiple someone elses. “So you saved him like you did me?”

“You weren’t a rescue. You’re my mate. You also had a life to return to. He didn’t. I imbued him with some of my magic to keep him from fading into nothing. Look closely at his coloring, and you’ll see it.”

I do as he asks, taking in the pup licking my friend’s face from his pointed ears to his curled tail. His fur gleams black, but in the sunlight, the deep purple undertone beneath the glossy ebony is obvious.

My Render shared his magic, his essence, his friggin’ life force with a rescue dog. Talk about a massive moral compass.

Suddenly, his insistence that he be allowed to woo me before we go further physically makes an odd sort of sense. It could even be considered charming and old-fashioned instead of condescending.

I stare up at him, his face hooded and undetectable now except for his eyes. “How long do you plan for this wooing to take?”

“The month Theodopolis has given us. Time enough to make sure you’re convinced we’re mates destined to spend whatever time the gods grant us.”

“I don’t need⁠—”

“Because a mating bond requires full consent, to know that you’ll be with me for the rest of our years—for better or for⁠—”

“Yeah, yeah, I know the spiel.” I don’t remind him how I’ve literally been with no one else but him in fantasy form for the past decade. “I’ll give you two weeks to figure out I made up my mind years ago.”

“Three weeks,” he counters. “I won’t rush this. Not like I did last time.”

I want to ask him what he means, but he closes off. The purple of his magic goes dim, shrouded entirely in shadows. He is offering to compromise on his timeline. I should probably take the win even though my body screams now, now, now. “Fine. Deal?”

“Deal,” he says solemnly.

My hormones hate me already.
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Wren

We’ve only had a half dozen revenant attacks in the tortuously long weeks since I promised to woo my mate. When I arrived, they swarmed a half dozen times a day. These latest assaults have been smaller with fewer beasts to rend. I’m hoping that means I’ve found and destroyed most of them.

I return from wrecking what should be the last necromancer lair to find my mate sitting with her ghost friend in matching lawn chairs on top of the camper van, her feet propped on a cooler with cotton balls between her toes.

Maximus blinks from my side to her lap. Smart dog.

“Happy hunting?” she asks him.

He bounces on his hind paws, trying to lick her face. Okay, not terribly smart since he could leap a few inches when he just magicked his way across the drive and atop a van, but he’s got the right idea.

“What’s this?” She slips the delicate chain from around his neck, holding up the iridescent black crystal attached to it.

“Your next gift,” I tell her. “A charm from my home.”

“In the Shadow Realm?” she asks, twisting the polished stone to inspect it in the moonlight. Happiness and curiosity fill her voice, and I’m pleased that, once again, I’ve picked a perfect gift for my mate.

Her friend floats through the table between them for a closer look. “How’s that work? I mean, if it’s from a realm of shadows, how come it’s solid?”

Hayden smiles. “I know this one. Because it’s a realm inhabited by shadow beings like Wren, not literally made up of shadows. Although the legendary shadow monsters who terrorized the hell dimensions for centuries aren’t allowed to live there, which seems understandable if they’re that scary.”

She remembers everything I’ve told her about my home world. Yet another sign we’re meant to be together.

“Thank you for my gift,” she says to me. “Glenda has kept me company while I redid my polish.” She wiggles her toes. “Purple passion.”

“It sparkles,” Glenda adds.

“We’ve been moon bathing.” Hayden makes it sound fun, light-hearted. Not as though she grieves her inability to enjoy sunlight like other humans.

Or as if she blames me for her light sensitivity along with her headaches.

I haven’t been able to ask her. I’ve tried. I can discuss anything else, except my fear of her not choosing me.

Can I really walk away from her if she decides she doesn’t want to be mated to a monster?

No.

Absolutely not. I’m still the same reaper who couldn’t let her go ten years ago.

I need her to love me. To accept or even forgive the choice I took away from her then by giving her one now.

If she says no and the demon’s matching contract runs out, then I’ll be relegated back to her dream world. That can’t happen. Which is why I’ve used these weeks to keep her safe, bring her gifts, answer her endless questions, and give her multiple orgasms every day.

Also, I’ve made an effort not to protest her weird ghosts wandering the property except when they interrupt my attempts at wooing.

“You have plans for the rest of the night?” I ask her. “If not, I thought you might want to continue your exploration of the house.” Where I’ll have her to myself. Thank the gods the ghosts don’t come inside the house so I’m not distracted while looking out for my mate.

“The cavern?” she asks.

Why didn’t I put limits on her exploration? “As long as it’s safe enough.”

She jumps from her chair, pulling away the cotton balls and shoving her feet into sandals. “You okay with me abandoning you until tomorrow, Glenda?”

“Sure,” the ghosts says, waving her off. “Have fun. Maybe toss out the three-week rule and have some real fun.” She disappears before I can say anything.

Frustrating, free-loving phantom.

“Here, can you take Maximus?” Hayden leans over the side of the camper van, handing the tiny dog to me even though it’s obvious he could get down by himself. He blinks pitiful eyes at me, and I take him rather than remind her he’s a ghost.

Then I reach for her instead of letting her take the ladder.

“Oh.” Her sweet sound of surprise makes my move worth it.

I run a shadow below the curve of her generous ass, using the excuse of holding her close while I lower her to the ground. Three weeks, and we have only a few days left to go. Yet my control frays with each passing hour. “We could stay here instead,” I suggest, thinking of new ways to make her come. The advantage of having a shadow form means there are endless variations to try and pleasure my woman.

“Cavern,” she says. “Now. Wait, no. First, help me put on my new bracelet you brought me, then we go exploring.” She holds up her hand with the chain and crystal.

Creating the tiniest tendrils of shadow, I fasten the clasp and spin it so the charm is on top. “Do you like it?”

“It’s my favorite of the treasures you’ve brought me.”

“You say that every time.”

“Because I love them all, from the pixie-sized door to the nymph-crafted sketching reeds, but this is special because it’s from your home.” She reaches toward me, and I pull her into my side.

The fact that she loves my realm’s artwork best delights me. If only I could take her there one day. But for now, I’m content to simply accompany her into the house for her research.

Maximus trails behind us.

“You say it’s always dark in your home realm?” she asks as we head through the front door.

“There is some light, but only enough to let us travel from shadow to shadow. We don’t require more.”

“How would someone like me get there?”

“You mean a mate?” I ask. If I had a heart, it would skip a beat at the thought of her wanting to live in the Shadow Realm.

“I meant human,” she says, her hazel eyes teasing. “But sure. Is there a way to travel there if you’re not a shadow being?”

“You’d need a royal demon to either teleport you or open a portal for you.”

“Like the portal you said you felt in the basement here? By the way, that basement makes no sense from a structural viewpoint. Why build a staircase to nothing?”

“Because it leads somewhere when a portal is open. The fact it’s below ground suggests a connection to the underground realms. Maybe the minotaur king’s labyrinth or one of the dwarves’ jewel mines. No, I’ve not been to either, but I’ve heard stories.”

To my surprise, she doesn’t question me on those realms. Instead, she simply snuggles into my shadows. “Hmm. Nothing about this house adds up. Mismatched wings, doors to nowhere, a window that opens to a wall.”

“Does it match what your ghosts tell you?” I ask.

“None of them remembers even a rumor about when it was built or for what family. The exterior appearance has changed versions from a ceremonial temple to Rancho Adobe to whatever bastardization of Victorian this is.” She gestures at the narrow hallway we’re in with its high ceilings and hidden nooks. “Apparently, it has burned multiple times, but the house simply comes back. They say it’s cursed.”

I consider the several species other than human who could’ve crafted such a place to protect the ley lines, but only one stands out given the portal access and fire resistance. “More likely it’s demon built.”

“Like the one who led us both here.”

“Exactly.” We reach the end of the hall where a steep drop off leads to a cavern carved into the cliffside. At the bottom of what looks to be rickety stairs, a grotto of bottomless water sparkles. I hold tight to Hayden.

“Sit, Maximus,” she says. “It’s not safe.”

To my surprise, the dog drops onto his butt, shaking anxiously as he awaits her praise.

“He can’t be hurt,” I remind her. “You should be more worried about your safety.”

“Why?” She glances up at me without a trace of fear in her eyes. “You wouldn’t let me fall.”

Her trust in me? It means everything.

Peering over the side, she asks, “What would a demon want with a pool of water in their house?”

“Access to the ocean is my best guess.”

She frowns. “For something like a smuggling operation?”

“To make it easier for sea monsters to come inside.” I don’t fight her when she takes a large step back from the edge of the drop off.

“Wouldn’t they have a problem with the stairs?”

“Not necessarily. Some can walk on land. Others could find a way. You’ve seen what I can do with shadow tentacles.” To my immense satisfaction, she licks her lips as if she remembers exactly how I’ve pleasured her with them.

She clears her throat. “Any other hypotheses for the cavern’s uses?”

“In the Valley of the Gods, there are demigods who can cross worlds by riding sea horses that don’t need a portal. I can think of several reasons the demons would have wanted this cavern. I can think of even more why you shouldn’t go down there.”

Rather than argue immediately, she hesitates. “What am I supposed to tell the demon who brought us here when he expects me to give him a history of the house?”

“Ask him who in his family built the damn thing. Or who he pissed off enough to have revenants sent here.” I hate Theodopolis for dragging her into this and using her career against her. He used our being fated mates and the matching contract as a trap to make sure I wouldn’t let her leave, no matter the danger.

“You gonna beat him up for me if he doesn’t like those answers?” Her voice turns coy, teasing.

“Worse, we can send your friend Glenda to haunt him.”

She laughs. “You’ll never forgive her for popping up in the van that day, will you?”

“For interrupting us when you were about to come on my shadows? No. It’s why she’s banned from inside the van. Why all of them are banned from it. The last thing I need is to rend Bertie the Idiot Bard’s soul into pieces because I caught the creeper watching you in the little shower you have in there.”

She traces her hand through my shadows. “I would let you watch me in the shower.”

I scoop her up and move through the house toward the van like a monster possessed. “Excellent idea.”
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Hayden

Maximus pants, wagging his tail and looking out the window at the coast, the setting sun, or whatever has captured his doggy attention so thoroughly. Glenda sits cross-legged above the passenger seat and still, he’s so tiny, he perches on one of her thighs.

“He’s such a happy pup,” she says, stroking a finger over his head. “Who’s a good boy? Who’s a soft boy?”

He bounces my way, but I shake my head. “Nope, I’m driving, and we both know you will sink right through me.” Without Wren in the van, the pup can’t keep his corporeal form. I wasn’t even sure he could go with us on our supply runs. Yet here he is on his third trip.

“We’ll be back soon and you can sit in Hayden’s lap since we know she’s your favorite,” Glenda says. “Maybe while she sits in her Shadow Daddy’s lap.”

“Not that you’ll be allowed to watch,” I tell her. “Interrupt any more sexy times, and Wren may ban you from the property.”

“He’s still holding that against me? I popped in by accident once, and I was cheering him on. We’re in the middle of a groovy sexual liberation. His making you wait is so last century. I love the wooing, but what’s his deal?”

“I’m honestly not sure anymore. According to him, if we have sex, it’ll complete the mating bond, and we’ll be locked together for the rest of our lives.”

“Heavy. Like marriage. Or prison.”

“Riiight,” I drawl, trying to piece together why Glenda sees those two things as equal, then deciding I’m not opening that coffin of undead trauma. “So it becomes how could we make that work when we’re from two different worlds. Literally.”

“But you can’t go to his home,” Glenda argues.

“According to Wren, the demon who brought us together this time could take me there, but it’d be a one-way trip.”

“I’m guessing by your tone that you don’t want that.”

“I’d love to visit his world, but I like this one too. I have friends⁠—”

“All of whom are ghosts,” she argues.

“Still counts. I love chocolate and electricity and modern plumbing. None of which Wren’s world has. Plus, I would miss my career. There are still so many places I dream of seeing, and I get messages from all over the world from women who say I inspire them to study architecture, history, or both.”

“Well, you are the most popular influencer on television.”

“Social media,” I correct although Glenda sees a smartphone as a really small TV. “I love what I do—the travel, the architecture, meeting new people, all of it. Wren says he gets how important my job is.”

“It’s good to have a man who respects your work.”

“You don’t think it’s selfish?”

“I don’t see you asking him to give up what he does. Or demanding he stay in this world.”

“But how do we make it work between us if we’re not even in the same realm? Wren thinks everything will work out because he defied death itself to send me back and the gods still made us mates.”

“Aww, that’s so sweet.” Glenda’s voice has Maximus climbing to lick her chin. “Maybe he’s right. If you’re destined to be together, you’ve got to have hope it’ll work out to make you both happy. Whatever gods he believes in certainly seem to be on your side.”

“It was a demon who brought us together,” I remind her. “Not a divinity.”

“No, I don’t mean that. I’m talking about how he’s already gotten rid of most of those creatures. We’ve seen—what? A handful? Only one or two made it out of the house. He said there were hundreds mobbing the property when he first showed up, enough to drive cities mad. Hey, you don’t think they can make us ghosts crazy, do you?”

“Wren says whatever madness the revenants cause should only work on humans.”

“Should?”

“It’s not like he’s asked for a ghost volunteer to test the theory.” I pull into the market’s lot and park.

“Don’t forget the candy,” she says.

“The kind that crackles so you can listen to it. I’ll look for it,” I promise. “Anything else?”

“Not unless you’re low on peppermint oil for your headaches. Although it seems you’ve been having less of them.”

She’s right. For the first time in years, I’ve found some relief. “I’ve been taking my meds, and with sleeping through most days and working at night, I feel better than ever.”

“Could be all the orgasms giving you a natural high.”

“Or the bangxiety short-circuiting my brain,” I mutter. “I can’t believe that shower show I put on for him didn’t work.” It turned me on, but still, my Render held out.

“Do you want to be mated to him?” She asks the question so plainly, without judgment, without expectation, without all the angst I’ve wrapped up in overthinking it. “Would being with him for the rest of your life make you happy?”

Maximus tilts his head, looking as though he’s literally all ears.

“No guilting her into this, little dude,” she whispers to him.

“Yeah.” The truth is right there on my tongue, screaming to come out. “Yeah, I do, but I don’t know how it’s going to⁠—”

“Don’t overthink it,” she says. “You’ve come back from death because a reaper fell for you at first sight. A demon prince brought you together. You have ghost friends…human and canine alike. Maybe let that beautiful brain⁠—”

“Damaged brain,” I interrupt.

“Beautiful brain,” she says again, breaking the words down like they’ll get through my formerly fractured skull if she stresses each syllable. “If you give the worries a rest, who knows? Maybe you’ll make space for magic.”

Well, damn. Good Time Glenda is a guru, a flippin’ genius.

Her words follow me even if she and Maximus physically don’t as I move through the aisles, filling my basket with way too much fizzy candy. The colorful packaging and bright lights blur together behind my dark lens while mentally, I’m already making detailed plans as precise as any architectural wonder because I have a mission.

I’m going to ravish my reaper.
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Wren

Hayden returns from her latest supply run, driving the van’s tires through the wards on almost the same treads as where she left which will make repairs easier.

Her ghost friend pushes out of the passenger side, Maximus in her arms. “Good luck, Render.”

What does she mean? Has something happened to Hayden? Were the lights in town too much for her? Or the headlights on her drive back? Has she had another headache? How fast can I summon Theodopolis for a healing potion? Regardless of how much I hate the demon, his alchemist crafts better potions than wizards in multiple realms.

The damn ghost disappears with my dog before I can ask.

I wrench open the driver’s door, prepared to wrap Hayden in darkness until I can find a fix for whatever’s hurting.

“Hello, mate.” She steps out of the van and into my shadows, toeing off her sneakers. “Let me be very clear about what I want. I want you. Now and for as long as whoever you say fated us to be together will let us have.”

My mind short circuits, my magic surges, and I can’t catch a thought. Not a single one. I stare at her in my shadows, at the way my darkness moves around her. It loves her like I love her.

She strips her leggings to her ankles and lifts her shirt before my brain kicks in. Wrapping shadows around her wrists like manacles, I take over while she’s still struggling to free herself from the fabric twisted at her feet.

The scent of her desire? I need a taste of that.

I run a shadow along the neckline of her shirt, ready to pull it down and see which of her pretty animal-print bras she wears today.

“You’re mine now,” I say in a low, demanding voice. “Trapped so I can do whatever I want to you.” I stroke a teasing touch along the place where her thighs are pressed so close together in her temporary binding. I could get used to this. Especially the way she shivers. I should’ve restrained her more in our play. “What do you say to that?”

Licking her lips, she says, “Take me. Claim me.”

She doesn’t know what she’s asking for. I freeze, struggling to keep control over my desires when she uses such dangerous words. A true claiming. My cock aches to sink inside her heat, and I touch my tongue to my fangs where I can almost taste her blood.

In that moment, I see decades with her.

The fantasy made real.

A future.

“I’m sure of it,” she rushes to add. “I don’t need a moment more to think about it. Whatever is keeping you from truly making me yours, whatever reason you had for this delay, don’t let it stop you. Us being together will work out, just like you said.” Her eyes go wide. “Unless you don’t really want forever with me.”

What? No.

Barking explodes from the house, Maximus appearing in three-headed form in the doorway with revenants running his way. He blinks out of existence, reforming a second later to attack the hind leg of one of the beasts.

“Stay here,” I tell Hayden and rush toward the house.

The abominations flood out like a legion. Where did they all come from? I destroyed the labs, the necromancer’s stashes, each of his lairs. Had these creatures all waited in the ley lines beneath the house?

“Maximus!” Hayden’s scared cry tears at me. My mate doesn’t fear much, didn’t fear me upon first sight. “Wren, I can’t see him.” Her footfalls sound as though she’s running.

Absolutely not. She could get hurt. I snap a shadow to hold her back. “Don’t you dare come closer. Stay behind the wards.”

The wards. Fuck. I didn’t reinforce the wards after she came back.

I lash out at the revenants, whipping my magic in purple snares to cut through them. They fall one by one as I rend them into nothing, but there are so many. I concentrate on stopping them from getting to my mate.

“Revenants!” Glenda’s yell comes from behind me. “Everyone protect Hayden. Draw them away.”

Maximus yips, reappearing and taking on a creature who looms above him.

“To Hayden,” I order him. He vanishes.

I glance back to see her standing in her shirt and panties atop the van with the three-headed pup at her feet, growling and snapping at any revenant who comes close. She wouldn’t be any safer inside the van. In fact, I’m grateful she has taken the high ground, wielding the wrought iron pieces I brought her from a seventeenth-century architectural marvel like they’re stakes. I don’t know if iron works against revenants, but I appreciate her fierce spirit.

Ghosts zoom around my mate, drawing away the creatures who follow a human soul—alive or dead. Bertie the Bard sings off-key as he floats back and forth to lead creatures away. Glenda darts in front of Hayden as a ghostly shield. Her befriending the ghosts may save her life. With them, I have more than a fighting shot at making it through this with my fated mate.

Maximus snaps and growls with all three skulls, ferociously defending her. Or at least her ankles. She still grips the iron, swinging it when the rare creature makes it past me to chase her phantom protectors.

I target around the ghosts to rend each revenant, picking them off easily now.

“Why tell me we’re fated mates in the first place?” Hayden asks on a shout.

“Because we are.” What the hell dimensions is she thinking?

“Then why don’t you want the mating bond?”

Snagging another revenant out of the air, I rend it into specks so infinitesimal that the pieces of the pieces of souls stitched together couldn’t be resurrected by a god. “I do.”

“What aren’t you telling me? Why keep secrets when I say I’m ready to be your mate?” The tense set of her jaw and the grip she has on those iron pieces—by gods, she’s fiery. My brave and beautiful mate would take on revenants, risk madness to challenge me and make me a better reaper.

I can’t deny her the truth, not when she’s putting hers out there for everyone to hear. “I wanted you to have a choice since I took that away the night you died. I brought you back. Selfishly.” I slam another revenant to the ground. “I’m the reason you have the headaches.” Holding the creature, I take out two more. “I’m why you’re in pain.” With a snarl to rival the worst wolven fiend, I finish off the trio with far more violence than necessary. “You should have a choice this time.”

“Well, I choose you.” She shakes an iron bar my way. “I love you. So there. Choice made.”

She loves me.

My mate loves me.

Like an obsessed crusader, I tear through the last of the revenants, rending them ruthlessly to get to her so I can drag her off the roof and into my shadows. My magic pulses around us. I bury my face against her neck, needing to sink my fangs into that sweet spot on her shoulder and claim, take, possess.

Maximus yips, jumping into my shadows to lick at her face before disappearing again.

“Time to finish what I started,” Hayden says, seduction dripping from her tone.

“Ooh,” Glenda interrupts, clapping from the top of the van with my dog at her feet. “I knew the revenants had interrupted something big given the whole missing pants situation. We could be twins! Talk about Bangus Interruptus.”

I will not rend my mate’s best friend. I will not rend⁠—

“Time to go, Glenda,” Hayden says.

“Right.” The ghost giggles. “Be sure to have a real good time.” With that, she vanishes, taking Maximus with her.

With her ghosts gone, the revenants defeated, and my magic swirling around us, we have the rest of our lives to celebrate what the gods have granted us.

To bond.

To finally finish what I started that fateful night.

To claim the one woman meant to be mine.

She will be my forever mate.

Starting right now.

“You made your choice.” I bind her to me with my shadows, remembering what she said the first time I touched her in this form. Prove it. Her playful taunt repeats in my mind, a teasing challenge I’ll never stop trying to meet. I tighten my grip until she lets out a sigh of submission. “Let me prove to you why it was the right choice.”

“Yes, Shadow Daddy.”

I can’t wait to claim this woman. She’s everything.

Minx.

Miracle.

Mate.

Mine.
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Hayden

Wren wraps shadows around my arms, my thighs, even my hair to tug it so that I’m forced to tip my head back in surrender. Like this, I feel him everywhere. He pins me against the van, and I push against his hold, testing the bonds while not wanting him to release me.

His warm breath against my throat makes me shiver. “Stay there while I fix the wards,” he orders.

He can demand whatever he desires. The promise in his voice tells me I’ll get what I want, what we both want in the end.

A swirl of his shadows lifts me in the air like I weigh nothing to him. His darkness cocoons me in heat, a sharp contrast to the cool metal at my back. The thin fabric of my shirt and panties seems so confining when all I can think about is pushing against him to show him how much I crave him, need him. The adrenaline rush from the fight with the revenants and our argument has me buzzing.

Turning his attention from me, he keeps me pinned while patching the wards where I drove the van through his beautiful designs.

My brain knows he’s doing this to protect me in case we haven’t seen the last revenant, and the artistry and detail of his warding sparks my curiosity. But the brat in me wants to demand he pay attention entirely to me. I squirm against his shadows, trying to force him to focus on me.

The shadows tighten, one slipping to rub against the cotton of my panties. “Stay. There.” The rumble beneath his words, the dark command in his voice makes me wet, so wet there’s no way he won’t discover it as he brushes back and forth over the fabric.

“I want⁠—”

“I’ll give you what you want. As soon as the wards are finished.” Despite the bossy, detached way he says the last, he continues teasing me with his shadows—a sweep beneath my panties, a pinch of my nipples, a stroke of my collarbone, a rougher hold on my hair.

My legs shake, and my knees threaten to buckle, but he holds me steady, toying with me while he painstakingly repairs each line and curve. He drags my pleasure to the precipice of a climax, only to withdraw and leave me panting.

“Don’t you need to concentrate on the spell?” I ask, gasping past the godawful ache in my core so I might fake the same level of control he possesses.

“Spells are about intentions. Intentions are everything.” He keeps teasing me, using his intimate knowledge of my body to edge me again and again. “I intend to protect you, to fight for you, to love you for the rest of our lives.”

Love me.

He loves me.

No matter how restrained he might be in his sweet torture of me, his easy admission spirals round and round in me.

Instead of letting the ecstasy building inside me spark and blaze into the inferno simmering beneath my skin, he leaves me writhing and wanting. Sweat dampens my face, the nape of my neck. I drag my nails over his shadows, the van, my shirt, anything that might bring relief if I can just come. “Please, Wren.”

He rolls a lingering touch over my clit, and my core clenches as he says on a growl, “I intend to pleasure my mate, to cherish you, to worship you forever and a day. I will take my time. I will drive you as insane with desire for the rest of our lives as you have me for the last ten years. Because you are mine. Say it.”

“I’m yours.” It’s the truth, but right now, I’m pretty sure I’d say anything, do anything if he’ll simply stop teasing me.

He drags a shadow through my folds, dipping inside and spreading me open for him like he owns me until he taps my clit, and my body rockets like a fireworks show. My breathing goes erratic; my muscles twitch and tremble. His magic, his darkness, his everything has me drowning in him. In pleasure.

I tense from my toes to my jaw, and an orgasm breaks me apart as though I’ve shattered into a thousand pieces. Pieces he strokes and pets back together with a tenderness that feels like worship.

His eyes flash brilliant violet. A dark intensity I don’t understand shines from his gaze. “If you promise me forever, I’ll spend every day making you glad you did.”

“Yes,” I whisper, boneless still from the mind-shattering orgasm he pulled from my body. “Claim me.”

“A true claiming would require a bondage bite. It goes beyond the mating bond which is more than I’ve ever hoped for.”

“A bite?”

“It would mean everything in my world.”

“The reaper world?”

“No, the Shadow Realm. Shadow beings aren’t all reapers, and reapers aren’t all shadow beings. But a bite mark? A claiming? It would show the world we’re bound for life.”

A visible symbol for everyone to see. Like a wedding ring. “Do I get to bite you?”

His gaze goes wild, hungry. “Anywhere you wish, anytime you wish.”

“All right, then. I expect a claiming,” I tell him. “No more holding back.”

He trails shadows along my jaw while undressing me as though I’m a present he has waited ten long years to unwrap. “What would you like, my beauty? We’ve tried it all in fantasies—knotting, double dicks, tentacles. What does my mate want for a first time in this form? Our first time of forever?”

“You.” I reach for him, the light of his magic glinting off the bracelet he gave me. “I want you.”

With a dark growl, he catches my wrists, stretching my arms above my head. He binds my ankles so my legs are spread wide for him.

A delicious shiver ripples over me when I try to close my thighs but can’t. I’m at his mercy.

He uses his shadows to explore me like he’s memorizing my body. He rubs me from my breasts down over my belly, then between my thighs until I’m squirming to rub against him, to get pressure where I need it for another release.

He leaves me for a moment, moving his head as if admiring his handiwork—his shadows pinning me in place for him.

“You have never been more beautiful,” he murmurs.

A whimper leaves me when he drags his erection along my inner thigh. I strain to meet him, but I can’t get free. He holds me spread and open for him, pinned and captive. He makes a sound of appreciation when I struggle against him. I can’t do anything more than writhe, and he likes that.

With my arms stretched above me and my back arching to rub against him, his shadows spread over me like a second skin. “I have waited a decade for this.” He presses the tip of his cock to my entrance and holds there. “You. Are. Mine.”

He shoves inside me with one thrust—stretching me, filling me, making my body give to the point of pain. Only he twists, his shadows finding the most sensitive parts of me, sending pleasure shooting through me.

I cry out, my inner walls rippling around his length like he belongs here. Like I’ve waited ten long years for this. Like I’ll crave it the rest of my life and never get enough.

“Forever, Wren,” I whisper.

His magic flickers in his eyes and across his body, a shimmer of lightning and darkness all at once. “Forever,” he echoes with a thrust.

His shadows pulse, teasing my body as he pumps into me with the strength of a supernatural being. When he rolls my clit between two shadows, I shatter around him, my body going taut and tight, and still he takes me in slow, sure thrusts. He strokes deep into me, dragging against the places I need his touch most and drawing waves of ecstasy into one never-ending surge that has my core rippling with spasms that seem unending.

His shadows tighten on me, binding us together even as his slow circles on my clit threaten to trigger yet another orgasm. To the point I almost beg him for mercy.

Except he hesitates.

“I love you.” He says the words like a confession.

My heart flutters. There’s a vulnerability in this version of my reaper.

“Say it back,” he commands.

“I love you. I have for years. You are the best of my fantasies, come to life.”

The magic in his eyes sparks and flickers with violet lightning, the darkness in his shadows becoming a mist like smoke as he pulls a scream from my lips, as he spills himself inside me with his own release, as he sinks his fangs into the curve where my shoulder meets my collarbone.

The claim causes a blinding rush of euphoria that feels so much bigger than the burn of the bite. When he laps at it, sucking and soothing the bite, I surrender myself to his shadows, letting him hold me up.

We did it.

A connection stronger than sex, more hypnotic than any fantasy, deeper than anything I could have imagined settles between us.

Wren wraps his darkness around me as if he’ll never let me go. I give myself over to the tangle of shadows, to the tenderness of this new certainty. When he gently lays me on the bed, I whisper, “You’re mine now.”

“As you are mine. My love. My heart. My home.”

His home. I rest my head on his chest, tracing the charm on the bracelet he gave me. “I wish I could see your home.”

My vision blurs, the world around me goes cold, and the solid muscle beneath my cheek vanishes.

“Wren?” Panic shoots through me. “Wren!”
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Wren

Hayden disappears from my hold, vanishing as though she has become shadow.

“Hayden?” My roar brings Maximus, Glenda, and all the ghosts.

“Where is she?” Glenda asks, flickering in a frantic pattern as though she’s searching multiple spaces at once. Or so terrified she can’t keep her form.

Maximus barks with one head, howls with another, and whines with the last.

The ghosts all talk at once.

“Quiet,” I demand. “Nothing could’ve gotten through the wards. Whatever magic took her⁠—”

“Pardon me, don’t rend me, Sir Reaper, but…” Bertie the Bard sweeps his turkey leg in an odd bow.

“What?” I snap.

“I read the matching contract Hayden signed with the demon.”

I do not want to discuss Theodopolis right now. “Get to the point, ghost.”

“What if this is related to the mating magic mentioned in the contract? It seemed very important in the terms of the agreement⁠—”

“Mating magic.” My voice goes almost as hoarse as Bertie’s. Demons select their partners solely for the increase in magical abilities brought on by a completed mating bond—a level up for both parties. If I’m freaking the fuck out, what might my human be feeling if she suddenly acquired a new power?

Glenda tugs on her Groovy Good Time shirt. “Can you find Hayden?” Her voice breaks on a quiet sob.

Hayden.

My mate.

My world.

I block out everything but the connection we forged. Feeling her come apart around me. Knowing I wouldn’t have to wait for her dreams ever again. Finding the best parts of me in loving her. Yet here, I only sense an emptiness. “She spoke of home.”

“She’s a wanderer,” Glenda says. “She doesn’t have a home.”

“My home,” I whisper. “What if…”

I don’t take the time to finish the thought. “Come, Maximus.”

Traveling through shadows, I hurry to my home realm, to the fortress surrounded by water, mirrors, prisms, and all manners of light reflection in case the dreaded, banished shadow eldritch horrors who predate us ever return. My magic pulses the closer I get to my rooms. I burst into the long shadows of my bedroom, praying to any deities in the Valley of the Gods who might hear me that I guessed right.

Hayden stands, wrapped in a blanket pulled from my bed. “You live in a castle?”

She’s safe.

She’s here in my home.

A feeling of contentment so deep, so heavy it drags me down like the gravity of an iron-forged realm settles in my chest. Magic pulses through my shadows, stronger than ever before. I step beside her, gathering her to me, not sure how she came to be here or what she sees when she looks at my world, but reveling in the happiness shining on her face.

“A fortress, but yeah, sure,” I say, not wanting to break whatever peaceful spell this is with a demand for certainty or…gods forbid…anything that might scare her. Not when she stares at my room in astonishment.

Maximus paws at her legs, his tail wagging.

“I thought only the demon could send me here,” she says. “So how did you?”

“I didn’t. I think you did with whatever magic you got from our mating bond.”

“I have magic?” She smiles. “Epic.”

Terrifying. “You said you wanted to visit my home⁠—”

“And poof I was here,” she finishes for me. “It’s beautiful. The glass domed ceiling, the arched windows, the view of the night sky—it’s like stepping into a painting. You said once it’s always night here?”

“Yes. We only need enough light to cast the shadows we travel through.”

“I could get used to this,” she whispers, staring at the purple glow my magic casts over the stone floors and heavy drapes—galaxies of color and shade swirling around us. “How did you find me?”

“I sensed you. You said home, but when I got here, it felt right. The sensation mirrored the way I found you through your dreams.”

“That’s some advanced stalker shit.”

“Necessary if my mate is going to walk between worlds.” I remember the ghosts, Glenda’s tears. “Your friends are worried about you.” I don’t add that I was out of my mind to find her.

Her eyes widen. “I don’t know how to get back. If I can get back.” Her words come faster, her tone taking on a thread of fear.

No. I don’t want her afraid. “No matter what magic you have, we can face it together.”

“All right. Here goes⁠—”

She vanishes before finishing the statement.

I travel through shadow again, following her. This time the tie between us tugs me along without any doubt of where she has landed…leading me to my true home. Where she is.
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Hayden

A year later…

Closing out a television contract for six episodes of Haunted Hayden that brings a sizable donation to several charities, I celebrate with a moonlit party outside a historic ruin in French wine country. No other humans allowed. When the guests are all ghosts, it makes hosting super easy.

Glenda dances atop a stone column in time to music provided by a ghostly band who joined us somewhere outside Madrid.

Maximus prances at my feet, transforming from solid pup to three-headed skeleton when we pass through shadows and slices of silvery moonlight. The dog’s arrival makes my heart soar, not only because of his cute company, but because his presence announces that Wren waits nearby in the darkness.

It’s time to slip away to his soothing world of shadows. Meeting other shadow beings and exploring an entire realm has been a great adventure, but we always come back to our room where night is eternal and my Ravished by the Reaper drawing hangs framed by the doorway.

Tonight, I’ve already said my thanks to all the dead who helped me with historic details for the show. The same ghosts gave me the history of the now un-haunted house since Glenda swears Wren’s presence there cleared the house of hauntings for at least another decade.

Apparently ghosts don’t adore my Render like I do.

But ridding the house of the revenants and having its full history clinched a deal with demon prince Theo for a lifetime supply of healing potions from his alchemist to treat my migraines. It also secured Wren’s demand that we never have to see him again.

I step into the shadows and find myself wrapped in Wren’s darkness.

“Ready to go, love?” he asks.

“With my reaper? Always.”
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Thank you for reading Ravished by the Reaper. Find out more about Theo and his matchmaking adventures in the Matchmaker Monster Romance series.

Each book promises a happily ever after for each of the four friends who walk into a (not so) haunted house, not knowing that monsters are real. Or that they’ve been matched to the monsters inside.
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DEATH’S RAPTURE
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Death’s Rapture is a story about a woman ‘in between’ who revels in her own desires and the possessive lust of those who crave her.

This story’s open-ended finality is not your typical happy-ever-after, but it lets you know that their lives (and afterlives) will continue on together… in horny bliss.
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Content to be mindful of:


General talk of death and the dead, a near drowning, possessive alpha-hole who won’t actually hurt his woman, and light-stalking with golden-retriever energy. While there is some brief questionable consent, all sexual contact between the parties involved is absolutely consensual.
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Lilah

“Last call.” He doesn't have to raise his voice for those lingering to hear over the hum of scattered conversations. Bodies begin to shuffle, but I don't move from my spot at the end of the bar.

The Ferryman is an establishment that operates outside the parameters of conventionality, on the outskirts of a quaint—as cliche as it is—town that looks far prettier in the light than it does in the shadows. Few are truly aware of what is hiding in plain sight, but the town’s not named Styx for nothing.

“Boss, it's still early!” Darrow, a regular, slurs even though he, too, makes his way to the door. By normal standards, closing before midnight is early for any bar, but it’s just after 10 PM and no one questions it. After all, this is how it’s always been.

Boss runs this place. It might not be his given name, but it’s the one he gives and goes by. A man of few words, and limited tolerance for the living, he doesn't respond to Darrow, and I have a feeling Darrow didn't expect one either. No one does.

Darrow stumbles and reaches out, using me to regain his balance. I tense when his hand squeezes my shoulder, and risk a glance at him. “Alright there, Darrow?” I ask. He’s harmless, but Boss’s intolerance for the living may have rubbed off on me after so many years.

Darrow leans in close, his face flushed and stares at me intently, “Lovely Lilah, you should smile more,” he mumbles through his intoxication, “so pretty if you smile…” his hand comes up like he’s going to pet my head.

“Darrow.” Boss’s voice booms and Darrow flinches. He pulls his hand away from me and mock salutes while his friends scoop him up under the arms and carry him the rest of the way out.

When the door closes behind the last person, I stand and slip on my apron, tying it around my waist. I step behind the bar and brace myself for the suffocating power that Boss uncloaks once the mortals have left.

“Lilah.” Decades of nights just like this one, and he doesn’t need to say anything more than that.

“Yes, Boss.”

We work in tandem. He pulls out and swaps various bottles of drink while I wipe down the bar top and make a sweep through the main room—wiping down already clean tables, righting chairs and stools that aren't actually out of place.

I pause briefly in front of the mural that spans the entire length of the back wall. A skiff is tied at the shore of a dark river that seems to expand beyond the wall itself. The sheer size of it feels like it could engulf you just by looking at it… and it very nearly did once.

As the clock strikes 11, the mural ripples along the exposed brick causing the building to shutter. Voices pick up in the distance, growing closer with every swing of the clock’s pendulum.

At least the dead don't tell me I'd be prettier if I smiled more, like the living do.
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Hallis

Lilah stands tall—belying her short stature—and doesn’t hide how openly resigned she is to her fate as hostess to the recent and not-so-recently deceased that make their way into The Ferryman. She never looks at anyone too long as we pour into the bar, yet when her eyes fall on me they hold and my skin tightens in longing at her attention.

Every night she's here, waiting on those of us who are ready to move on, but are thirsty for one final moment on this plane, alongside the many that just aren't ready—or cannot pay the fee—for what comes next‌.

He makes us feel like we’ve got a choice, but in the end, he ushers every one of us over, eventually. In some instances, his brother appears to coerce those of us who have overstayed the grace period given.

I was ready. One last drink and then I’d be on my way to whatever came next, until my eyes landed on her. In that moment, it felt as though a tether formed and I could no longer move past the icy grey eyes and down-turned, full lips that beg to be… worshiped.

I no longer cared about what came next, all I wanted was Lilah. I worry that I’ll leave without ever confronting this unexplainable draw I have towards her.

“Are you going to talk to her or just haunt her for the rest of your afterlife?” Alouette asks as she slides into the booth next to me. I tap her glass with mine and take a drink, purposely avoiding her question.

“He’s watching you again.” I respond instead. She scoffs and throws back the entirety of her drink, slamming the glass on the table, then sitting back and crossing her arms across her chest.

“He can look all he wants, but he knows I won’t give him a shred of my attention until he tells me why he refuses to let me through,” she grumbles.

Alouette has been coming to The Ferryman far longer than most, and no matter how many times she has tried to walk through that which allows any and all of us to cross over into the next, she cannot. She has even begged Boss’s brother, who ignored her with one look from Boss. It’s as if she’s barred from leaving. The only one who would know for certain or even have that kind of power is the one attempting to pin her down with a stare that would cause anyone else to crumble under debilitating fear.

Lilah appears at our table, taking Alouette’s empty glass and replacing it with one filled to the brim. Alouette raises the glass, some of the amber liquid sloshing over the rim, in a toast towards Lilah before downing the entire thing. They have a silent connection, the closest thing to a friendship I’ve seen for either one of them in a place that is essentially a revolving door between the living and the not.

Lilah turns towards me and I get lost in the cool fog of her eyes. Resting my elbows on the table, that invisible tether pulling me subconsciously forward. My unbeating heart jolts when I see a twitch at the corner of her mouth. I crave her rare smiles.

“Hallis, can I get you anything?”

You.

Lilah’s brows raise and beside me Alouette snorts, “‘Bout time, Hal.” Belatedly, I realize I said it out loud. I mumble an apology at the same time Alouette speaks up, “We may be dead, but we aren’t dead,” and winks at Lilah.

I see the corner of Lilah’s mouth twitch again, causing something warm to rush through me. An uncomfortable feeling for one who no longer has a pulse, and if I did I am certain my chest would explode with what she makes me feel.

“Well, I’m out,” Alouette proclaims. “Hallis, try to rein in those heart eyes, yeah?” She slides back out of the booth, resting a hand briefly on Lilah’s shoulder while placing a quick kiss to her cheek. She then walks out, flipping Boss off as she goes.
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Lilah

As I watch Alouette walk out the door, the wrong door, a small sigh escapes me. I may not understand it, but I have a strong suspicion of why he keeps her here, even though she desperately wants to go. Shaking my head slightly, I turn back towards Hallis, whose faded brown eyes are still on me. I can only imagine how warm they would have been when he was alive.

He’s not the first to look at me this way, but he’s the first that has made me look back with something more than a passing interest to scratch an itch. I catch myself briefly imagining him under me, over me, behind me and I shake my head again, shoo-ing those thoughts away.

Hallis will cross that threshold at some point, though, and I’ll still be bound here, haunting these walls. And that is why I have never pursued an attachment to anyone passing through The Ferryman—excluding one very bad decision—because they all do, pass through, eventually.

An expression passes over Hallis’s face and I worry my thoughts were too loud. His very fuckable mouth opens, “Li-” he begins when the entrance slams open, causing the noise to slowly recede throughout The Ferryman.

“LILAH!” Ah, and there’s the bad decision.

Glancing towards the main bar, Boss is feigning intense interest in drying glasses that are absolutely not wet, which means he is not going to intervene… yet.

In a moment of weakness, and a bit of boredom with my living partners, I found myself ass up in front of Death himself. When Boss found out, all he said was that letting Than fuck me once was punishment enough. I quickly learned what he meant by that when the few living partners I toyed with after, wound up at The Ferryman…no longer living.

I toss an apologetic smile at Hallis and turn to address the territorial idiot that has determined I’m his favorite toy. “Hello Thanatos. Here for business or pleasure?”

He glares at me, “Since you continue to deny me pleasure, business.” His reply causes a heavier silence to descend on The Ferryman.

“Well, we’ll leave you to it then,” I say as casually as possible so as not to rile him up further. Turning back to Hallis once more, I repeated my earlier question.

“Anything I can get you?” Hallis looks at me with a question in his eyes, which then darts behind me at the same moment I feel Than grip my hips and pull me so my back is flush against his chest.

“Stop ignoring me.” He growls while nuzzling into my neck.

The rest happens so fast; I struggle to make sense of it. Than is propelled backward and I am staring at Hallis’s broad chest. His arm reaches around to hold me to him with surprisingly possessive strength.

I hear Boss release an exaggerated sigh. “Stop harassing my employee, Thanatos.”

I place my hands on Hallis's chest and look up into his face. The rigid anger—directed brazenly at Thanatos—that fills his normally easy-going expressions stirs something in me. If it was just the possessiveness that stoked the desire that continues to build, Than has it in never-ending supply. But there is more to Hallis, there is protectiveness in his hold too.

Glancing back at Than, panic momentarily ripples through my body when I see him begin to unfurl. Boss’s shadow appears then behind Than. I see his large hand land on Than’s shoulder, slowing his shift while throwing me a discreet nod in the direction of the exit.

Hallis must pick up on it because he takes my hand in his, linking our fingers, and pulls me after him. Focused on keeping up with his long strides, I realize too late what will happen once we exit The Ferryman.

“Wait!” I grab his arm with my free hand, but he doesn’t stop. He walks us through the door into the starless night, and immediately dematerializes in front of me.
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Thanatos

My wings shudder to life with a boiling fury, shaking off the shadows that typically hide them. Instinct takes over and demands I chase, but the unrelenting grip on my shoulder stops all momentum.

“How dare that corpse touch me? Touch what’s mine!” I roar.

“Lilah is not yours,” my brother retorts, in an annoyingly patronizing tone. He then addresses the silence, “Pay no mind to the tantrums of immortals,” and waves his hand in a way as if to say carry on. Conversations pick back up and if I could send every one of these corpses to the underworld, I would, just to be rid of them. My expression must say just that because my brother opens his infuriating mouth again with a simple, “Do not.”

As if to remind me he can subdue me at any time, he squeezes my shoulder with a punishing force, then releases me to make his way back behind his bar. I watch while he reaches under the bar, pulls out a large glass, pours something into it, then slides it in front of me. I don’t ask what it is, but take it all the same and finish it in one go. It feels like the fires of Tartarus scorch down my throat and ignite my insides. Refilling the glass and setting an unmarked bottle next to it, he moves from behind the bar wordlessly and roams around the room, checking on the full tables and wiping down the ones that were deserted when I walked in.

I turn back to stare at the drink in front of me, my thoughts swirling. She enrages me. How dare she make me feel these things? One time was never going to be enough and yet she continues to deny me.

A mortal! One that also has a blanket of death wrapped around her. Not dead, but not fully alive. She simply shouldn’t be.

In a rare show of his disgustingly feeble heart, my brother pulled Lilah back through the veil when he should have left her to the consequences of her foolishness. Instead, he formed a crude fraternal attachment to her.

She adapted to her new in-between existence with an annoying sense of resolution. I watched her flit about the bar, more at ease with the deceased than the odious breathers. Soon, she watched me back with interest. A spark in those icy eyes was the first sign of mortal audacity. Then when that spark shifted into lust, she approached, thinking it would be so easy to compel me between her thighs.

What was meant to be a lesson in what happens when you taunt the Gods—and to also spite her self-proclaimed protector—turned into an insatiable need for her cries of pleasure. To be enveloped within her soft warmth while ramming the respect she ought to show me down her throat with my cock. To slide into her from behind, leaving brutal markings against her unmarked skin as a reminder of who she belongs to.
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Lilah

“Hallis?” I feel a soft caress against my shoulder in response.

Within the walls of The Ferryman there is no difference between living or nonliving. However, once the dead leave The Ferryman, they become indistinguishable from the cool night breeze.

“Why did you do that?” I ask softly into the darkness. I ask knowing I won’t be able to hear his response. It was foolish of him, and completely unnecessary even if it did spark something inside me. Thanatos will not harm me. His temper tantrums may be explosive, but that’s really all they are. As long as there is no interference, he’s easily diffused. Thanatos is just a big, cranky, man-baby who throws a fit when he can’t have what he wants.

I feel a light touch trace along my cheek to my chin, down my neck, then back up again. The sensation settles on my other cheek, as if he’s cupping my face. I lean into the coolness and let my eyes drift close.

“Hallis…” I breathe out and the air around me moves, a pressure against my chest and cold weight pressing into the small of my back. He’s holding me and I try not to melt into the gentleness of the action.

“Lilah.” I jump at the sound of my name and the invisible hold vanishes. Twisting around, Boss stands in the doorway of The Ferryman, arms crossed in front of him, scuffed boot propping the door open. His gaze settles behind me, and I know he can see Hallis even if I can’t. He’s quiet for a moment, something passing between him and Hallis in the silence.

Shaking his head slightly, he shifts his gaze to me and motions for me to return inside. Moving his booted foot, I watch him turn back into The Ferryman while the door closes, leaving me alone again with Hallis.

I take a step toward the entrance, but an icy grip around my middle stops me. The chill of it dances along the bare skin at my waist before dipping lower, trailing over the heat of my core. Arousal crashes into me violently and I shudder out a moan. I arch into the feeling with an increasing desperation, ready for more when suddenly it disappears.

“Hallis!” I call out and wait, but there are no soft touches. The air around me warms, letting me know he’s really gone. I huff out an annoyed grunt and make my way back inside The Ferryman.

The rest of the night passes uneventfully. I find myself rubbing my thighs together behind the bar in an attempt to alleviate some of the throbbing need Hallis ignited inside me before he disappeared. Than had left with a pointed look in my direction after plucking a very unwilling spirit from a rowdy group. A look that very clearly promised he is far from finished with me. I may deny him physically, more out of self-preservation than anything, but I can’t deny the attraction and desire that still hungers for the dominating asshole.

“Night Boss.” I say, walking out once all the dead have gone and light begins to glow on the horizon.

I walk up the old stairs behind The Ferryman that leads to a meager space I long ago made my own. Just another way Boss has quietly taken care of me since he dragged me out of the river.

I still don’t know how it happened, and I stopped wondering because what’s done is done and there is no going back. Even with hindsight, I doubt I would have acted with more caution.

I had just arrived in Styx, not expecting to stay for more than a couple of days. It was a pit stop on a reckless journey of self-care and discovery across the country as a 20-something with no family or friends to stop me. I was told by locals that The Ferryman was the place to be in the slim pickings of ‘night life’ that was available in and just outside of town.

It hasn’t changed much in the decades I’ve been here. Wooden planks, worn smooth by millennia of visitors, line the floor in an uneven pattern, giving the surface a rippling effect if you’ve consumed enough alcohol, and even if you haven’t. The mix of exposed brick and plaster walls are covered in hand written epitaphs in every language imaginable. The only untouched wall is the one with the overpowering imagery of the river the town was named after. A low, hypnotic beat with no words seemed to permeate the room. My attention immediately was drawn to the river. I couldn't keep my eyes off it. After several drinks poured by the gruff, older man covered in swirling ink that made me think of the dark waters depicted on the wall, and a large oar on his forearm, I swayed over to the mural. I lifted my hand, wanting to run my fingers lightly against it, an indescribable need to touch the painted water.

Except when I did, I found myself standing on the shore. Confusion and excitement warred within my inebriated consciousness. I had a fleeting thought I was properly shit faced and most likely passed out at the bar because surely it wasn't real.

But then the still water was lapping at my feet, almost beckoning me, and I couldn't stop myself from taking a few steps into it. The higher the water rose around me, soaking through my clothing, the louder alarm bells started clanging in my head. I tried to wade back to shore but a hungry current was pulling me further out. Panic finally set in and I screamed. I screamed so loudly, thrashing in the dark water, feeling helpless and quite certain I was going to die, dream or no dream.

Then the only thing in my waning vision was that oar inked onto the muscular forearm I had shamelessly flirted with for a free drink. The last thing I remember with any sort of clarity was a very stern, “Not your time, impudent one.”

After that, I was back in the bar, blinking slowly, clearing a heavy foggy feeling from my head. It may very well have been a hallucination, if not for being soaked through and dripping water onto that beautiful old flooring.

“I… I'm sorry…” I don't know why I apologized, though it felt like the only thing I was supposed to say.

Looking me up and down, “You will be.” He sighed, then, almost as if he had just resigned to a decision he didn't plan on making. The ease at which I accepted what he had told me afterward surprised him, but also had some respect flickering in those fiery eyes of his.

Without asking, he slid a key across the bar top and told me to clean myself up in the room above the bar. When I tried to return it to him, multiple times, he refused with his characteristic silence. I didn’t want to believe it at first, but realized he had given me the room, knowing I had nowhere else to go, or be as I was now.

I was no longer living, not in the sense I had been. Stuck in-between life and death, the river had claimed my mortality and while not exactly immortal, I would no longer age. I could not exist alongside the living any more, and so I made The Ferryman home.

I shake myself out of the memory as I enter the small living space, hang my apron on the hook next to the door, and slip off my shoes. Instead, I let my mind wander to what happened outside of The Ferryman earlier and the rush of neediness it spurred inside of me.

Discarding my clothing on the floor, I walk towards the bathroom, reach down and turn the faucet on to fill the old clawfoot tub. The early dawn hours fill the room with a soft glow of warm light.

Steam fills the small bathroom, and I sink into the heat with a groan. Laying my head back and closing my eyes, I let my fingers brush over the nipple of one of my breasts. Immediately, I imagine Hallis’s hands on me, not being able to see him but feel him, and my clit pulses. Keeping one hand focused on my now hardened nipples, the other reaches between my legs. I slide my fingers over my clit, then dip lower to slip one inside. It’s not nearly enough, and I quickly add another. Hallis’s careful, yet confident touches are so different from Than’s aggressive claiming. Without warning, the image of both of them flash through my mind, panting with the thought of being trapped between the two of them. I hear the water splash over the edge of the bath as I add a third finger and pick up rhythm. Using the palm of my hand to apply pressure to my swollen clit, it doesn't take long to come. I’ve been on edge since the moment Hallis and Thanatos squared off and it only became worse with Hallis’s daring caresses and Than’s promising glares.

A frustrated sigh echoes off the tile. I sink deeper into the water, the release from the climax short-lived.
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Hallis

The first time I followed her, it was impulsive. I kept a far greater distance, not knowing if she could see me. While I quickly discovered that she could not see me beyond the threshold of The Ferryman, I still feared she might sense my presence. It became a habit, one I’m not proud of, but one I selfishly indulged in regularly. Watching her was a blissful kind of torture.

I drew an imaginary line that I told myself I’d never cross. I knew I was invading her privacy just by watching her walk to her home without her knowledge, by standing outside the door and looking in through the window. Even worse, the handful of times I found myself inside when she wasn’t there, just longing to be near her. Entering her space while she was there would be a crossed boundary I knew I could never come back from.

But when she walked through her door tonight, I followed. When she stripped, I choked back a groan and palmed my aching cock. Allowing myself to touch her earlier had broken all restraint I had. The way she responded to my touch had me combusting. I had to walk away or I’d have pinned her against the outside brick of The Ferryman and sunk greedily inside of her heat.

I moved involuntarily when I heard water hitting the floor and soft moans coming from the bathroom.

I was not prepared to see her come undone by her own hand. My cock was straining with a ferocity that had me groaning even louder.

Her hands came to the ledge of the tub, and she abruptly sat up looking around.

Too late did I realize she had somehow heard or sensed me and I stumbled backward out of the bathroom. Still able to see her through the doorway, I watched her stand, reach for a towel to wrap around her delicious curves and step out of the bath.

A curious look furrows her brow as she scans the big room that is her bedroom, living space and small kitchenette all in one. My eyes follow her while she moves towards the bed. Dropping the towel on the floor, she climbs onto her mattress, laying on her stomach with her arms folded under a pillow. Her pale hair, still damp, fans out across her back. Seeing her ass on full display snaps the delicate hold I had on myself, and I am standing over her without a second thought. Goosebumps spring to life across her skin and she shivers. A soft moan comes next and her hips shift. Focusing on that movement, I watch as her body grinds into the mattress. Another moan follows and I reach into my pants, grabbing hold of my cock, pumping it once and stifling a moan of my own. I press my thumb over the leaking tip and swirl the pre-cum around the thick head.

“Hallis…” My whole body stills when she whimpers my name, my name.

With my hand still wrapped around my cock, I whisper her name and her hips move faster. I don’t know if it’s the proximity to The Ferryman, or if it’s something else, but she can hear me.

“Touch me.” She demands and then begs, “Hallis, I need you.” My hands are on her instantly. Seeking the molten core pulsing with need, I grip her hips and pull her ass up. She cries out when my teeth nip at her clit and my tongue laps hungrily at her drenched pussy, spearing her entrance repeatedly until her cries become louder and louder.

“If I ever am reborn,” Lick. “the only requirement I’ll need,” Bite. “is this cunt,” Lick. “as my last meal in that life and all others.” She comes on my tongue with a scream the moment I plunge it deep inside her and I drink it up like a man starved.

Lilah’s ragged breaths fill the room. She falls back onto the mattress, and I lay down beside her, wrapping my arms around her. She shivers again and I know in this form I’ll never be anything but a cold embrace. Even so, she still presses into me. My cock rests against the crease of her ass, still hard as stone. I slide it between her thighs, gliding across her entrance but not breaching it, and am rewarded with yet another moan. She squeezes her legs together, creating a vise grip on my cock. Slowly, I fuck her this way, trailing open-mouthed kisses along her neck and shoulder. When she reaches down to touch herself, brushing repeatedly against the tip of my cock, I sink my teeth into her skin and come.

My hand moves down over hers and I slip two fingers into her cunt while she still rubs her clit with increasing speed. If I wasn’t dead already, she’d be the absolute death of me. I am hers, for however long she’ll have me. However, she’ll have me. Pumping my fingers in and out of her, matching her ruthless rhythm, I growl into her ear, “You own me.”

Her walls flutter around my fingers and suck at them when she comes hard and fast, gripping onto the sheet and crying out my name.

“Well, isn’t this cozy.”
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Lilah

I feel the sensation of Hallis’s fingers leave me, and mourn their loss at the same time an unmistakable tension settles in the air at my back.

“Than,” I purr out in post-orgasmic bliss, pressing my legs together, imagining Hallis’s cum mixing with my own. “To what do we owe this pleasure?”

“Your corpse is not pleased.” He says it with a cruel smile, looking behind me.

“I bet he was when I came all over his face.” I smile innocently at our interloper. The last thing I should do is incite his jealousy, but I still can’t help being turned on by it and my horny hormones have taken over all rational sense.

His gaze cuts to mine and the darkness in his eyes swirls with a kind of menace that offers both pleasure and pain. The wings he keeps hidden snap out, casting the room in shadows that slink around us.

Leaning up on my elbow I ask more directly, “What are you doing here, Than?”

The shadows pulse along with the shudder of his wings and his preternatural speed has him in front of me faster than I can blink. I squeal when he grabs my leg and rips me from Hallis’s cool embrace, pulling me to the edge of the bed.

Thanatos releases his angry cock and spreads my legs wide, fingers digging into my calves. I lick my lips knowing his grip will leave bruises. Looking down at my pussy on full display, then up to Hallis, Than growls out with pure possession, slamming into me, “Taking what's mine.”

I scream out, Than’s cock buried inside me to the hilt. He pulls back out and then slams back in with a brutality that has been building with every day I’ve denied him. He continues to pound into me, my walls clenching around him, wanting to hold him inside but he refuses.

“You can stay and watch, corpse, or leave, but I’m not stopping until she’s dripping with my cum and marked from her stubborn head to her offensively sexy toe.” He brings my foot to his mouth and bites my big toe as if to reinforce the sentiment, all the while never ceasing his relentless pounding into my throbbing pussy.

“Than…” I moan, breathlessly. The onslaught of his intensity bringing me to peak. He seats himself deep inside me as I come again, clamping down on his cock. He roars out and floods me with his cum. I sob when he pulls out and flips me over, slapping my ass with such force that it burns and tears fill my eyes. He kneels behind me, his arm wraps around my waist, hauling me up and impaling himself back into me from behind before I can catch my breath.

With his cum dripping down my legs, and tears falling over my cheeks at the overpowering vehemence of his fucking, I dig my nails into his arm and meet him thrust for thrust.

I had almost forgotten about Hallis, which would have delighted Thanatos, I’m sure, until Than whispers in my ear, never pausing his thrusts, “He didn’t leave. He’s watching, with his hand on his cock, and hunger in his eyes.” My cunt clenches, and Than feels it, “Oh you like that, do you my sweet mortal?”

I do, fuck, I do. My head snaps back when Than yanks hard on my hair, “Tell me how much you like it.” He tugs at my ear with enough bite that I cry out. “Tell me you love the fact that he’s watching me fuck you. That you love knowing he can see my cum leaking out of you.”

“Yes,” I whimper, “Yes Than, I love him watching you fuck me.” My breathing is so ragged I barely get the words out.

“Mine!” he bellows, a gust of wind whips through the room with a heavy beat of his wings. His cock swells to an impossible size, stretching me to the edge of pleasure where it skirts with pain, and unloads into me again. At the same time, I hear heavy panting and the unmistakable groan of Hallis coming.

Thanatos releases me, and my body collapses. His cum flows from between my thighs, pooling in the sheets. I groan, feeling more alive than I did when I was fully living. Every nerve is alight and yet I am incapable of moving.

“I am far from finished with you, Lilah.” Than hums with a hedonistic lilt. “And neither is your dead pet, it seems.” I hear the smirk in his tone and reach my arms above my head, stretching like a cat who got the milk, seeking Hallis. I feel the weight of Than sitting on the edge of the bed. His wings, the only soft part of him, brush over my skin. With no effort, he yanks me towards him. Lifting my satiated body, he maneuvers me onto his lap, his front to my back. His cock, still hard with the unyielding desire of an immortal, presses against me, eliciting a soft cry to fall from my lips.

“Oh, you’ll take it again, Lilah, until I no longer feel like giving it.” My body, utterly malleable in his hands, is raised up and I keen loudly when he skewers me onto his length. The change in position makes me feel impossibly full. I feel him twitch inside me. “Move Lilah.” He commands. Exhaustion wars with the desire to both fight and please him.

“I said move, Lilah.” He orders, slapping my clit.
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Thanatos

Lilah’s hips jerk and I bite back a groan. Her cunt was made for me, and I will fill it for the rest of my eternity. Her refusal of me ends tonight.

Lilah begins to rock slowly, and I watch the corpse move to stand in front of her. His eyes zeroed in on where she is seated on my cock, grinding with increased fervor, while his hand is wrapped around his own cock, stroking with a matched rhythm.

He got off while I drove into her and has been pumping himself with savage intensity, stopping every time he comes close to finishing.

With one arm still holding her to me, my free hand slides up Lilah’s chest to wrap around her neck. I sink my teeth into her flesh and she mewls, a mixture of pain and pleasure, and picks up speed. Her hips are now slamming into me with abandonment. I lick at the broken skin and drag my tongue up to the side of her face. With my eyes on him, I turn her head and crash my lips onto hers. Not giving her any chance to deny me, I plunge my tongue into her mouth, devouring her whole. Her body tenses as I steal her breath, quite literally, then release her.

Lilah drags in air through heavy gasps, but I don’t give her time to fully recover before I push her forward. Wrapping my hand in her hair, I hold her half suspended in front of me. She arches into my grip and it tugs at her scalp.

“Open your mouth.” I tell her and keen as she obeys me without hesitance.

‘Hallis.’ I say his name with loathing, my wings twitching behind me with my barely restrained disgust for the corpse and his blatant lust for my woman.

My woman, who brings out every feral instinct within me. Who turns me into a crazed monster. Who I will give anything, and anyone, to as long as she sits on the throne of my cock.

Hallis’s eyes snap to mine, then back to Lilah and her mouth still hanging open.

“Give her every inch.” Is all I say.

The air around him ripples as he shakes with need. He slowly steps forward and rubs his weeping head against her lips. Her tongue chases after what she can only feel. Then he feeds his cock into her with an animalistic urgency. She gags as he hits the back of her throat.

“That’s right, choke on it, Lilah.” I tell her.

Her nails pierce my thighs, and I groan. Reaching up to slide my fingers around her throat again, I can feel him there. I squeeze and he shudders, then pulls out of her mouth. Saliva and pre-cum hang from the engorged tip of his dick and runs down her chin. He pumps himself twice before ramming back into her mouth. I hold her by her hair and her neck while he fucks her throat raw.

Both his hands come to hold her head in place, slamming so far down her throat I can feel her choking, her neck spasming with the intrusion. Hallis’s body convulses and he comes violently, jerking in her mouth until he pulls out with elation that causes his body to sag.

Lilah has no choice but to swallow every drop as she gulps in air and goes limp in my hold. I clasp her to me, my arms and wings encasing us. I finally drive up into her, her body humming with the need to come, even with the exhaustion pouring from her. My fingers pinch her very swollen clit, and she sobs out a moan. I continue to thrust up into her tight, hot cunt while pinching and rolling her clit between my fingers. Her arms have wrapped around my neck and she can’t help but bounce back on my cock. Our movements are erratic and Hallis is erect again, stroking himself with a fast, punishing rhythm.

I slap her pussy and she screams out my name, her walls clamping down on me in a death grip. My wings snap open behind me as my whole body goes rigid. Hallis shoots a load of cum across her tits, painting her in it, and I release into her for a third time with her name on my lips.
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Lilah

My eyes flutter open, head heavy from being fucked into a near coma, I slowly stretch out my sated limbs and find Than perched on the side of the bed, gazing at me. His wings had already retreated into the shadows around him.

In an unusual show of tenderness, he skims the back of his hand almost lovingly down the side of my face before gripping my chin.

“You are mine, Lilah,” the authority in that statement leaves no room for my denial, and I can only smile up at him. The grip on my chin tightens. “You will no longer refuse me what’s mine.”

I try to nod my head in agreement—because he’s right, there’s no more denying him anything after this—but his fingers dig into my jaw and he leans down to claim my mouth with pure ownership.

I feel a cool sensation settle against me, enveloping me just as Than pulls away. His eyes linger behind me, conveying his possession of me and something more I can’t quite interpret.

Standing, he strides to the door with all the swagger afforded to a God. One last glance back at me before he leaves, one filled with a salacious promise that has my toes curling in anticipation.

The feather light touches up and down my body, rolling over my curves, leave me equally heated and chilled. The memory of Hallis’s chilled cum coating my throat after he face fucked me with unbound carnality has desire stirring in me again.

“What he fails to acknowledge,” Hallis whispers, his cold hardness pressing against me. My eyes fall closed, and I feel my thighs part with a chilly grip. I inhale sharply when I feel that hardness slip into me from behind, “is that it’s you who owns us.”


About the Author



Rebel Moxie is a loud pseudonym for someone who doesn't enjoy a lot of attention. Rebel may shy away from social media, but you are welcome to follow them anyway on Instagram: @rebelmoxie.

[image: Instagram icon]


MY DEAL WITH THE DEMON MARQUIS
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A pact forged out of revenge. Can love break the chains that bind them?

After my grandmother's murder, I was consumed by one thought: gaining enough power to resurrect her from the grave. Desperation drove me to do the unspeakable, forging a pact with Aamon, the seventh spirit of the Ars Goetia. I might be truly inept with magic, but somehow I manage to shackle this monstrous man to me and I to him.

The Marquis is a creature of immense power, reveling in the control he has over me, using my body for mana. With each discovery, I feel myself slipping further under his spell. My soul, my heart—everything I am or will be—belongs to him.

I summoned him with fear; he bound me with desire.
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Content Considerations:

Hey there lovelies! Beyond this lovely page is a tale that has some content that you may need some warnings for. This is an M/M between a tentacle having bird man and a green warlock.

In these pages there is CNC, choking, tentacles, dominance and submission, spanking, shibari, use of toys, anal play, and forced deep throating.

If those things sound good to you please read ahead. If not I appreciate you for making it this far. <3
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Hawthorne

“Where is it?” I mutter, my hands frantically pulling at old tomes covered in thick layers of dust. The particles waft into my face, coating it in a grimy sheen. “It has to be here. I know she kept it.”

It’s been three days since Grandmother passed away. Two nights, I swore I could hear her voice in my mind chiding me to come wash up because the dirt caked under my nails was unsightly for her guests. I can still hear her cane rhythmically tapping and the creaking stairs as I lie in bed, desperately seeking sleep.

She’s gone.

Her love is no longer in this home. The scent of her patchouli and cardamom perfume is confined to a stoppered bottle. It’s no longer lingering in the halls, on her dress or even my skin from a long, warm embrace.

Standing on my tiptoes on an old wooden kitchen chair, I reach for another book as the chair wobbles. The Lesser Key of Solomon has to be somewhere. It’s a grimoire detailing the seventy-two demons of King Solomon, their summoning rituals, names, ranks, and infernal hierarchy. When the book I pull down turns out to be another cookbook, rage bubbles up in my throat. My hand slams through the row of books, sending them crashing to the floor.

“Damn it all!” The chair teeters, and my body sways unsteadily. My heart leaps—a sensation I thought I could no longer feel after her death. Instinctively, I grab the sides of the shelf to steady myself. The chair rights itself, but not before the second and third rows of books shift, and a candlestick falls, clattering to the floor. Ivory wax drips onto my bare hand, and instead of jerking away, I grit my teeth through the pain, savoring it. I feel deserving of it after⁠—

Closing my eyes, I inhale deeply. “Please, Grandmother, if your spirit is still here, let me find the grimoire.”

I don’t expect that anything magical will happen the moment I speak. Still, as I stand here, I hold my breath, hoping for some sign—a flicker of the candles, a chilling breath on my neck—anything that might confirm my grandmother’s presence to guide me to the book I desperately hope I find.

Finally, I release the breath I’ve been holding and slowly open my eyes. Then, I see it. The book hangs precariously off the edge of the highest shelf as if placed there just for me to find. Its cover is made of thick blackened leather, crackled and weathered by centuries of age. Even its spine is imposing, adorned with pulsing runes of protection that emit an eerie glow. As I touch it, the book’s dark magic resonates under my palm, thrumming with a life force of its own.

Intricate arcane symbols decorate its edges, and at its center is an ornate sigil that glows in the dim candlelight. It’s a swirling pattern, the meaning of which I can’t decipher. When I trace the raised symbol with my fingers, the sigil responds, shimmering and shifting as if it’s alive.

A surge of excitement buzzes through me, and I leap down from the chair. Opening it here in the tiny, confined space of my grandmother’s study feels too dangerous. I need to tread carefully. I need to ground myself. The greenhouse is the only place I know that feels safe. The magic of the earth will surround me with protection, just like it always has.

I dash through the house, out the back door, and into the garden. The moon casts a silvery glow over the bluebells and butterfly bushes I planted, creating a path to guide me. As I reach the door, the word “safety” echoes in my mind. The sound of the old, rusted door’s rattling glass panes signals my arrival. The scent of soil and herbs, and the sound of serenading crickets wrap around me like a comforting embrace.

I allow myself only a moment to light the rusted oil lamp on the table before turning my attention back to the grimoire in my hands. Carefully, I open the cover, revealing pages of aged parchment that rustle softly with every turn. Each page holds a meticulously handwritten blood-red script, begging for me to read aloud.

The air fills with the scent of ancient parchment, and something darker, more sinister bubbles beneath it. As I turn each page, I notice the margins filled with hastily scribbled annotations in my grandmother’s shaky handwriting. She’s added descriptions of each demon’s powers, their rankings in the infernal hierarchy, and their preferred title, as if she’s summoned them herself before. She never mentioned it to me if she had.

I thumb quickly through the pages, searching for anything to give me the sign I need, until I feel that instinctual thrum of inner knowing. I know precisely which demon I want to summon: Aamon, the marquis of necromancy and witchcraft. He can help me bring my grandmother’s soul back. With his knowledge, I can expand my own powers and finally protect those I love. Nobody will die again.

In the heart of the grimoire, I find the chapter I need on binding rituals. The incantations are written in a long-forgotten language, but the word’s meaning resonates in my head with a low, haunting hum even before I read them aloud.

Holding this doorway to the underworld in my hands, I question if I should even try. It holds more power than I’ve ever known. Until now, I’ve been confined to crafting herbal remedies, fragrances, and tinctures, while my grandmother’s power held the ability to summon demons. She was a witch to be reckoned with, and somehow she still met with an untimely end at the hands of people who refused to understand her.

I spend the next few minutes gathering the necessary materials, arranging dozens of candles in a precise pattern. Their flames flicker like will-o’-the-wisps, casting shadows against the flowers and glass of the greenhouse, making them dance. I sprinkle herbs and salt to form a protective circle around me and position my best interpretation of the casting seal in front of me on the floor.

In my left hand, I hold my grandmother’s athame, its weight familiar to me. My right hand trembles as I press the blade against my pale skin, slicing through it deliberately. Rivulets of blood dribble down my wrist, and I carefully extend my arm beyond the protective ring of salt, letting the blood drip into the sigil.

With a steadying breath, I chant the incantation. I draw power from the well of magic within me, pulling more energy from the earth beneath my bare feet as a source. The air thickens, and energy crackles through the greenhouse.

The shadows lengthen into a swirling vortex within the circle, pulling them inward. From the void, an imposing and otherworldly figure appears. As the shadows recede, I see him—Aamon, the seventh demon of the Ars Goetia.

Standing seven feet tall, Aamon is more avian than man. His feet are covered in fur as black as the night sky, and constellations seem to shimmer and shift across his skin. He is completely unclothed, his body a display of rippling muscle. His arms end in long talons, and from his broad shoulders sprout four massive white wings, like those of a seraph.

“Who summons me?” His beak-like mouth twists into a scowl as he takes me in, his expression full of disbelief or, more likely, disdain.

I draw more energy from the earth, feeling it hum through me. I urge that grounding force to anchor me against the overwhelming power radiating from him. My heart races as I meet his gaze.

“I did. My name is Hawthorne, but you may call me Thorne.” My voice is steadier than I expect despite the gnawing fear in my gut. “I seek to bargain for my grandmother’s soul to be returned to her body and for the power and knowledge you can share with me.”

Aamon’s golden eyes blaze with curiosity and amusement. “Very well, boy. I accept your offer, but know this…” He pauses, his long, reptilian tongue flicking out of his beak-like mouth, tasting the air. “The price of this power is steep. Few mortals can pay without their body, soul, and mind turning to madness.”

With those words, he extends his hand toward mine. I hesitate as the thought of breaking the protection seal flashes through my mind. But I need this deal.

Slowly, I reach out and grasp his hand. The moment our skin touches, the world spins violently, and an army of voices screams into the night. I’m jerked forward into his arms as a gilded shackle of magic forms around my throat, yanking me to my toes.

“You are mine, Hawthorne Grimwood. Thy will be done.”
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Hawthorne

The world spins around me faster and faster until the greenhouse blurs into a swirl of color. A cacophony of screams and whispers comes from everywhere and nowhere. I force my vision on Aamon’s burning eyes as he tugs me downward into the darkness of the underworld.

Then everything abruptly stops.

My feet still aren’t on the ground; instead, my toes feel the silken fur of the Goetia’s feet. I’m no longer in the greenhouse. The underworld isn’t a cold, lifeless pit void of all life. It is teeming with dazzling lights and towering buildings that stretch into the sky. They’re covered in pulsing images that shift and move, showing scenes of sin and debauchery along with laughter and cries of despair paired with a thrumming beats of music.

There are demon figures on painted signs with eyes that glint with hidden promises of pleasure. The streets are a kaleidoscope of chaos. There are beings of all shapes and sizes. There are demons, souls and creatures I can’t name, and all are uniquely terrifying.

“What is this place?” I manage to ask, my voice barely audible above the roar of the city. I wish I could take it back. It feels silly to ask because I know where we are.

We’re in the underworld.

Aamon leans his mouth closer to the tip of my nose. His presence is overwhelming, and I can see his eyes are brighter and his teeth are sharper than before. He glows here in a way that he didn’t in the greenhouse.

“This is the ring of envy. All desires are possible, though there’s always a price.” He takes a moment to inhale my scent. A sound of pleasure pricks at the back of his throat before he asks, “Is there a desire you want to entertain yourself with?”

I swallow roughly. The gulp in my throat makes a blush creep up my neck. I came here searching for knowledge of how to resurrect the dead. I came for power and lusted after and envied my grandmother’s skill, not to bed the Goetia.

His hand relaxes on the chain, finally allowing my feet to touch the ground. Aamon gives me enough slack to see more of the world around me. I take a tentative step forward, glancing down at the street we’re on, only to realize it’s transparent. Below us there is molten lava, rising in waves and shimmering like flecks of gold. The sky above us is an aurora of red, purple and green. This world is mesmerizing and terrifying. I feel a mixture of awe and dread within me. For what purpose was I brought here?

Aamon steps close again, his breath hot on my neck. “The damned are consumed by their insatiable desires here. This place is designed for endless yearning. The souls who are sent here are obsessed and constantly chasing everything they can’t have. It’s a miserable existence.”

He extends his clawed hand toward me even though the chain around my throat is still lodged in his other hand. I reluctantly take it, and once I do, the chain pulses and dissipates into fireflies. My breath catches as they flutter away.

His hand is so impossibly warm, but the cold hard dread I feel is like a rock in my stomach. “Come on, Hawthorne. There is much I need to show you.”

As he leads me through the streets, I try to take in the overwhelming sensations that assault my senses. The city pulses with life or what feels like an imitation of the life I’ve known.

As I’m led past towering casinos, I catch glimpses of the souls who enter, appearing so self-assured and full of promise. However, the ones carted out appear starved, frail, and screaming. We pass through crowded markets where vendors peddle wares that look like they came from a nightmare.

Those who notice Aamon avert their eyes, and some bow their heads. His presence demands to be noticed. I can feel his power radiating off him, and I’m certain everyone else can as well. While his hand guides me through the crowds, I realize this place, albeit twisted, is similar to my world.

Finally, we reach a towering mansion that looms over the city. It’s a palace of obsidian and silver with large glass windows. There are fountains with figures in different states of undress littering the lawn. One in particular catches my eye as we walk up the stairs to the massive ivory front doors. It has a man on his knees before an imp whose finger is curled underneath his chin. The look of longing in the supplicant's eyes and the wicked grin on the imp’s face stoke a tingle of lust in my belly.

The doors open on their own, and inside I can see the hall in front of us with moving pictures and opulent furniture. The scent of the air is thick with roses and something woodsy. It isn’t the smell of sulfur or death like I expected.

“This is my home,” he says as the doors close and the city below goes eerily quiet. “Here you’ll find the knowledge you seek, but remember, Hawthorne, every desire,” he pauses, turning me with one swift move of his hand, “has its price.”

Aamon’s tongue darts from his mouth, and before I know it, one hand is on my throat, and one is wrapped around my waist, pulling me flush against him. My body tenses, and I gasp. “What price must I pay?” I hate the breathy way I sound. My cock throbs in my trousers, my pulse hammering on the side of my neck. I’m sure his fingers can feel it, and I know he can see the blush on my cheeks.

Aamon bends down toward the edge of my ear. The gust of his breath sends shivers down my spine. “For now, our pact requires a constant stream of mana. I can think of several ways you can give that to me...” His hand on my waist slowly travels further down until it lands on the fullest part of my ass.

Does he want to bed me? I thought the pact had me in control, but so far I have felt like his prisoner. I am in his thrall and under his command, and not the other way around. Was the summoning unsuccessful?

“Why am I here? For what purpose have you brought me?” I can’t allow my mind to grow clouded by his lust. It’s a trick to keep me here, to steal my soul and make me like one of the mindless souls below in his city.

Aamon’s hand grips me tighter, so tightly, his claws dig into my flesh beneath my ass. I scream, and his hand on my throat steals my breath. “You’re here because I desire it. You are my plaything, boy.”

He raises me onto my tiptoes, and the room grows darker. A miasma teems around the edges of the room. My vision goes blurry as all I see are the bright golden otherworldly eyes before me, until eventually there is nothing but darkness.
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Aamon

The weight presses down on me, a constant reminder of the souls I command beyond these walls. Every corner of my mansion reminds me of the mortals who have sought power from me. I’ve seen souls break under the strain, completely consumed by their ambitions. But Thorne is different.

As I lay him down among the crisp satin sheets of the guest room, his frail arm covers the eyes in which I’ve seen such love sparkle. My heart aches, a heart that, for millennia, has felt nothing but numb.

Thorne’s pact is interesting to me. He has a spirit that’s fierce, with unwavering determination. The love for his grandmother and the desire to save those he loves, even if hungry for his own power, come from a righteous place.

Most mortals are driven by greed or vengeance, their desires twisted by the darkness within them. Thorne’s motivations are pure. Love is such a powerful force, but it’s also the most dangerous one. It can consume you entirely if you allow it. I should know.

I watch silently, feeling as if I’m his guardian and tormentor. I tortured him purposefully, although he has no understanding that it was for his benefit. The shame and remorse I feel is no shock to me. I’m not one for needless violence regardless of my station.

Thorne’s presence here will be dangerous, and I’ll likely regret it. It’s why I play the terror he expects. It’s why I must make him break the pact he’s made. It's for his soul. I’ll do whatever it takes. He deserves more than the life he’s set on creating.

As I close the door to the room, I glance down at the shimmering shackles that ensconce my wrists. Our pact burns at my skin, demanding I fulfill my end of the bargain. I can easily bring his grandmother back to the mortal world, though she wouldn’t be the woman he knew. Her mind will be broken, a walking shell of who she once was. Her body has already begun to decompose, so there is no place for her soul to rest without it disintegrating. The power he seeks would take his soul from him entirely, and he would be doomed to walk below with the mindless ilk who search for their desires like addicts. Someone so pure shouldn’t live here.

Every moment without us exchanging mana, he’ll succumb to remaining here with no way to return to his realm. I’ll be his worst nightmare. I’ll force him to see the reality of the bargain he’s made, the price he will pay.

His soul depends on it.

“Sir?” a familiar voice calls from the corner of the hall.

Berkley slowly moves beyond the shadow, his bent tail wrapped around his scar-covered leg. He stands three feet in height, with broken horns that, at one time, curled like a ram’s. He’s been my servant for ages, a rescued kitten at best.

“What is it?” I sigh at the weight of what I’ve just done.

I can feel his body hovering nearby as we pass through the darkened halls. We walk past ancient statuettes and holograms that show a continuous play-by-play of any sin I wish.

“Well, why did you bring that thing here?” The way Berkley says the word “thing” shouldn’t wriggle underneath my skin the way it does. Humans have rarely been of any importance to me. He notices the way my eyes cut toward him to cease his ridicule, as well as his needless questioning, and stops walking.

I sink into the white leather couch, immediately throwing my feet up onto the coffee table. “If I require your interference, Berkley, I’ll tell you.” It’s not a threat, but a warning for him to mind his manners.

I can sense his eyes burning into my skull. “Sir, his life will needlessly end if he remains here…”

Fear rises, burning inside my chest, but I maintain my calm façade. Berkley means well; all he intends to do is gently remind me that this is not the typical arrangement between myself and a mortal. At least, it hasn’t been since Sinead.

Inhaling a steadying breath, I close my eyes for a brief moment, allowing all the anxiety to melt into the bottom of my stomach. “I understand the risks very well. He won’t be here long enough for there to be cause for concern,” I say through gritted teeth.

“I only wish to be certain that the boy is free from harm. You know how they will behave once they know he’s here.” That’s when I feel him cross around the back of the sofa so he can have a look at me. His gaze softens, and he sits beside me, placing a hand on my thigh. “You must be careful, Aamon.”

That’s when my rage boils, bubbling up from the settled calm of my gut and through my veins, igniting my body into fire. I slam my legs roughly on the coffee table so hard, the thunderous sound echoes through the empty halls. “Enough!”

“Fine, throw your tantrum. We both know this will not end the way you desire it to. That boy is too soft for the likes of Hell and will not last.”

There’s a sharp crackling sound signaling Berkley’s exit from the room, teleporting away and leaving me simmering with frustration. I feel an uneasy itch crawling along my skin, aware that Thorne's presence won't be hidden for very long. When they discover he’s here and my infatuation with him—he won’t stay safe.

My mind is a storm of thoughts with no direction. I worry about his safety, but I also marvel at how he forged our contract at all when he barely has an ounce of magical skill. I can’t seem to shake either the memory of his body pressed against mine or the way I scented his desire in the air. It was a potent feeling. Thorne possessed no inkling of fear, even as my hands were around his throat.

The image of how his eyes darkened with greedy hunger, and how his cheeks grew rosy on his pale flesh linger in my mind. There wasn’t a trace of hesitation as I teased him. Instead, his desire grew stronger.

I’m hungry thinking about chaining his pretty little throat to my wall and him on his knees before me, worshiping me as the formidable lord of hell I am. His world is so primitive in comparison to ours that I wonder what sounds I could elicit from his beautiful, fuckable mouth if I used a toy or two.

My cock twitches, longing to retract from my sheath as the images dance beneath my closed eyelids. I clear my throat to dispel the lingering visions from my mind, hoping to suppress the urge to turn those tantalizing dreams into a very real reality.

“Heaven help me,” I whisper aloud. “This mortal will be the end of me.”
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Hawthorne

I wake up incredibly disoriented. The room is a mix of dim shadows and unfamiliar noise. As I blink away the remnants of sleep, I notice the soft glow of what I suppose is morning filtering through the large rectangular window. The bedchamber is massive, though relatively spare of personal touches. It lacks any decoration other than an air of opulence exactly like what you would expect from a marquis of hell.

Rising from the lavish bed, I stretch my arms over my head, groaning as the tendons in my shoulders and neck burn. My stomach gurgles angrily. I haven’t eaten in over a day now. Grief truly has a way of sorting your priorities.

I need to find Aamon and question him about our binding ritual and the key to understanding the secrets of the grimoire. Though the collar on my neck is invisible, I can feel its unbearable weight on my shoulders.

Opening the door to the chamber, I come face to face with a stout imp with chipped horns dressed in a black servant’s uniform. “Sir Grimwood.” He bows his head in respect and waves his hand, signaling down the corridor. “This way, please. I have prepared breakfast for you.”

My stomach growls excitedly with the promise of food, though I’m curious if I can eat something from the underworld at all without the threat of death or being bound here for eternity.

As we walk through the opulent corridor, the mansion’s grandeur becomes increasingly apparent. The walls are empty except for several large rectangles of black glass, and as we pass, my reflection glances back at me. There are large onyx chandeliers hanging from the ceiling with crystals that catch the light.

Eventually, I’m led to the main hall, where I last remember losing consciousness. The memories of Aamon’s hands so tenderly holding me, without any explanation, change to something sinister, confusing me. “What about Aamon? Will he be dining with me?” I hesitantly ask.

The servant pauses his stride beside me, glancing up at me nervously. “Yes, sir, the master will be dining with you.”

“Over here, Thorne.” Aamon’s voice resonates from a brightly lit room to my right.

As I follow the sound, my heart pounds with a mix of trepidation and determination. I need answers. I want what I was promised, or I don’t want to stay here another moment longer. As I approach the doorway, I’m surprised by Aamon sitting at the head of a large mahogany dining table with at least eight chairs. In front of him is a plate piled with food, and beside him must be my place, with an identical plate in front of an empty chair.

His presence is as imposing as ever, and his golden eyes pierce through me, commanding my attention. “Good morning.” Aamon gives a smile that doesn’t quite travel to his eyes. “Sleep well?”

It’s a taunt, but I take a moment to steady myself, drawing in a deep breath. “I need to know more about the grimoire.” I cut straight to the point, crossing my arms over my chest with determination. “And about our pact and what it means.”

Aamon’s gaze narrows slightly, but he gestures to the empty seat beside him. “Sit,” he commands, his words pulling me taut as if I’m a puppet to be played with. I walk forward mechanically until I’m just in front of the chair.

“Is this part of the pact that you can control my body and mind?” My hands tremble as I pull the chair out and settle in the seat.

“No, it’s just that easy to control you.” Aamon pops a strawberry into his mouth with a devious grin before he chews. “You have very little control over the magic you wield, and because of that, your defenses are weak.”

I know my power is lacking, and it’s partly due to my heritage. My grandmother was not biologically related to me, even though she raised me as if I was her own flesh and blood. “How can I create stronger defenses against you without the power you promised me?”

Aamon’s expression turns serious, and he rolls his eyes in frustration before rising from his place at the table, scraping the chair along the marble floor. “You’re going to make this beautiful breakfast go to waste.” He snaps his fingers, and the servant appears hunched in the corner of the room. “Berkley, bring the grimoire to my study, please.”

“Yes, of course, Master,” the imp stammers before disappearing with a resounding pop.

Aamon exhales a deep, exasperated sigh as he grasps the edge of his plate in one hand. “Take your food with you. I can hear your disgusting stomach noise from here.” He turns his back to me, and I see hundreds of scars along the plane of his back between his wings. I hesitate to move, wondering how he might have heard my hunger. I suppose anything is possible for a demon lord.

“You are the most annoying creature. Hurry up.” He snaps his fingers impatiently.

I do as I’m commanded, grabbing my large plate of food and following behind him like an eager puppy. We walk through the mansion, passing rooms with strange artifacts until we reach a large circular room. Inside, the walls are lined with countless books, and in the center stands a massive glass table covered in manuscripts. There’s another large onyx glass pane on the wall, which I stop to stare at. “What are these things?”

“The television?” Aamon replies easily. Still I have no knowledge of what that may be.

As I glance back at him, he sets his plate on the desk, grabbing hold of a small rectangle pointing toward the pane. It blares to life with vivid colors and images of other demons talking about a casino. There’s a gorgeous woman with large red horns and the supplest pouty mouth. She’s dressed in a skintight leather bodice that presses her breasts up toward her neck. The woman carries herself with a regal air, and her very presence reminds me of Aamon’s because it demands attention, even from a passerby on the street behind her.

I’ve never seen something so fascinating. “Is this magic?” When I look back at Aamon, he hides a chuckle behind his hand, though I can see the corners of his lips tilt up.

“It’s not magic; it’s technology. I suppose you would assume that because your realm is so primitive.” He presses the black rectangle in his hand again to shut the television off. “Now, since you ruined my breakfast, let’s get to work explaining your pact with me.” Aamon shoves a piece of bacon into his beak, though he doesn’t chew it right away.

There’s a particular section of the study that he heads toward. His fingers hover over a book before pulling it from the shelf. It’s not the grimoire, but it looks as if it’s as old as time itself. The cover is cracked and worn, and the spine hardly remains bound to the book’s pages. It’s inscribed with the same designs my grandmother’s book has, though these runes swirl with a deep ocean blue.

“This,” he thrusts the book toward me, “is the accurate version of the Ars Goetia, written by Sky Daddy himself.”

The threat of a laugh bubbles in my throat, and I try to swallow it down by clamping my mouth closed. “Aamon, is the Lord your true father?” I pull from long-buried Bible knowledge, though it’s murky. My fingers brush against the tome, feeling the surge of energy that crackles against my fingers.

“The Lord is everyone’s father, Thorne.” Aamon heaves an offended sigh before yanking the book back into his grip. “Did you truly summon me with no knowledge of even the basic principles of the Goetia?”

A warm blush of embarrassment rises over my neck and up my cheeks. Yes, I did summon him without knowing a single thing about who the Goetia are. Grandmother spoke very little of the grimoire’s power. All I had ever been told was that the power within it was so immense, even the best witches and warlocks scarcely lived to tell the tale. In my life with her, she had never once opened the grimoire, and even went as far as to hide it from me, claiming she misplaced it. But I knew deep within my soul that she hid it in the house. It became nothing but a tale at bedtime, stories of kings, queens and the princes of hell.

“I had very little time to mull over the grimoire or study it fully before making our pact.” I straighten my shoulders to appear confident. “Summoning you was no simple task. I used nearly all my plants in the greenhouse to gain enough strength.”

Aamon purses his lips, shaking his head, exasperated. “You have so much to learn.” He points toward the chair behind the glass desk. “Sit there and eat while I explain our pact to you, since you’ve no earthly idea what you’ve gotten yourself into.”

“You choked me,” bursts from my lips.

Aamon narrows his eyes. A simmering of rage burns behind them, then he points once more to the desk. “I will do much worse if you don’t eat your breakfast.”
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Aamon

Thorne’s expression turns serious as he settles himself behind my desk in the leather chair. Gently, he picks up every piece of paper to create room for his plate, so as not to disturb my things. Then he finally allows himself to relax enough to pick up his fork.

I open the grimoire to the page that details our pact. The dense text buzzes with energy, tickling my fingers. “Our pact gives you access to a fraction of my power,” I explain, “but it also binds your soul to mine. Our fates are intertwined, and the consequences of this pact are…rather severe.”

Thorne’s body goes taut, and he looks at me with an intensity that causes my resolve to torment him to wane. It’s only as I explain things that I truly understand the source of this turmoil. These feelings, intense as they are, are not just born from curiosity. They stem from something deeper, something far worse.

I gained parts of the mortal's soul once we forged our bond. How have I forgotten that rule of the pact between us? I school my features, showing no outward sign this is not what I desired.

“And what about the power I gain? What will it cost me?” Thorne asks, studying me with a bright curiosity shimmering beneath his rich hazel eyes.

As I swallow roughly, the weight of guilt settles within my gut, gnawing and chewing at my insides. The allure of the grimoire’s power is undeniable, but the dangers are just as real. I must devise a way to force Thorne to break the pact and quickly, if he wishes to keep his soul intact. I take a moment to steady myself, feeling a storm of emotion churning within me. It’s unsettling and foreign, and yet I relish it.

Crossing toward him, I maintain a regal air of superiority in my gait. “Every spell, every incantation requires a sacrifice⁠—”

“The mana you spoke of?” Thorne interrupts me with excitement, as though he remembered some expert knowledge.

Narrowing my eyes, I grasp his shoulder, anchoring myself in such a way that I press my full weight onto him as a reminder of who is truly in control—a façade I happily create. “Yes, though mana is your very life force. The more you invoke your power, the more it consumes you until there is nothing left to take.”

As I explain, I am aware of the emotions stirring within me, a burden that has only grown since the moment our souls met. It’s a weight I have long since chosen to forget. The responsibility feels heavier than the spectral chains on my wrists.

Thorne’s eyes close, absorbing my words. “What of my grandmother?” His voice is full of hope and desperation. “Will this bring her back?”

The question hangs in the air for a moment as I hesitate to respond. The pang of empathy I feel surprises me. Mortals are so fragile, and to seek a reunion with the dead when her body is already decaying goes against everything natural.

I choose my words carefully, “The path of necromancy is not easily traveled, boy.”

Thorne’s eyes fly open, and his expression hardens with resolve. “Teach me,” he says firmly, his gaze steady. “Teach me how to raise her from the dead.”

“Very well.” I close the grimoire with a resounding thud. “If your life means so little to you, then I have no choice.”

I turn to lead Thorne from my study, though he stops me suddenly, asking, “When you mentioned exchanging mana…” He pauses, and a twinge of lust pulls on our bond. “What was it you had in mind?”

Instinctively, my tongue darts from my mouth, licking the edges of my lips. The flavor of Thorne’s desire bursts in my mouth with hints of herbs and brandy. A low resonant hum vibrates in my chest as I pivot on my feet to glance at him. Standing with his back against the desk, Thorne grips the edges like a lifeline. His cheeks are stained a ruddy shade while he worries at the hem of his tunic.

Confidently, I step toward him, watching as his hazel eyes peer up at me through thick black lashes. Once I’m in front of him, my finger tilts up his chin so he has no choice but to stare directly into my eyes. “Kiss me,” I command, taking hold of his hips and roughly tugging him flush with my chest.

Thorne’s mouth parts, and he gasps with widened eyes. There is an expectation that he will reconsider my demand, crackling in the air between us with electric energy. I observe the minute details of his face as he deliberates on the choice, though eventually his small hands reach forward to grip my waist.

“Only a kiss?” he asks, though the scent of his growing arousal suggests he yearns for so much more. It isn’t a question; it’s a desperate plea for me to take care of his burning need.

Thorne doesn’t wait for my response before his lips crash roughly into mine. A husky moan quivers from his throat, and I drink it hungrily. His tongue wastes no time teasing at the seam of my mouth until I open to its advances. Once his tongue touches mine, the thread of sanity I had left snaps in two as I hoist him onto the tabletop. Papers flutter to the ground, and I shove others aside, making room for my body to nestle between his open legs.

I desire his body quaking beneath me. I want every inch of him splayed before me, begging and yearning to have me. An image flashes in my mind of the various positions his body will fold and how I might take him.

Our tongues dance wildly, flicking, tasting and sucking, but what truly does me in is the way his hands seize hold of my hips, digging into flesh. That won’t do.

Tearing my mouth from his feels no less than a sin. “Hands above your head, Thorne,” I demand.

Like a good little boy, Thorne releases his grip, only for his hands to fall crossed above his head. A knowing smirk toys around the corner of his mouth, and his eyes shimmer brightly with amusement. It is very clear to me that he is no stranger to the position.

“Yes, sir,” he whispers with the most delectable resonance.

There is no hesitation as the words utter from my lips, “Good boy.”

One hand grasps his wrists as the other braces me against the table. Mentally, I chide myself for the lack of sex toys in my study, though it’s really of no consequence because I have plenty else I can use at my disposal. “Beg for my cock in your mouth.”

His pupils dilate as the thread of lust between us sizzles. It’s a heady mixture of his curiosity and my fascination. What I find most captivating is he has not an ounce of fear lurking in his body or mind.

“Aamon, I—” Thorne hesitates briefly as a flicker of something flits across his features, but in an instant, it disappears.

The inclination to play the demon he’ll despise stirs in my gut, twisting the desire into something foul. What am I playing at by fucking him? It will only create more of a headache. “Do you want me to stop?” I loosen the hold on his wrists ever so slightly to allow him to free himself if he wishes.

Thorne’s eyes burn into mine. He shakes his head with a deep inhalation to solidify his resolve. “I desire you,” he stumbles over the words but continues, “I do not understand why, but I need you.”

“Say it like I told you to, boy.” I release his wrists entirely.

The desperation on his face grows. “I want your cock in my mouth,” Thorne mewls, and his hips tilt, then grind against my stomach.

Thy will be done.
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Hawthorne

The awareness of Aamon’s hulking body looming over me sends a shiver through my core. My mind is swirling, full of sensations and emotions that are utterly indistinguishable. I have yet to feel a single ounce of revulsion for my captor; instead, there is a lurking yearning. With every breath, the awareness of tension builds.

“Good boy,” Aamon says, though his hands leave my wrists disappointingly.

With a fluidity I’m not accustomed to, he hoists himself onto the table to straddle me, though his body never once presses against mine. He is but a hair’s breadth at all times, and yet I know there is an unspoken command that I am not to move.

“Look at you splayed before me.” His golden eyes flicker down at me with consideration while his left hand trails the fullest part of my bottom lip. “I’m going to make you my little fuck toy.”

With a feather-light flick of my tongue, I lick the clawed fingertip, moaning at his dangerous promise. It ignites something dark within him as he grasps the side of my cheeks, forcing my mouth to hinge open. A dark miasma fills the space between us as four translucent tentacles sprout from behind his glorious seraph wings, swirling in a tantalizing rhythm. Each tentacle performs a mesmerizing choreography of its own, drawing my eyes to them in amazement.

Aamon’s mouth twists into a devious snarl as, all at once, in a quick strike, those same tentacles grasp at various parts of my body. One holds my wrists, clasping me to the desk, as two more glide beneath my tunic and into the hem of my trousers. Their texture is undefinable. They are almost imperceptible as their gentle touches leave a tingling electric feeling against my bare skin.

One glides around the head of my cock, stroking it with apt precision, as if Aamon knows just how to touch me. My eyes flutter closed as a moan gurgles in the back of my throat and spit gathers behind my tongue.

That sound is immediately smothered by something thick and hard shoving inside my mouth, forcing itself down my throat. It elicits a gag as I choke around it. My eyes flare open, shocked to see one of the long, slender tentacles inside my mouth, undulating back and forth, all while his hands are stroking his thick, bright pink cock.

Sensation after sensation courses through my body as each place a tentacle touches blazes to life. There is no focus to any of it. The tentacle in my mouth plunges violently in and out, giving me minor relief as I gag, and saliva drips down my chin. The two beneath my clothing feel as though they have suckers on their tips, licking and pulling at my cock and nipples. I’m very aware of how I writhe and wriggle beneath him, feeling the tingling greedy hunger of release twinge in my belly.

“Ah-ah.” Aamon ceases every movement all at once. “You can’t come yet, handsome boy.”

It’s then that I know I am his little plaything, made to worship him and be broken by him. That thought lingers in my head as he bends his body down toward my mouth. The tentacle slithers out of it with an unsavory pop, leaving a trail of saliva in its wake.

I allow my mouth to close for the briefest moment, feeling an ache in my jaw from its fullness. There is so much I wish to say aloud—begging for more is on the tip of my tongue. It dies with a moan, as, at last, I get what was promised from the marquis. His hand grabs the sides of my jaw once more, forcing it open, guiding his cock into my mouth. Once it’s nestled inside, his powerful hands leave my jaw to grasp at the sides of my scalp, holding my head upright.

The first movement Aamon makes is tantalizingly slow. He allows my mouth and tongue to just take enough of him to feel full. The ease of it gives me time to adjust to the difference in girth and length compared to the tentacle appendage earlier, of which I am blissfully thankful. Tilting my head, I glance up, hoping to glimpse his face. I wonder what emotion flickers behind his eyes, but I can’t see anything but the broadness of his chest.

“You feel so fucking good, little mortal,” he says as he slowly pumps into my mouth. “Your mouth is so hot and so tight around my cock.”

A low moan bubbles from my throat, and my eyes roll back in my head with pleasure just from the way he speaks to me. His tentacles continue to writhe along my body, licking me tantalizingly slowly. No part of me is without his sensual stroking. I suspect those tentacles must have mouths and tongues of their own.

My cock throbs behind the confinement of my clothing, and I wet the front of my trousers with precum. The ache in my body is growing again as he uses my mouth for his pleasure until the tentacles leave their positions to tug my trousers down my thighs just enough for my cock to spring blissfully free.

“Thorne, do you want to come with me?” Aamon huffs as his own release must be close.

There is no way for me to answer him with his cock in my mouth. Instead, I hum a plea from the bulk of him. Aamon takes that as proof enough. He grasps my cock with one tentacle while the other glides swiftly at the entrance of my ass. My eyes immediately flare with concern, but it is wiped away as I feel a strange slickness at the tip of the appendage in preparation for what it intends to do.

Deftly, the tentacles work up and down my shaft, while the other patiently presses at the entrance, until I can feel part of it inside me. As I am consumed entirely by every sensation, Aamon becomes my only thought. I desire more, so much more than I could ever proclaim aloud. My body writhes and bucks in tandem with his strokes until I can hardly breathe.

“That’s it, handsome, take it slowly.” He slows his use of my mouth as though he requires pause before he hastily comes.

Once he seats himself fully inside me, Aamon glides his tentacle out of my ass just enough that a shiver tingles down my spine at the sensation. There is no desire for this to end abruptly on either of our parts. Even if the words are unspoken, it’s a feeling that settles over us as though we both enjoy the delicious way we have made this moment linger.

His hands around my head grip me roughly, and in time, his strokes quicken considerably. Everywhere he teases begins to feel hot to the touch. My eyes water as he fucks harder. The sensations build to a precipice I know will soon leave me falling over it.

The whining noises that escape us both reverberate around the room, and the desk begins to squeak beneath us. My every limb and muscle aches for release, but permission to come hasn’t been uttered from Aamon’s lips yet. I desire him to give me the permission and satisfaction; I ache for it. As my cock twitches and my body grows taut, his does as well. I know our release is at its tipping point.

Aamon grabs my head so roughly that his cock buries itself in the back of my throat, and, as I choke, he groans out the words I have prayed for: “Come for me!”

All at once, his body, mine and each tentacle pulse in complete tandem. Cum shoots down the back of my throat just as the sensation of my own orgasm racks through my spine, coating my stomach. I choke as I try to swallow, but I am too full of him. His seed leaks around him, out of my mouth and down my chin in sticky globs.

I expect a quick exit once his release has come, though I am decidedly surprised that he gently leaves my mouth first, setting my head down with care. His body is still hovering over mine, but finally I can peer into his golden eyes, relishing the pure, sated joy on his face. Then his tentacles slowly leave my body, whispering against my skin until they retreat back into the ether from which they came.

“Good boy,” Aamon whispers. There is compassion in his tone and in the careful way his hands slowly lift me from the hard tabletop into his muscular arms. “Let me draw you a bath, and then you must rest.”

If this is what exchanging mana means, then surely I would wish to do so as often as possible.
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Aamon

The air in the study is stifling, with remnants of Thorne’s scent and mine mingling into a thick perfume. I hadn’t intended on being so accommodating to him after sating each other’s sexual urges. As I carried his fragile mortal body to the bath, a tenuous thread of awareness dawned. Thorne requires protection from this brutal, destructive hellscape that I command. There is a necessity to protect him from me as well. There is no hope for his soul if he remains here tied to me.

My feet burn holes in the marble floor while pacing back and forth. Anxiety is an emotion I have felt very little of in eons. It courses through my body, causing my heart to beat furiously against my ribs. If they realize Thorne is here, then they will surely steal him from me, coercing him into a pact with them as a means to exert control over the continuous thorn in their side that I’ve become.

“Berkley,” I whisper, urging the imp to my side.

I’m unsurprised to hear the pop as he appears at the edge of my desk, his tail pointed upright, flicking happily. “Yes, my lord?”

I pause my restless marching, allowing myself to inhale deeply as the weight of my decision settles on me “Berkley, we need to devise a scheme to get the mortal to break our pact. I’ve been menacing, and still he shows no fear of me.” There is no doubt my closest confidant will aid me in creating the perfect plot.

“Sir, if I may be honest with you for a moment. I believe you may need to tell him the truth of things.” Berkley perches himself upon the desk, where my scattered papers are neatly stacked as though nothing was amiss. “Eventually, Lilith and Luce will know he’s here—if they don’t already. The pact already tarnishes his soul. He is a lost cause, and we may as well say a prayer for him now.”

A burning ember of rage simmers in my belly, though I know Berkley is only baiting me. He likely suspects I have developed feelings for Thorne and has pieced together that I have watched his family for some time. Agatha would never forgive me if I allowed her grandson to come to harm.

My fingers pinch at the bridge of my nose, stifling the rise of a migraine from consuming my head in a vise grip. “You know as well as I do that they knew the moment he set foot here. It’s only a matter of time before they show their ugly faces here on my doorstep demanding I hand him over.”

Berkley nods, twisting his mouth in thought. “I believe we need to have him watch you murder someone for crossing you. We can command some of the managers of the casinos to play along. If he sees how formidable you can be without all the kink involved, he could be persuaded.”

Pinning him with a glare, I roll my eyes as he comments on my sexual proclivities even if I know without a doubt he’s right. Thorne and I are both linked by our emotions, and it grows by the day. “I can be quite menacing if I truly want to be.”

“Pfftt.” Berkley snorts, his squawking laugh echoing through the room. “Sorry—sorry. It’s just, of course you can, if it's truly needed, but we both know it's all for show.”

“Get to work, Berkley. I want to have this little show tonight before dinner.”

A serious mask falls over the imp’s face as he nods curtly in agreement. “Yes, sir.”

His resounding exit is the last thing I hear as I shake the final vestiges of anxiety from my limbs. This will surely work. I have to place my faith in those I command to play their part. This mortal’s soul is on the line, and the imps know this is no place to be damned. My only hope is that this deters Thorne from continuing down this path of no return.


[image: ]


Hawthorne

“Come, the master desires your audience in the throne room.” Berkley beckons me down the long corridor, past the study, where just hours before Aamon used my body in ways I may never fully recover from.

The imp transported himself into the bedroom, violently shaking me awake, demanding I dress myself immediately. I tossed pillows at him, grumbling as I burrowed deeper into the mattress. But he was persistent.

Bewildered and still shaking off the last remnants of sleep, I struggle to put one foot in front of the other. What could be so urgent?

Berkley pauses in front of large onyx marble doors adorned with swirling filigree designs and two large shining golden handles that reach higher than his head. He stretches on his tiptoes, pulling them open with a grunt of exertion.

The massive throne room is teeming with the whispers of a myriad of imps of all colors, sizes and shapes. Their voices resonate and echo around the room as they talk amongst themselves. Ahead is an enormous throne made of tourmaline rock, littered with hundreds of skulls at its base.

Aamon sits upon the throne with an imposing and authoritative air, as expected of a marquis of Hell. He pins me with his gaze in a silent regard as I’m led through the throng of whispering subjects.

Berkley ascends the stairs backward, maintaining his eyes on the crowd until reaching the landing, where, with a snap of his fingers, a long parchment unfurls from his hands. The chatter ceases immediately in hushed murmurs until it’s silenced with one brutal glare from the marquis.

“Argus and Tamil, please step forward to state your concern,” Berkley confidently says. This is perhaps the only moment I’ve seen the butler sound so assured.

The crowd parts with ease, and two imps stand in my periphery. I turn my head just enough to take in their appearance. The one to my left is portly, with a round belly and short gray horns, while the other is much taller, and she has the most curious tattoos on her arms. I watch as they stand before Aamon entirely poised with no sign of panic, as though this was the easiest task they have ever accomplished.

They state their dissatisfaction with their lack of fresh vegetables for their stall in the square, citing that the plains have had little rain and their irrigation system doesn’t work. It’s surprising that such a vibrant, bustling city has, beyond it, quaint farms and vegetation at all. I had always believed hell to be desolate, filled with flames in a raging inferno.

Aamon takes no time at all to consider their request before he tells them he cannot control the rain or the growth of plants in his territory. He offers them no solution or apologies before snapping his fingers for the next request to be heard. The two walk with hanging heads through the crowd until the loud squeak of the door signals their departure.

As time passes, I witness countless requests being made, none of which receive a positive response to their query. My feet ache, and my stomach rumbles as Berkley continues to call forward more subjects.

The minutes drag until two more names are called and whispers rise across the room. Two lost souls with chains around their wrists and ankles shuffle to the forefront. Behind them, holding their reins, are two imps with hulking bodies full of muscle. Their tunics are stretched so tightly across their chests and arms that they appear ready to burst out of them at any moment.

“What do you have to say for yourselves?” Aamon’s voice thunders around the throne room, reverberating through my bones.

The two mortals are gaunt, their clothing filthy, and they appear utterly petrified. Their eyes remain downcast onto their bare feet, though I can’t decide if it is remorse or excruciating pain that causes it.

“My liege, I didn’t know!” One jerks his head upward, his voice trembling, and he tugs the chains as his hands clasp together as if in prayer. The other remains silent. His eyes never lift from the floor.

An imp guard tugs violently on the chains, yanking the man backward. The imp’s hand collides with the side of his face, delivering a brutal slap that silences all the whispers in the room.

“Don’t lie to the marquis, you whelp,” the imp snarls.

My fists clench at my sides, and my pulse hammers in my throat, but I still can’t look away. Aamon leans forward, propping his elbows onto his knees, his golden eyes glimmering with amusement. “You both are brought to me in this condition for not one but two violations of theft and duplicity,” he says, smirking.

Aamon leans back against the throne. “Cheating in one of my casinos.” He clicks his tongue between his teeth, shaking his head. “I should commend you for that because, truly, what an amazing feat for two mortal men to pull off. However, your one purpose in the afterlife is to suffer, not to exist as you always have—as lying traitorous mongrels.”

Glancing over, I see the two men now. They both hold their heads down to the floor; there is no trace of hope left. My heart aches for them, hoping that, as a leader, surely Aamon will show mercy.

“Bring them here.” Aamon stands from his position, towering over the crowd. “I will show them the mercy that they deserve.”

The imps jerk on the reins, tugging the men as they clumsily shuffle behind them, completely out of sync. Up they climb to the base of the throne where Aamon perches, unperturbed by the whispers of the crowd. He rises from his position, peering down his beak with an air of superiority.

“The punishment for your crimes will be death.”

The crowd roars to life with cheers and thunderous clapping or stamping of feet. The imps beside me holler, elbowing at me as if I agree with this terrible judgment. Aamon’s body language is far too composed as the two men loudly sob. The imps who hold their chains bring the two men to their knees with one swift kick to their ankles. I can hear as their bones clatter to the marble floor.

A moment stretches forever as I hold my breath, waiting for the unthinkable to take place. Aamon intends to kill them here among all of his subjects.

I wait, expecting an instrument of death to be handed off to the marquis, but none come. Instead, the imps press their feet against the kneeling men’s backs, forcing them on their bellies. Aamon lifts one of his massive wolf feet into the air, and in one fell swoop, he brings it down.

The sound of their heads, one at a time, being crushed reminds me of stomping on a pumpkin or gourd as a child. The hollow sound, the squish of their brains is a sound that now will live in my memory. I dare not look away. I watch, feeling the anger and disgust churn inside me violently. As the bile rises in the back of my throat, I gag it down.

I cannot stay a moment longer here with Aamon. I need to return to my realm, where the greenhouse will envelop me in a long overdue embrace of warmth and safety.
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Aamon

From the throne, I see the torment marring Thorne’s face. He hasn’t looked away from me, but through our thrumming bond, I can sense his new fear. The pain in my chest intensifies, and my breath catches at the lengths of deception I’ve forced myself to go to. I know this farce is born of pure and unadulterated love for his humanity. As a Goetia, I shouldn’t have such strong sentiments for a mortal man’s soul. I can’t seem to shake the repulsion I feel at tarnishing Thorne’s in any way.

Slowly, I shake the magical remnants of my spell from my fingertips. The two mortal souls, imps that I disguised with a glamour spell, are still here, lying on the ground beneath my feet, waiting for the crowd to disperse. Once I’m settled in the cold seat of my throne, I continue playing the magnanimous tyrant for the audience. “Now, as my final order of business, I command my highest officials to go to the mortal realm to wreak havoc in King Lucifer’s name!”

The crowd erupts in cheers, and for the briefest moment, I feel as though everything will work according to plan.

Suddenly, a hush envelops the room, and I quickly realize the cause. The crowd parts slowly like the Red Sea as two figures waltz effortlessly between them. My heart hammers in my throat as it dawns on me that more than just my closest subjects have gathered here.

“In my name, surely it's not my birthday today, is it?”

Standing there is no one other than the king and his closest most trusted lover, Lilith. Luce in his current form appears no more frightening than any mortal might. Thick blond curls hug the corners of his cheeks, and he’s clothed in a white Grecian chiton with gold and turquoise accent jewelry. Luce in this form presents as the perfectly chaste angelic being.

Beside him, the queen of Hell, Lilith, stands over six feet tall even without her stiletto heels. She exudes a regal quality and an air of superiority she doesn’t bother to hide. Lilith is dressed in a high-waisted black leather pants suit. Her blouse has a deep V-neck so her supple breasts are available to the eye. She has short-cropped hair today, pinned behind one ear, and those harsh, icy eyes peer down her slender nose at me with disdain.

“Everyone out,” she orders, snapping her fingers. “You have two minutes, or I will paint this room with your fucking guts.”

My eyes instantly dart to Thorne, concern bubbling in my stomach, and anxiety building beneath my strong façade. Once the command is given, Berkley descends the stairs without hesitation, ushering Thorne with care through the mass of bodies out into the hall. The two fake mortals who were nothing but viscera scurry from their places on the dais down the stairs like roaches in the light.

“Why are you here?” I ask as my false bravado melts away.

Luce pouts his lips in a fake, exaggerated manner. “You don’t want to see us?”

No, I really don’t wish to see them. I’ve known since Thorne stepped into Hell that eventually this time would come. I step off the throne, wiping away the remnants of fake blood with a wave of magic, and stand before them, utterly unamused. “Just tell me what you want, so I can be done with seeing you for the next few thousand years.”

Lilith looks down at her nails before meeting my gaze with icy eyes.

“Aamon dear, please stop being so sassy with us. We did just see you behave quite out of character for our sweet little boy. We may need a drink to deal with the shock of it all.” Her tone suggests she’s merely toying with me. She has no intention of sharing a drink at all with me, or anything else for that matter.

“Just come out with it, please. I have other more pressing things to deal with than the two of you showing up here to taunt me,” I snarl, crossing my arms defiantly over my chest.

Luce’s smile creeps over his face disturbingly, making my skin crawl. “Well, the use of a glamour and your behavior, as well as the many, many whispers of a mortal living in your home, tell us everything we need to know, sweetums.” His tone is saccharine, and he grabs hold of Lilith’s hand, chuckling. “So, tell us when were you planning to ask for permission to have someone here?”

I begin to answer, my mouth parting, but it’s immediately silenced by Lilith replying in my stead, “I think Aamon was going to hide things from us. After all the years we welcomed you into our life, you intended to keep secrets.” She pauses, though she doesn’t intend to let me answer. I know her game quite well. “It’s a great thing that, as far as warlocks go, he’s fairly useless; however, I think it may be in everyone's best interest if you allow Luce and me to meet him.”

A snarl rises in the back of my throat, but I swallow it down, schooling my features to appear entirely void of emotion. “My warlock may be useless, but that is quite the way I like him. There is no need for you to meet him. He's leaving tomorrow.”

“Really, that’s so quick,” Luce says, laughing. “If that’s the case, then I suppose we have nothing to worry about. If I recall, the last mortal you allowed to come here maimed Lilith’s favorite pet, and we were forced to kill it.”

Lilith scowls, dropping Luce’s hand before stepping toward me, pinning me with a stare that speaks of the injustice she feels she suffered. “I think we were quite clear that the next time you decided to do anything without our permission, we would be less than kind. So get rid of the warlock, and if we have to come back to tell you again, you’ll wish we hadn’t.”

I know she means it. I will never forget the sound of Sinead’s screams as Lilith and Luce ripped her arms from her torso and fed her limbs to Cerberus. “He will be gone tomorrow, I assure you.”

“Okay, sweetums.” Luce pats the side of Lilith’s arm, exuding calm out of every pore. “Let’s go. Aamon will be a good boy.”

As they turn to leave, I don’t miss the way Lilith says under her breath how she regrets having me in their triad because I am a soft, imbecilic birdbrain.

I truly do not miss being part of their life in any way, though now I must keep Thorne safe.

“Sir!” I hear suddenly once I’m at the enormous double doors. “Thorne is missing!”
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Hawthorne

As I burst down the sloping lawn and into the night, the streets’ vivid colors blur around me. The air is suffocating and stings my lungs as I push myself to run faster. Every corner I turn leads me further into the maze of the city.

“Stop!” a nasal voice shouts behind me in desperation. “You cannot go into the city alone!”

I can’t stop.

Adrenaline courses through me, drowning out any thoughts. My heart is pounding in my chest like a drum. I glance behind me, wondering who is calling after me, but I see nothing but a vacant street.

I skid around corners, snaking through the alleyways so quickly that my breathing is in ragged gasps. Ahead, the alley splits into two roads, and I choose the one to the left without a second thought.

“Please, sir, just stop!” the voice continues to call out, begging me to return to the mansion, but I ignore it.

I can almost feel freedom as I see the alley open up into a large square where masses of people search through stalls of trinkets. They’re bustling around, mindlessly busying themselves. I can easily go unnoticed in the crowd.

I skid to a halt as an oppressive shadow envelops the entire alley, sucking out all the color and sound with it. My heart sinks, and I panic, searching behind me for a way out, but it consumes both exits.

“No more running, boy.” The voice has a deep, guttural timbre to it that sends shivers down my spine, suffocating me with its authority. My skin prickles as the raw power radiates outward into my bones.

Aamon.

A spectral hand darts from the darkness, pulling me toward him effortlessly. I thrash and kick, but his hold on me is ruthless. Aamon’s eyes are no longer a golden hue, but a deep colorless void. His white seraph wings are now black and rotting, dripping an inky crimson liquid onto the street.

“Where do you think you could run to?”

My hands shove at the place right below his collarbone, hoping to pry myself free, but he is immovable. I choose not to answer him. I know there’s nothing I could say to him that would explain my escape. After seeing the brutality of the other demons, I could think of nothing I wanted more than to flee from here. “Let me go!”

Aamon’s wings beat the air, and we rise above the plaza until the ground falls away. I can only just make out the twisted city below. It’s a reminder of the vile world I’m now a part of. The higher we ascend, the more his grip on me tightens, digging into my skin with his claws.

I close my eyes, surrendering to the inevitable. His raw, untamed power is no match for me. The chase is over. I’m his.

As soon as our feet touch the ground at the mansion’s large marble double doors, they swing open with a loud bang, slamming against the walls with a crack. An unseen force sweeps me through the entryway door, down the long hall, and into the throne room I’d visited earlier. The room is eerily empty now. The only occupant is the ominous black throne made of bones. It’s a stark difference from the scene this morning when loud, boisterous imps filled every inch of space.

Mercilessly, I am jerked from his shoulder and forced to stand on my trembling legs before him. My knees knock together, but I force myself to remain defiant.

“Do you wish to die?” he snarls, pointing at me with ire.

I refuse to answer him. Instead, I walk toward him, hesitating for the briefest moment before placing a hand on his arm as a gesture of peace.

Aamon’s black eyes glance down at me, burning with ire. “Answer me!”

“N-No,” I answer, my voice trembling. “I want to go back to my realm where I belong.” Tears well in my eyes, though I swallow them down. I refuse to give the marquis the satisfaction of seeing my weakness.

The Goetia snarls, rolling his eyes with frustration. “Can you be so stupid as to think that venturing out beyond the safety of these walls into hell alone would offer you that as a solution? These souls are damned, despicable, and will do anything as a means to an end.”

He pauses momentarily, carefully choosing his words. “The things they would have done to you, Thorne! The way you could have lost your very life–”

I have no answers to give him. I admit it was impulsive of me to enter the city, but I couldn’t stop thinking about the awful pain I saw Aamon inflict earlier today. He commanded those imps to viciously murder innocent humans in the surface realm. There was not a single ounce of mercy given to anyone in this room, and he relished it.

Aamon wrenches me up by the collar of my tunic, balling it into his fist. He looks down at me, his eyes glinting with contempt. “Do you wish to break your pact, then?”

My mind spirals into chaos at his sudden question. There’s a barrage of choices swirling in my head, offering me no real path forward. Is that truly what I want?

I hesitate, chewing on my bottom lip as I dangle lifelessly in his grip. “No,” I whisper.

The marquis’ eyes twinkle with twisted amusement. It’s the same cruel look I saw earlier today when he dealt with two souls caught cheating in his casino. “Then you’ll need to be punished for your insolence. You put your life in danger and, in the same vein, my life.” He studies me momentarily with a devious smirk, the corners of his lips turning up as he says, “I know just the thing…”

He hitches me up, tossing me unceremoniously over his shoulder again. His arm hooks around the backs of my knees to hold me steady. I watch the marble floor beneath us as he carries me to the throne. There, several unbleached skulls still bear signs of today’s earlier violence, still splattered with viscera and blood. My stomach clenches with terror as my mind races to think of whether my own innards will decorate the skull throne.

As if I weigh no more than a feather, he splays me over the backs of his knees as he takes the throne. I feel the herculean power of his thighs beneath me, and I am increasingly reminded of my fragility.

A rich hum of consideration vibrates through his body and reverberates through mine. His thick hand splays over the back of my neck, gripping it with his index finger and thumb to hold pressure. The sensation causes my pulse to beat furiously out of rhythm. A conflicting mixture of alarm and the wicked thrum of hunger surges through me.

“I am going to beat your pretty little ass red,” he says with a husky tone. “A petulant little boy like you had no business summoning a Goetia.”

“You wouldn’t dare,” I say with as much indignation as I can muster. Desperately, I try to wriggle from his grasp, but his vise-like grip has me cemented in place.

Aamon chuckles, though the sound is far less threatening than I anticipate it being; instead, it's downright mirthful. It’s clear to me he’s enjoying the torment he’s inflicting on me. “Pull your trousers down, Thorne, or I’ll do it for you, and I assure you, it will leave them in tatters.”

I may not possess a fraction of Aamon’s power, but I refuse to be treated like a child. My mind spirals as I worry over the peeling skin on my dry bottom lip. Is there a single living thing in this mercilessly hellish wasteland that I can pull strength from? A weed, a bug, anything I could drain? I need to steal something’s life to fight him, but there’s none. I’m utterly alone.

I take the waist of my trousers with trembling hands and shimmy them down to the center of my thighs. As the chilly air bites at my bare skin, I inhale sharply through my teeth.

“Good boy,” Aamon murmurs, gently stroking my head as if I’m his little pet. In some ways, I suppose I am.

Taking a steadying breath, I brace for the searing first strike to come. I will myself to focus on that breath as if it’s my greatest lifeline. The impact of his broad hand against my bare skin reverberates against the stone walls of the room.

The first is quickly followed by a second, and then a third so quickly, I can no longer find air in my lungs. It’s been stolen, evaporated into thin air, only to be replaced by wailing. I scarcely realize the screams belong to me, the pain radiates so deeply through every fiber of my body. My flesh feels raw and bruised as each and every smack of his hand comes down exactly where the last just struck. Tears form in the creases of my closed eyes, and saliva pools in my mouth.

“Say you’re sorry for putting your life at risk, Thorne, and this will end.” Aamon’s assault on me pauses momentarily as he waits for my answer.

I realize in the pause that my fingernails are digging into his thigh so deeply that rivulets of blood trickle through his fur. He gives me a moment to catch my breath, threading his claws through my sweat-soaked hair. It’s a gesture that feels tender, and it elicits a whimper from my lips. I was unaware of the throbbing between my legs, or the wetness leaking from my cock. The blinding pain dulled every other sensation.

“I-I—” My throat is sandpaper, and I struggle to find words when my mind is so void of any thought other than the pulsing of my body. “I am sorry.”

Aamon hums in approval as his free hand gently strokes little circles on my thigh. “Did you enjoy your punishment, little mortal?” His tone is teasing while his fingers edge closer to the innermost portion of my thigh.

There’s not a moment to consider my answer before he interrupts my thoughts to reply, “I know you did.” His fingers halt their movements, and his hold on my neck falls away, leaving my skin chilled by the air.

From the first moment he touched me—even as my vision darkened and the world faded away—I yearned for his touch. Every encounter between us has crackled with an electric tension that has built to bursting.

Ever so slowly, he moves me from the position over his knee, angling me in his arms so my raw ass is touching no part of him. “Thorne, I must be honest with you,” Aamon says, his voice as tender and soft as it was earlier in the day when he bathed me. “This was all pretend. I am a twisted, sick demon of a man.”

“I do not understand.” My brows draw together as I try with fuzzy understanding to make sense of what he’s telling me. “What was pretend?”

Aamon’s clawed hand reaches up to cup the edges of my cheek. His eyes have returned to their crisp golden hue. “The imps from the casino were actors. The bond we have created and this place will tear your soul apart. I am trying to play the menacing devil for your protection.”

My frayed nerves have discombobulated my thoughts to a place that most of what he says lacks meaning. “So, the blood—” Casting my eyes down to the stained skull, I glance slowly back at Aamon, my eyes fluttering closed in exhaustion.

“Rest for now. I will get some ice for your ass, and we will talk after.”

The fog of my mind swallows me whole, and I hum in agreement before I finally succumb to the pull of sleep.
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Hawthorne

The soft feeling of fingers threading through my hair rouses me from my sleep, and I’m startled to find myself in a different room than the one I’ve been sleeping in. Photos on the wall of this room depict various imps, demons and other beings I assume are Goetia. There are orange flowers in a vase upon a rich mahogany circular table, and the room is untidy with blankets on the floor and parchment scattered everywhere.

The bed I’m lying in is plush, piled with a multitude of silk pillows, and the topmost cover is a thick white fur. What strikes me the most is the heavy weight of an arm draped across my middle and the soft feel of leg fur against my toes. My mind flashes briefly to hours before, and the pain of my backside floods immediately to the forefront. Every synapse burns and throbs like a blaring hot poker. I recall the pain vividly, but I also recall the precum that coated the inside of Aamon’s thigh.

“You’re awake?” his sleep-laden voice rumbles against the curve of my neck.

A wave of hesitancy churns in my stomach. Part of me wants to stay silent, as if avoiding the truth can shield me from more pain.

“I am,” I croak. My throat is raw from screaming and still dry from sleep.

Aamon pulls me closer. The roughness of his grip sends jolts of pain through my body. I groan, squeezing my eyes closed. “Please be careful.”

It shocks me as Aamon threads his claws gently through my hair, whispering sweet, comforting words against my forehead, “Thorne, forgive me.” He pauses to plant a soft kiss against my head. “I forgot how weak mortals can be.”

Surely he must be jesting? I am aware of my frailty and lack of magic constantly. The tenderness of his voice and touch feels foreign to me, as if he is an entirely new person. “Aamon, can you not heal me?”

I know, if I had access to plants, soil and sun, I could heal myself in no time at all with a salve and spell. One of the Ars Goetia must know how to heal a broken body.

“I can’t.” He lets his hands fall limply from my body and rolls to his side. The bed dips, and he stands to his feet. Turning my head just enough to see him, I watch as he pads to the circular table in the center of the room.

“Thorne, do you recall what I told you before you lost consciousness?”

My mind reels, until pieces of his words begin to assemble in fragments. I bolt upright, momentarily ignoring the coursing pain spearing through me. “You lied to me!”

Aamon holds a single hand up to make me pause, though the look in his eyes is so solemn and filled with regret that my heart stammers.

“I did, but it was for your own good.” He leans against the table, crossing his legs. “Thorne, you must break our bond and return to the mortal realm.”

Has Aamon lost his mind? What have I been given since coming to the underworld but new bruises? I desire what I was promised, what I deserve after summoning him to me in my greenhouse.

“No, I refuse.” As I clutch the fur cover, the scowl grows upon my face until I feel the rage simmering. “I was promised my grandmother’s soul returned.”

Aamon crosses his arms over his chest, though the way he appears now is diminutive and far more temperate than I’ve ever seen him. “Thorne, your grandmother’s body has become worm food. There is nothing left for her soul to return to.” His eyes turn somber. “I am sorry. I brought you here under false pretenses.”

“Then why accept my summoning at all?” I am screaming now, my knuckles turning white from the vise grip I have on the fur. “Why?”

The heavy exhale Aamon heaves as his shoulders slump inward gives me no solace. I find myself more furious at his remorse. Still, I allow him time to reply even against my better judgment.

“I knew your grandmother quite well. She and I forged a bond prior to your adoption, but once you were in her life, she called upon me less and less. Eventually, all she required of me was to keep you safe.” Aamon slowly paces around the table a few spins before crossing back toward me in the bed. He stands stock-still, hovering just close enough that I can smell his scent.

“Thorne, you never summoned me. I came to you regardless of your power, and quite honestly, it was a pitiful attempt, even with the surge of magic you sourced from the plants. Though I am bound to you regardless.”

His clawed hand reaches out to touch mine, and I yank it back. “Must you constantly talk about how pitiful I am? It is horrible enough to realize that every day of my life in the mortal world. I do not need you to rub salt in the wounds.”

Tears threaten to sting my eyes, but I bite the inside of my cheek. Shuffling across the bed until I am just on the other side of it, I force myself to stand on my trembling, aching feet. The rage swirls in my head, my guts churn, and I sense it—the pull of the flowers in the vase to my right. Their life force is thrumming beneath my skin, calling me to use them.

“I don’t mean to make you feel so weak, but the truth is, Thorne, you are not strong enough, and there are more things here in Hell than just myself that mean to harm you,” Aamon says sincerely.

The sound of his voice feels so far away, as if it’s in a tunnel miles in the opposite direction. The sensation of life encircles me in warmth. “Use me,” it calls out, begging me to turn the anger I feel into something useful.

Giving in to the urge is simple; it is like breathing. In a flash, I turn my body to the side, facing Aamon as a flare of magic comes from my fingertips. The words I speak are foreign and unknown to me, though they feel so familiar that I scarcely recognize the sound of my voice is tinged with something ominous.

“Captio et ligatio cum vite!”
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Aamon

“Thorne, stop!” My scream is far too late as vines wrap around my body, securing my limbs tightly to my sides. Thorne’s eyes and fingertips radiate an eerie chartreuse glow as magic pulses through his veins.

From his body language alone, he appears more formidable than I have ever witnessed before. Thorne’s shoulders are set with confidence, his chin tipped upward as he sneers down his slender nose. His presence is commanding.

Mortals are so peculiar. Thorne must realize his binds can’t contain me, and yet I allow him to take out his wrath on me as if I am not a superior being. The power he has amassed is quite unexpected—even Sinead didn’t gain so much from our mana exchanges.

“I have had enough of your lies, Aamon!” Thorne slowly waltzes around the bed until he is just in front of me, glaring up at me with indignation. “Why did you bring me here at all if you had no intention of helping me?”

The question hangs in the air heavily, and I know that whatever answer I give will do me no favors. Burdened by the weight of my shame, I sigh, looking down at him earnestly. “I don’t know, Thorne. I was fascinated by you. I knew your grandmother for over half a century. She and I had a bond.”

Thorne rolls his eyes, and annoyance laces his voice. “A bond? Were you bedding my grandmother too?”

As his expression twists with disgust, a flush of red creeps up his neck, but he avoids meeting my gaze. A barking laugh escapes my lips at the absurdity of his accusation. Surely, he isn’t jealous!

“I didn’t fuck your grandmother, Thorne,” I scoff. “She and I had a bond. We held a mutual understanding and desire for a greater life than what our lives permit for us to enjoy.”

I have indulged his feeble attempts to hold me in this poor excuse for Shibari for long enough. With a flex of my muscles, I spread my shoulders and wings, feeling the vines snap apart with ease in an unsatisfying crack.

Thorne’s eyes widen in shock, and he takes a single step backwards before I snatch him into my grasp. Anger flares in my vision, though one look at the terror in his eyes causes it to ebb into a simmer.

“Do not use your power against me again. Do you understand me?” I command, though I can’t help but feel impressed by the strength he summoned from freshly cut flowers. A sudden realization comes to me—if I can teach Thorne to harness this power from our pact, he could remain safe.

Thorne chews his bottom lip as his own anger melts away. “I make no promises,” he remarks petulantly, though somehow I find myself amused rather than enraged.

“Then let's agree to disagree.”

After gently setting him back on his feet, I tip his chin upward with the tip of my claw, forcing his eyes to meet mine. A swirl of emotions flits behind his chestnut eyes, but his face continues to soften, as does his body. “Where did that power come from?”

My theory for Thorne’s newfound strength is based on my previous experience with Sinead. It’s likely his latent abilities were amplified when he swallowed my semen this morning. Sinead possessed superior magical skill but was far less potent than Thorne appears to be.

“I’m unsure where it may have come from, but—” I hesitate to say more, though I know it would do a disservice to Thorne. There is an obligation to our pact that requires him to gain power. It lurks under my skin, begging me to fulfill our bargain, and yet I want nothing more than to refuse. “Break our pact, Thorne. You cannot remain here any longer.”

Thorne jerks his head from my grip, nicking his skin with my claw. “I am not leaving, Aamon. If you refuse to use necromancy to guide grandmother’s soul back, then at least allow me to learn this power.” Blood wells along his pale flesh, dribbling down his neck. He gazes at me with indignation, jutting out his chin.

Unfortunately, there is no way for the pact to be broken if both parties disagree. Sighing, I relent to his stubbornness. “Eventually, your mortal body will decay staying in this place. So we need to act quickly.”

“Why would you bring me here if my body may decay?”

There’s no possible way to describe how ignorant it was for me to bring him here, or just what rationale I had, because the fact of the matter is—even I have very little understanding of it. Placing my hands up to silence him, I sit upon the bed, feeling exhausted from the events of the day. “I have had enough questions for the day, Thorne. I want to rest, and tomorrow first thing in the morning, we’ll get started.”

I see the frustration marring his features. The way his eyebrows knit together as he crosses his arms over his chest tells me he feels indignant and wants to give me no rest at all. “Fine,” he says curtly.

Thorne begins for the door but my hand reaches for his arm, tugging him back toward me. “Stay with me.”

“Why?”

What could I possibly tell him? I feel unnerved by the possibility of Luce and Lilith returning. I am equally fearful of him running away again. Instead, I settle upon another sour lie. “I want to fuck you.”

The blush rising on his cheeks as well as the heady scent of arousal in the air shockingly disappoints me, though it fades near instantaneously when he shakes his head defiantly. “My body is too sore for you tonight.”

As he exits the room, my heart hammers in my throat. I feel uncomfortable in my own skin, as if something is crawling beneath it. I believe he hates me for all I have done, all the lies and subterfuge. Somehow it hurts worse than being struck.

It has been what I’ve desired all along from Thorne. I wished him to break our pact, to despise me and fear me as the tormentor from Hell. A devilish marquis whose only purpose is to create pain. Yet, I’m disgusted with myself.

“What am I even doing?” I whisper as I place my head in my hands, feeling defeated.
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Hawthorne

“Can we please stop?” Sweat clings to my skin, my tunic clings to my back, and my hair sticks to my cheeks.

Aamon considers me for a moment, glancing up and down my body as if taking stock of my exhaustion. “Not until you can make those flowers root.”

From the moment I woke up, Aamon tasked me with rooting the flowers in the vase from his room. So far, I have caused them to blossom, only for them to wilt moments later, and made the room warm enough to be a greenhouse. The flowers have yet to sprout a singular root. There has been no praise for the accidental accomplishments, and instead it seems to only fuel his ire.

“Aamon, please,” I beg through panting. “I have had nothing to eat this morning, and I need a moment to breathe.”

The marquis cuts an annoying glare toward me from his position at his desk. “You have done nothing with the time today but whine.”

“I would whine less if you would allow me to rest and eat,” I say under my breath.

I couldn’t care less if he hears me at this point. It hardly matters. There is an understanding that within four days’ time, I will be returning to my realm. The longer I stay, the more my body will wither. I have already stayed in the underworld for two nights. Within a week’s time, a mortal body cannot last, it seems. Aamon assures me, however, that once I return, he will visit to continue this training, though without a host, he cannot stay long.

“You are the most annoying creature I have ever met.” Aamon snaps his fingers and, within moments, Berkley pops into the room. “Could you please make us some lunch before Thorne dies from starvation?”

His sarcastic tone is not lost on me at all, though Berkley gives me a subtle smile that tells me he understands my dilemma. It’s very likely he has experienced grueling and laborious days under Aamon’s command for many centuries.

“Yes, sir,” he says before zipping out of the room once more.

Finally gaining a small reprieve, I find space in a comfortable white chair to sit on in the opposite corner of the room near the television. My body immediately turns gelatinous as my muscles relax. I can feel Aamon’s eyes watching me, though I give him no satisfaction. Instead, I shut my eyes with a relieved sigh.

“Don’t sleep, Thorne. We have too much to do.” There is no bite to his words; instead, they seem compassionate compared to the brutal orders he’s been giving all morning long.

A contented smile edges over my lips, and I hum briefly as heaviness takes over my eyelids. “I promise you I’ll stay awake.”

It’s a white lie that I feel safe in telling. I know shortly Berkley will return with food for us both. I’ll eat it dutifully with the understanding that rigorous training will continue. I feel sleep tug at my limp body; I hear the telltale noise of Berkley entering the room again.

I open my eyes to the desk covered in various plates. There are tea saucers with matching cups and pot. I see fruit, dried meats, cheeses and fried pastries. My stomach growls loudly at the sight of the meal. Aamon is lounging back in his chair with closed eyes until I stand. As his eyes open, we give one another a cursory nod as he rights himself.

“Thank you, Berkley,” I say as I appraise the meal set before us. “It’s gorgeous! You’ve outdone yourself.”

Berkley snorts skeptically. He waves a hand as if to tell me it was nothing, saying only “thank you.” He zips back into the ether, leaving Aamon and me alone once again.

“What happened to you not sleeping?” Aamon raises an eyebrow, though his tone says he’s jesting and truly couldn’t care.

I’m unsure how I feel about this newfound lightheartedness that’s growing between us. Still, the words fly from my lips, “And what about yourself? I think I heard you snore.”

Hiding the laughter that’s tugging at my lips, I grab a piece of fruit, absentmindedly popping it into my mouth. The flavors burst on my tongue, and I relish the taste with a hum of approval.

“I don’t snore.”

“Of course not. The marquis of hell surely would never.” I hide another chuckle as I shovel more food inside my mouth, as though it will keep it at bay. Though the marquis surely sees it and says nothing.

We continue in easy silence until the entire meal is finished, leaving only dregs of tea in the pot and grape stems behind. It’s no surprise that the moment we finish, Aamon has returned to his previous righteousness. Standing, he immediately snaps his fingers for me to do the same.

“Now, back to it.” Aamon points at the wilted burnt-orange flowers. “Make the flowers root, Thorne.”

Exhaustion settles deep in my bones, urging me to rest, though I comply with a despondent sigh. I know Aamon will never allow me a moment’s respite, so I do as I’m told, focusing on the blossom’s root system.

For every minute that passes unsuccessfully, Aamon’s impatience grows palpable. The tension thickens as he looms behind me. With a sudden yank, he jerks hold of my hair, jerking my head backwards violently. The sting of pain forces a hiss through my clenched teeth as my eyes shut tight.

“What is wrong with you?” I snap, glaring up at him through narrowed eyes.

Aamon’s mouth hovers over the shell of my ear, growling, “Use your fierce loathing of me to root the flowers.”

There is very little detestation left after last night’s tantrum. I’m utterly embarrassed by it, and yet he’s asking me to behave the same way.

“Is that what it takes?”

The marquis lets loose his grip on my scalp. My neck snaps forward to face the flowers in the vase. Their continued wilting taunts me. “A powerful emotion may work to your advantage.”

The heat of his breath and body near mine tempts me; unnervingly, the only potent emotion I sense between us is the growing lust. I refuse to allow myself to fall prey to that temptation again, however. Focusing all of my energy, I feel the electric hum of magic start at the base of my feet. Imagining the marble flooring has the spongy feel of moss beneath my toes, I meditate on the roots underground, the rivers and fictitious root systems of hell.

The pulsing energy circles my legs, coiling tightly around my body as if it were a serpent. It reaches my fingertips as a verdant force sizzles, and suddenly I feel it take control. Strange symbols dance in my vision while another string of imperceivable words tumbles from my lips.

“Confortamini et proceri flosculi, accipe radicem!”

The magic swirls through the flowers, creating an iridescent glow. Its roots form slowly, inch by inch until they begin to grow so quickly that the confines of the crystal vase can no longer contain them. The crystal begins to crack. Water leaks from its sides onto the table until it shatters into tiny pieces.

“Thorne!”

I hear him, but the pulsing thrum of magic has overtaken my every thought and feeling, consuming me completely. Its power is intoxicating, and even as I watch as the flowers begin to snake their roots across the table, I find myself unable to stop.

Aamon grabs hold of my shoulders, wrenching me around to face him. His eyes are shockingly full of concern. “Stop,” he tenderly urges me. “If you continue, you’ll destroy the marble.”

His voice snaps me out of the spell's grip. “What’s wrong?”

Blinking, he turns me gently on my heels once again to face the vase and flowers. The root system has spilled over the table, several thick tendrils burrowing into creases of the marble floor. They appear to be searching for soil deep beneath the mansion.

My pulse hammers violently behind my ribcage as the sight creates an unease beneath my calm façade. The power Aamon has gifted me with our pact far outshines anything I have created prior. Who could ever give up this magic?

“I did that?”

He pauses, tipping my chin with his claws, looking deeply into my eyes, his own sparkling with appreciation and reverence. “Yes, yes, you did that.”
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“What are we doing out here?” Thorne asks, but I don’t miss the look of awe in his eyes.

The path to the fields is one I seldom take, though today feels full of promise. A promise of true and better change. The air is laced with the earthy aroma of fertile soil and tinged with perspiration. Seeing Thorne’s untapped potential gives me hope. Perhaps once he is safely back in his realm, we can maintain a mutually beneficial relationship.

As we crest the hill, vast expanses of fields spread before us. The rows of crops are in various phases of life, some beginning to sprout, others nearly ready to be harvested, and yet the majority are withering and decaying. The workers, souls condemned to this circle of Hell, move along the fields in mechanical precision, weary from hours of torment in the heat.

“These fields sustain the people in this city.” I gesture to the fields below us. “Unfortunately, we have been in a drought, and the fields are producing far less than usual.”

The souls trapped here are still in need of provisions. Even if trapped in an endless cycle of misery, I am their ruler. Hunger is a torment that, as of late, I have been failing to rectify. Instead, I've been borrowing from other Goetia whose crops are better.

I glance at Thorne’s face, studying the way his brow furrows in thought. He’s perceptive and knows just why he’s been brought here. The realization dawns rather instantly, with a flicker in his chestnut eyes.

“You want me to help with the fields?” Thorne turns to face me, worrying his bottom lip with his teeth. “Why do you care if they eat or starve?”

I consider my response carefully, trying to shove away the ache in my heart at the thought that I’m perceived as such a monster.

“It’s true that these souls come to Hell to be tormented by their own desires, but hunger is a cruelty they don’t deserve.” Pausing, I look over the field as a harvester speeds through one row, churning black smoke into the air. “It’s within my power, Thorne, to ease that burden, and it’s within yours as well.”

Thorne turns his gaze back to the fields, inhaling in frustration. “So the imps who came to speak about the fields were real?”

“Yes, of course they were. The imps and souls here know I’m their master. I maintain the fields, the casinos and all the various things a city needs to flourish. I may appear cruel, and the souls may suffer here, but they know I do this only because it is part of their atonement. As strange as this may sound to you, I’m never unnecessarily cruel.”

The temptation to stare at Thorne tugs at me relentlessly, but I keep my eyes on the fields and beyond, in the trees. This city is mine to govern, and I genuinely care about the people who live here. I wish for nothing more than for them to flourish and grow. Often, the sinners here don’t learn from their mistakes and continue their own destructive cycle, but many become members of society here just as the imps are.

“What do you gain from my help?” Thorne asks, his voice a whisper.

A small smile tugs at the corner of my lips as he questions and probes deeper into my motivations. Perhaps he has an internal struggle, but there is an allure in using his magic to aid others. It was, after all, why he created this pact between us. He is altruistic to his very core.

“Perhaps there is nothing I gain but to help feed my people. Maybe there is also a satisfaction in knowing that your new power is harnessed effectively.” The smile on my lips grows, and a warmth overtakes my chest. “Regardless, the outcome is the same. These people will benefit from the help you give them. You benefit from learning to harness your new skills, and I am forever grateful to you for it.”

The moment stretches for far too long until I give in, glancing at Thorne from the corner of my eye. The moment he notices, he steps forward to the crest, peering down among the people with resolve. “I’ll help.”

That warmth in my chest grows once more, though I refuse to name it. I lead him then from the hill down into the valley from an old stone stairwell. Once we’re next to one of the dying fields, I finally speak again.

“Take off your shoes,” I instruct him, watching as he does as ordered. He closes his eyes once the soil comes into contact with his toes. I sense it must feel comforting to him, as the tension in his shoulders melts away.

“Now what?” he asks, though he maintains eye contact upon the dying crops instead of me or any of the workers.

This is entirely out of my purview as a Goetia. My skillset has very little to do with growing anything, though necromancy may have similarities. That helps me understand how I may best instruct him. “Focus on the threads of life within the soil, the nutrients and its potential.”

Thick eyelashes close again. This time, a furrow etches across his brow in concentration, and a frown turns down his lips.

“Let your magic flow into the earth and allow it to respond to your emotional state.”

As he exhales a breath, I sense his hesitancy across our bond, so I step closer to him, placing a hand upon his shoulder as an anchor. “You can do this, Thorne,” I say tenderly against the shell of his ear.

Soft green magic surges from his fingertips into the ground. Slowly, the roots beneath us creak, groan, and the crops begin to sway in an unknown wind. The workers pause, their work entirely forgotten as they stare in awe at Thorne. Inch by inch the plants lengthen, their vines strengthening with new vitality. The fruits begin to grow plumper instead of shriveled, dried husks.

“Open your eyes, Thorne,” I say in approval. “You’ve done so well.”

He does so immediately, opening them to the sight of a verdant green field with imps and souls alike standing around awestruck. They all erupt into cheers, whistles and applause at the work done to their fields. As I peek at Thorne’s face I notice a blush inching across his cheeks at the acclaim, embarrassed by the attention he rightly deserves.

An urge to call him a good boy tingles on my tongue. I swallow it down along with the desire that churns beneath my skin, aching to kiss him.

“It feels so strange to help these people.” Thorne’s expression is thoughtful, and lurking beneath it is an air of disbelief that he alone managed such a feat.

“Why, because they are undeserving?”

Shifting to face me, he smiles softly, shaking his head from side to side in disagreement. “No, it’s only that I’ve always felt unable to give aid to anyone prior to this. I often felt a burden to my grandmother. I was relegated to the greenhouse more often than not.”

Scooping my arm around his waist, I jerk him closer to my side, peering down at him with pride. “You are never a burden, and I will never allow you to forget that.”

Even with all my workers’ eyes on me, I sweep him into my arms in a bridal carry. Thorne immediately gasps, but a hint of laughter twinkles behind his eyes. “Set me down!” He pathetically swats against my chest, and I immediately recognize it for the act it is.

“We have more I want to do today, and your tiny mortal legs aren’t quick enough.”

As we leave the fields behind, I finally know the name of the feeling inside my chest. I was enamored with Thorne, and I wanted him for more than just his body, or the mana we could exchange. What I desire is his companionship for who I truly am and not the persona I previously displayed.
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Hawthorne

The rest of the afternoon blurs together. There is no way to mark the passage of time in the underworld, even if it has suns, moons and stars just like my realm does. Berkley skitters about with purpose, and to my relief, there are other servants who work the kitchens. Most of all, what I have noticed is the constant presence of Aamon.

I am a mortal in a realm where mortals shouldn’t exist, and Aamon was less than the terrifying authority figure I imagined. As time has passed this afternoon, I feel something stir between us.

It began with little moments.

I caught Aamon watching me from across the room, his golden eyes softened, as if lost in thought. As my gaze met his, he glanced away and continued his work on a machine that clicked. Subtle moments when our fingers grazed one another or his wings tickling against my side—each touch and glance was brief, but it left behind a warmth that lingered long after the moment passed.

We have yet to speak about how I have found my way into his bed chambers tonight. Will we exchange mana tonight? For how much longer does the first time last? I find myself eager for the taste of him, and after a long day of working my magic, my body aches.

There is a fire crackling in the hearth, and the room is bathed in warmth. Aamon is sitting gracefully at the round table with a book in his hands.

“You’ve been working very diligently,” he says in a low rumble.

I glance up at him from the matching position as I thumb through the tome that dictates our pact. His presence fills the room, and it always has, though tonight he seems relaxed. His wings are folded loosely, and the usual hard edges of his face are softened.

“I wish to learn as much as I can.” I close the book, setting it aside to pay him full attention.

Aamon’s lips quirk upwards into a half-smile. For a moment, I forget he is inhuman with bird-like qualities and instead see him as the attractive creature that he is. “You are doing better than I anticipated. You were pretty dreadful.”

I snort, a smile tipping up my lips as I cock my head to the side. “I had a rather strict teacher.”

There is a long pause, and the air between us thickens with unspoken words. I feel the tension building, the weight of everything we wish to say pressing in on me. It’s as if the entire world has fallen away, leaving us both bathed in golden light in this dimly lit room.

Aamon’s eyes lock onto mine, and I feel the shift in him. I dare not move or speak, as I fear that, if I do, the moment will pass us by. Slowly, he stands from his chair, crossing the room until he’s just in front of me. He reaches out, his hand hovering along my cheek in a whispering touch. His fingers are so long and elegant, though at one point I did feel as though they were only meant to be deadly.

His touch gently ghosts over my skin as he hesitates, like he expects me to recoil. Instead, I press my cheek against his hand with a smile. His thumb brushes over my bottom lip. The warmth of his skin sends a spark of electricity through my body. I swallow roughly, and my heart pounds in my chest.

I gaze upward into his eyes; there is a question lingering there. One he chooses not to voice, but I know what he’s asking. I feel it in the way his fingers trace my lips, down my chin and to my neck.

“Aamon…” I whisper, barely audible.

As he steps closer, he leans his face inches from mine. Heat radiates off him, with the intoxicating smell of fire and earth on his skin. His golden eyes search mine. I hope that he will kiss me, but he stops.

“This between us,” he murmurs, his voice laced with vulnerability, “it’s so dangerous, Thorne.”

I want to tell him I couldn’t care less about the danger. I want to beg him to kiss me, to touch me, but instead I blink as the weight of disappointment settles over me. “Why?”

“I can’t afford to feel this way,” he says a softer string of words I barely make out, but when I do, my heart drops, “with you.”

The conflict in his eyes doesn’t stop the sting I feel, but there is a battle he seems to be fighting with himself. At the moment, I have no care for that danger. I care about the way his hand feels against my skin, the way he looks at me as if the world belongs just to us. There is a softness in his eyes, and my heart beats loudly when I’m with him. What may be happening between us feels real, and I know I want him.

“Maybe, but could it not be worth the risk?” my voice trembles as his touch leaves my skin.

The loss of his touch feels like a physical ache, but I can see in his eyes that he wants me just as much as I do him. There is a fire burning there behind the golden embers, and all at once, I rise to my feet. Within two steps, I’m grabbing him, pulling him toward me.

“Then let’s have tonight? Let’s see where things lead.”

Aamon doesn’t respond, though his hands grip me with fervor. There is an unspoken word hanging between us once again in a growing affection that neither of us can deny.

“On the bed,” he commands. “Now.”
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Aamon

Thorne does exactly as I ask, with a miraculous caveat of slowly stripping his clothing off as he walks across the rug. The moment his tunic slides over his head, baring his chest, my mouth runs dry. I haven’t seen him fully nude, at least not of his own accord. There are soft planes of muscle, likely created by working a garden, as well as doing the majority of the hunting. Slowly, he unties his trousers, stepping out of them, baring his round ass to me.

Peeking over his shoulder, Thorne raises his eyebrows, daring me to come to him. No. I wish to savor the sight for a moment longer.

“On the bed,” I command again, taking a more domineering tone. As if slipping on a mask, I become the Aamon I first presented to him. It feels as natural as a second skin.

Thorne does as I ask, kneeling on the bed with his legs beneath him, facing me with the demurest grin upon his face.

“Good boy.” Once the words fall from my lips, his cheeks tint with blush. His eyes flicker down to the floor briefly as if it embarrasses him, though I know it's far from the truth. Thorne adores being praised; it is an act, just as mine is.

Leaving him upon the bed, I cross toward the large chest in the corner—the one with my toys inside. The lock clatters, and the hinges creak as I open it up. Laid out before me is an array of vibrators, dildos, bondage gear and flavored lube.

My fingers glide over a few items as I wonder just what noises I may bring from his gorgeous pouty lips. I settle on a vibrator that is bubblegum pink for his ass and a cock ring for me, along with silk ties. After our last foray together, I quickly realized Thorne enjoys submitting to my will.

Once the items are in my hands, I make my way over to my little mortal. My cock is already aching to come from my pouch, but I must take my time with him tonight. I desire him more than I have ever experienced. I ache for him.

“What are those instruments?” Thorne asks curiously. His eyes twinkle at the vibrator, eager, it seems, for it inside him.

My eyes trace over every inch of his perfect pale skin, loving the tiny freckles upon his shoulders and legs. “They are sex toys,” I purr as I nestle myself upon the bed. “Now, on your belly.”

Thorne eagerly does as I’ve asked, rolling onto his stomach, though not without arching his back, showing me more of his deliciously round ass. With no hesitation, I force him down flat, pinning him with one of my hands. He grunts, turning his head to the side to watch me untie the silks.

“What are those for?”

The dark chuckle that erupts from my lips is no surprise because I quite enjoy the questions he asks. Everything I do is met with curiosity and rapt attention. Moments with Thorne recently have become more entertaining without the pretense.

As I slowly secure his arms behind his back with the black ties, loving the wrinkle of the silk, I explain my purpose to him. “They are to keep your hands and feet behind your back while I fuck your ass with this pretty pink toy.”

“And what about…” he gulps as he finds the words, “your cock? Will it also be inside me this evening?”

A devilish smirk whispers across my lips, growing ever so steadily into a grin. I am disappointed he can’t see the way my cock twinges as it finally exits my pouch, leaking with precum at how timid he is being for me. Frustratingly slowly, I lift his legs one at a time to secure them, running my hands gently down his thighs to watch the gooseflesh bubble over his skin.

“If you beg me, I will fuck you as much as you can stand.” Once his ties are fixed to his body, I admire my work with fondness. “If your limbs grow numb, or you feel pain, please give me a word of your choosing to have me stop.”

“A word of any sort?” Thorne falls silent for a brief moment as he considers the word he wishes to use for his safe word. As he does, I endure the crippling urge to stroke my cock at the sight of him trussed up like a succulent pig.

“Any word.”

At my approval, the word tumbles from his lips breathlessly, “Begonia.”

I give him no time to ask any further questions. My body is taut and aching for satisfaction, and tonight I intend to make quick work of my pretty flower. After grabbing the lube from beside me, I slather it over the pink vibrator before using my palm to spread Thorne for preparation. The lube is still cold, and he jolts at the sensation.

“Are you ready for bliss?” I ask, though I don’t wait for his reply before I press the pink phallus against him.

He moans as I press it, unhurried, farther inside. I take my time until his ass has completely enveloped the entirety of the toy before I press it on. As the vibrations begin, Thorne jolts forward again, hissing. Patiently, I wait until Thorne settles, watching the way his back moves as he breathes.

“Fuck,” he says through a groan. Eventually, he begins to grind against the mattress, and that is when I begin to thrust the toy in and out of him. First, at a leisurely pace, until I find myself impatient at the speed I take. Thorne isn’t panting loudly enough; he isn’t begging for more yet, so I increase the tempo.

Once my pace quickens, I take myself into my palm, matching the thrusts in tandem. Thorne begins to whimper more steadily, his mouth gaping open to drool over the sheets. Satan save me, he is the most gorgeous creature when he’s being fucked.

“That’s it, handsome boy, take it all.” As I utter those words, his orgasm crashes over him, his grinding slows, and he goes rigid. The scream he lets loose rattles the walls, but I am not finished with him yet.

Pulling the toy from his ass, I toss it to the side with abandon. My cock throbs, aching for him. I have edged myself quite long enough. Sliding on the cock ring, I turn it on, moaning as the pleasant buzz tingles over my shaft.

Thorne lies still, panting as he regains his composure, but, devilishly, it excites me knowing it will not be a considerable time of relief. I pump my cock a few times, allowing the sensations to build feverishly. Walking forward on the bed until I am behind him fully, I spread his ass for me again. I take care to untie his legs from his arms, so his legs are able to spread further for me.

“Yes, gods, please,” Thorne begs. “I want you, Aamon.”

My name upon his lips releases a surge of pure joy, like a spark of fire igniting my soul. It is warm, sweet, and I allow myself the moment to feel as if it is the only word he has uttered that matters.

“Do you want me to fuck you?” I ask while I tease the head of my cock against him.

Thorne moans and struggles to speak through a whimper. “Yes. I want you to fuck my ass.”

With his consent, I push my cock further inside him. His asshole still throbs from his prior orgasm, wet with lube. It allows me to slide in easily, as it squeezes around me, achingly tight. Once I am fully seated inside him, I take no time before I plow into his tiny ass. Grabbing his hips roughly, I move him as I’d like him against my cock in tandem to my strokes.

“You’re my little fuck doll, aren’t you?” He can hardly reply while I fuck him. I am brutally rough, my nails digging into the sides of his flesh until he screams. The sound is angelic and only spurs my building release.

Taking one of my hands from his side, I shove it into his open mouth, and, dutifully, he sucks on it, allowing saliva to pool around my finger. “Such an obedient boy. Will you come again for me?”

His tongue draws languid circles against my fingers, and the sensation builds beneath my skin. Every whimper he makes sends a shiver down my spine. My cock aches, begging me to stop being such a stubborn bastard and allow myself to come.

I lean my body against his back, my thrusts growing more fervent until I hear nothing but the sounds of our grunts and bodies. Grabbing hold of his throat in one hand, allowing the one in his mouth to fall away, I whisper into his ear, “Come.”

My body responds to him in ways it never has with anyone else.

It takes a blissful second before his orgasm crashes over him, and my own release follows. My body shakes, and the roar I emit echoes throughout the room. I come so hard, I swear stars dot my vision as I fill him up.

I kiss the back of his head as I slowly allow myself to leave his shivering body. My cum leaks onto the sheets in a stream that gives me immense pride and satisfaction.

Wrapping him up into my arms the moment I untie him, I hold him chest to chest, loving the way I feel his delicate heartbeat. The first time I realized our bond was growing more intense, I ignored it—convincing myself it was a fluke. I now know that our bond is more cemented with each passing moment.

Love.

I have grown to love this mortal, something so fragile that, with one claw, I could completely rend him to pieces. It is a thought that could destroy me.

Watching him for a long time, I am unable to tear my gaze away. His hair is slightly tousled, and as the seconds pass, he grows uncomfortable with my gaze. His chestnut eyes lock onto mine, and for a moment, everything else fades away. There is something there in his gaze too, something raw and unspoken that mirrors what I feel.

“Aamon?” Thorne asks softly, peering upwards at me with doe-like eyes. “Is there something troubling you?”

The burning desire to blurt out my feelings is on the tip of my tongue. My heart hammers in my chest, and for a split second, I consider lying. I can’t. Not anymore.

My fingers thread through his hair absentmindedly while I choose my words purposefully. I feel fully inept at speaking my feelings aloud to anyone.

“I think…I’ve fallen in love with you,” Thorne says before I have the chance.

It is as if our minds are linked as one, but there’s a flicker of something deep and sorrowful that twists inside my guts. I wish so desperately that I could return his affections. The feeling is mutual, and yet I know it can never be.
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Hawthorne

Aamon stands from the bed, his body still slick with sweat. “Thorne, you must understand something…” He walks toward the fire, which now has burned down to embers. “Love is complicated here,” he says quietly. “Especially between beings like us.”

His eyes darken, filled with emotions I can’t quite decipher. Swallowing hard, his words bring discomfort because I sense he is shutting me down in the gentlest way possible.

“You are a mortal, Thorne, and I am something else. We exist in separate worlds.”

The words cut deeper than I expected they might, twisting in my chest. “I know that,” I whisper. “It doesn’t change how I feel.”

Aamon exhales a ragged breath, his gaze dropping to the floor. “I did not intend for this to happen. What exists between us is powerful but only due to the pact we created.”

Sliding from the bed, my legs still trembling like a fawn, I can’t stop myself from stepping toward him. I reach out to brush my fingers against his hand, peering up into his eyes. “I told you earlier this is worth it.”

Aamon looks up at me, his golden eyes filled with anguish, an emotion I have never seen before. His hand covers mine with a warm, familiar weight. “I care.” His voice is strained. “If I were to lose you, Thorne, I don’t know what I would become. You have awakened something I had long thought dead, and that is why I can’t allow this.”

His confession feels like a punch to the gut. I see the conflict in his eyes and the battle between his desire and the responsibility he must feel as a ruler. It’s cruel, this love we found.

“You cannot mean that,” I choke out, my fingers gripping his hand desperately. “Please.”

Aamon shakes his head, his expression hardening, though I see the pain still lurking beneath it. “We can’t be together. One day, you will die as all mortals do. And I will remain… alone.”

Tears sting at the corners of my eyes, the reality of our situation crashing down on me brutally. Aamon brushes his hand against my cheek, wiping away a falling tear. His touch is gentle, and that makes the pain all the sharper.

I want to scream and rage against the unfairness of it all, but instead I stand there staring at him with my heart breaking in my chest.

“If I could give you the world, I would,” he continues. “But this will only lead to more pain for us both.”

I nod, even though every fiber of me wishes to fight against it. I understand. Aamon can’t allow himself to love me the way I do him, and there would be no way for me to remain in this realm with him without losing my life.

I step back from him, shaking my head, creating an insurmountable distance. His face is filled with grief that mirrors my own. Just like that, it’s over. The hope, the love that blossomed between us is snuffed out in an instant, leaving coldness in its wake.

Aamon turns away from me. The line has been drawn, and we will never cross it.

And so I walk away, knowing that, no matter how much we may want it, we can never be together.
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Hawthorne

Sticky sweat clings to my skin and hair as my odor overpowers the fresh scent of the crops. This place has given me the sincerest freedom I have had since coming to the underworld. As I stand in the center of the field surrounded by crops, the bright sun overhead feels unnatural. Aamon insisted the fields were unsafe, forcing a glamour on me that turned my skin an unnatural shade of gray. I appear more like a shade this way, he assured me.

My magic thrums beneath my fingertips, tingling with anticipation. As I glance at the workers in the field laboring diligently, I realize they work in tandem. They are graceful, working quickly to prune, pick and till the soil with precision. I feel a sense of responsibility, knowing they rely on my magic more than ever for their sustenance.

Aamon left me to my own devices this afternoon, I sense his silent approval. I take a deep breath, extending my hands over the soil as a warm energy enters the field, deep into the plants’ roots. My magic answers my call, flowing freely as it often seems to do now. Green shoots burst slowly from the ground, unfurling as they stretch toward the sun, hungry for life. In moments, there are several stalks of golden wheat swaying in the breeze.

The workers do not pause. They blissfully ignore my presence as if beckoned to by the marquis himself prior to my arrival. I was told not to leave the field, to remain on the outskirts closest to the mansion. Venturing any farther would surely send Berkley into a frenzy. I glance over at the crooked imp as he sits beneath a towering oak tree like a large house cat. It’s rather amazing just how lenient Aamon truly is with his servant.

In the middle of this field, life feels…heavenly. I am finally doing something right, something purposeful. I wish to continue, to keep going, to keep giving all I can to these people before I must return to my grandmother’s empty home.

After my moment of preoccupation has passed, I lift my hands again, but I feel a sudden shift in the energy of the fields. The workers pause, murmurs filling the air as a darkness ascends from the east. My magic falters as a cold wave washes over me and the light from the sun dims with shadow.

Immediately, my eyes search for Berkley through a thick fog covering everything in a circle around me, leaving me utterly alone. A scream lurches from my throat as a sinister presence settles into my bones. Dread creeps up my spine, and my heart lurches as two figures stalk toward me from the miasma.

The pair I recognize from the throne room, their presence is undeniable. The woman is as gorgeous as ever, her body curved in all the right places and her clothing hugging them like draped silk. She has a wicked smile hidden behind icy eyes. The man beside her has a rather calculating smirk across his boyish face with long snake-like fangs. He is dressed in white with blond curls. They are both a rather enchanting pair.

“Well, well,” the woman purrs, tipped with malice, “isn’t this charming, our little mortal playing farmer?” Her gaze is fixed entirely on me, sharp and predatory.

The man beside her pats her arm as if to quietly temper her disdain of me. The woman’s voice immediately allows me to remember where I’ve seen her prior to the throne room. She was on the black painting—the television. I recall finding her so captivating, though her presence now feels less so.

“Aamon really thought he could hide you from us,” the man in white states lazily, as if this moment is beneath him entirely. “We gave him time to send you home. I suppose it’s just like him to do what he likes when he likes. He was never very good at listening, that brat.”

I inhale a ragged breath, hoping the anxiety teeming beneath my skin settles. It doesn’t. “How do you know me and Aamon?”

They both bellow laughter, the sound of it a cacophony of voices in various pitches. It comes from everywhere and yet nowhere at all. In tandem, the two say, “He was our boyfriend.”

My heart stammers at the thought of the two of them touching Aamon in any way, of his hands on them. I sneer at them, noticing the jealousy burn at my insides

. “Why are you here?” I focus on my magic, searching the root system for energy to protect myself from them in the eventuality they attack me. “He will be here any moment.”

The woman’s eyes gleam as she slowly steps toward me, her gaze sweeping over me discerningly. “Oh, honey, please.” She tuts at me, shaking a long taloned finger at me. “Don’t worry darling, we will take such good care of you.”

“Aamon gave you to us,” the man says as he steps closer to me as well.

My pulse hammers in my throat, but I stand my ground. I am not intimidated by them, not now that I have this power. My magic stirs within me, rising to meet the threat they pose.

“You will not take me.” My voice is steady despite the growing fear curling around me.

I wait for the sound of dark wings overhead, a yell from the marquis that I have grown so fond of, and when there is nothing, I lash out with a jerk of my hands. Tendrils of green vine whip forth at her pretty face. In an instant, she bats it away as if it’s nothing but a trifle. There’s a blur of white, and suddenly the man has his hand wrapped around my throat and his lips against my ear.

“Come now, handsome,” he whispers, his breath cold. “Don’t make things harder than they need to be.”

I try to fight him off, summoning my magic, but he’s too strong. His power washes over me, oppressive and relentless as my knees buckle beneath me.

“Aamon!” I scream in a panic.

The man pulls me in an unyielding grip. “You’re coming with us.”

I feel the world blur as darkness creeps in at the edges of my vision. The last thing I see before everything goes black is the woman turning on her heels, waltzing toward the mansion as the fog parts away from her. And then…nothing.
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Hawthorne

I fully expect to be bound, gagged and tortured by the two kidnappers. Instead, when I wake, I find myself in a lavishly decorated room with verdant green carpet and floral-patterned paper on the walls. The woman and man are sitting on a long chaise wrapped up together in a tangle of limbs as they read.

“Where am I?” I groan, stretching.

They glance my way, though neither set their books down. “You’re in our home.” The man grunts in disbelief. “Where else would you be?”

Sitting up fully, I furrow my brows in confusion. “Well, I suppose I thought you were going to kill me.”

“No silly,” the man says, though the woman’s reply is, “We were.”

What an odd couple. They certainly don’t appear as though they should be in a relationship together.

“Then why am I here with all my limbs?” Sitting forward on what appears to be a floral sofa, I school my face to hide my utter confusion.

That has them each setting their books aside on the table. The woman immediately takes the lead in the conversation, sitting up, licking her cherry-red lips with a smirk. “Let’s introduce ourselves first, shall we?”

The desire to roll my eyes lingers, but I am unsure of their mental states. At any moment, with any pretense, I feel the woman would take my head from my shoulders without a second thought. The man I am unsure of seems bored with my presence, as though I am here only to make the woman happy.

She slowly untangles her limbs from his, crossing the room toward me. Once she’s in front of the sofa, she sits herself down with an ungraceful plop. “My name is Lilith. I am the mother of demons.”

Lilith extends her hand for me to take. When I hesitate for a moment longer than she wishes, she grabs it, forcing my lips to the top of her hand. With a chuff of annoyance, she lets it go limp, mumbling under her breath. I scarcely believe she could be The Lilith, though she is certainly terrifying enough for the title.

The man, however, doesn’t move from his place upon the chaise. His bored expression shifts briefly to one of curiosity as he looks down his nose at me. “I’m Luce.”

“Honey, tell him your real name,” she chides him with a saccharine lilt to her voice, as if she constantly needs to remind him to tell who he is. It's the way a mother speaks to a child when he must apologize for misbehaving.

“I’m Lucifer.” He turns his hand over and over in a mock wave and rolls his eyes, annoyed with her. “The king of Hell.”

My body goes rigid. I am in the presence of royalty, the king and queen of hell, and yet I had no idea. The power I sensed earlier immediately comes to mind; it's no wonder that it felt so suffocating.

“Oh, snookums, look at him!” Lilith snickers, patting at my thigh. “He’s terrified.”

Her constant belittling of me irritates my nerves; however, she’s correct. I am utterly terrified of them. “Why am I here?” I stutter with shuddering breaths. My rough swallow echoes in the room, forcing my awareness of my anxiety. My palms are sweaty, sticking to the fabric of the couch as my hands dig in, searching for something to grasp.

Somehow, I find my voice, grateful my curiosity overtakes my desire to flee. I press them again, asking, “Why have you brought me here away from Aamon?”

Lilith hums, her gaze drifting over her nails as if this entire conversation is uninteresting, though I sense mild frustration simmering under her façade. I suspect she wishes she could be the one to announce my purpose here. Lucifer, on the other hand, shifts slightly, straightening his posture with an air of superiority, his shoulders squaring like a king.

“I don’t want to scare you,” he begins with a low voice. “Truth be told, we wanted to end your life.” His gaze burns into mine as he leans forward. “Humans are clearly not my favorite things, daddy issues and all of that. Still, once we heard word of Aamon’s… little plaything, we grew rather concerned..”

Lilith cuts him off with a playful tone accompanied by a smirk. “The last one turned out to be a big cunt.”

That brings my anxiety to a new height, flavored with a twinge of jealousy. Of course, I can’t be the only one Aamon lured here under false pretenses. My heart skitters to a halt. I force myself to school my features into that of indifference, but truly I feel disappointment holding my heart captive. The Marquis couldn’t even bother to come rescue me, allowing these two to take me without the slightest effort.

“I do not quite understand what that has to do with me.” I exhale the breath I’m holding. They enjoy the dramatics of things, it appears, and are toying with me in order to keep me frightened of them.

“It has nothing to do with you.” Lilith gives a tiny pat to my thigh once again. “Instead, we realized how helpful you truly can be.”

Lucifer nods in agreement. “Most provinces are having similar issues. The food sources are struggling more than we care to admit. I may be the man with the plan down here, but, unfortunately, like the human world, we too deal with drought, pestilence and death.”

Lilith turns her body toward me, her voice dropping to a sly whisper as if someone may overhear. “We need your help, and Aamon would rather die than share you. His plan is to manipulate your shared pact for his own advantage.”

There are many things I believe about Aamon. At one time, I truly believed he was not above manipulation. Now I realize he has a fondness for his people and me. Every instinct in me screams to defend him, but the possibility of speaking up doing more harm than good makes me think remaining silent is to my advantage. Lucifer and Lilith appear to have a disdain for Aamon. If they feel I am not essential to him, then perhaps that increases my chance of survival.


[image: ]


Aamon

“They dare to take him!” my voice booms thunderously in the throne room. My teeth grind together as Berkley scuttles up the stairs to my side, his wings anxiously twitching.

“Master, they came from nowhere,” he says, his voice wavering. “They hid his location from the moment they entered the field.”

The heat of my wrath feels all-consuming, threatening to swallow me whole. “I told him he should wait until I was with him!” Slamming my fist onto the throne’s arms, I hear the tourmaline crack. My vision blurs with a haze of rage as each beat of my heart pumps more vitriol into my blood.

“Gather the farmers and call the bruisers from the casinos.” My command feels hollow, knowing that even I may be no match for Luce and Lilith solely on my own merit. This time I’ll die protecting what’s mine.
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The march toward Lilith and Luce’s home feels like an eternity, every second adding to the pressure building inside me. Berkley hovers anxiously in tandem with me, and behind us are an army of my people, marching with makeshift weapons. These are not soldiers, but they follow me with determination etched onto their faces.

Rage thrums continuously under my skin, barely restrained. The thought of Thorne—my Thorne—being taken by those traitorous bastards sends my blood boiling. I swear I can feel the snap of Lilith’s little neck or the crackle of Luce’s bones beneath my claws. No one takes what’s mine from me. No one touches what’s mine.

The gates of their palace come into view, towering with gilded grandiosity. I wish to burn the entire place to cinders, smelting the gold to turn into jewelry for Thorne to wear. As I fly over the manicured gardens, I allow my power to radiate out of me in waves, shaking the ground beneath me.. The farmers struggle to keep up, but I dare not care.

Once I am near the gate, Berkley skids to a halt, panic on his face. “Master, maybe we should⁠—”

Raising my hand with magic crackling under my fingertips, I flick my palm toward the entrance with darkened energy. The massive golden gates explode inward, twisting the metal and sending flying shards in all directions. My men shout with glee as they charge forward, but I dare not stop.

My men spill into the courtyard, the once serene garden a battlefield in the making. I can feel Berkley’s apprehension, but I ignore his temperance. None of it matters. “Berkley, go to the back side with twenty men!”

“Sir.” I hear his reply, though I pay it no mind.

The doors are just before me, white with golden knockers in the shape of angelic wings. Luce never grew tired of reminding others who they were. These doors seem to mock me with their elegance and memory of the life we once might have lived. With a thought and another flick of my wrist, they too shatter into splinters.

The grand hall is quiet. Too quiet. There are usually servants milling around at this hour of the day, and yet there is nothing.

“Where the fuck are you?” I roar as I stalk through the foyer into the sitting room.

What I expected to find was Thorne broken, bound and perhaps even at Lilith’s cruel whims, but what greeted me is worse.

Lilith and Luce are sitting casually on the hideous floral couch, utterly unfazed by the chaos I wrought. They are playing cards.

“You’re late, Aamon.” Luce’s timbre is even and calm. “We were beginning to think you weren’t coming.”

Lilith lazily shifts in her seat, refusing to look my way. “Didn’t expect you to bring the entire city with you,” she says, laying down a card onto the pile. “Bit excessive, don’t you think?”

My mind snaps. A primal roar tears from my throat as my wings sprout from my back, knocking over a vase from a table. It clatters to the floor as I send a shot of magic toward them like a tidal wave. The couch is ripped up from under them as I fling it against the wall with a sickening crash.

Luce stands, brushing his clothing off as if my outburst means nothing more than a minor inconvenience. “There’s that charming personality of yours we adore.” He meets my eyes with a smirk of his own, unbothered by my murderous intent. “Thorne is fine. You’re making a mess over nothing.”

“Honey, you need to calm down. You’ll give yourself wrinkles,” Lilith says dramatically.

I growl, the words barely intelligible, “Where is he?”

In a blink of an eye, Lilith has her hand wrapped around my throat, slamming me against the marble wall. The stone cracks under the force. I grab her long red hair in my hand, pulling her neck backward, yearning for the opportunity to hear it snap. She merely smiles at me flirtatiously, trailing her hands over my lips.

“I would be careful if I were you.” Luce approaches behind Lilith, a smile on his face, though I don’t miss the way fire burns in his eyes. “Thorne may think you’re cheating on him.”

“Where is he!” With my hand still in her hair, I fling Lilith from me, sending her sprawling on the carpet.

Luce’s eyes flare, though his face remains remarkably calm. For once, I see he’s growing angry when usually he is uninterested in anything other than his own desires. “You are being an asshole!”

“We haven’t even harmed him, Aamon, holy hells,” Lilith hisses from her place on the ground.

To believe that would require me seeing it with my own eyes. I storm from the room without glancing behind me. My heart pounds with the desire to see Thorne, to ensure his safety and find him unharmed. Every moment without him feels like an eternity. As I round one of the corners, I stop in my tracks immediately.

Thorne steps out from the bathroom in the hall. When our eyes meet, he blinks, confusion on his face. I rush to his side. My hands tremble as they hover over his face, his neck, his chest and arms, searching for any sign of injury.

“It took you long enough.”

I let out a breath I wasn’t aware I’ve been holding, my hands finally settling on cradling Thorne’s cheek. “I thought—” My voice chokes with emotion, bringing me to blink back tears.

Thorne reaches out, covering my hand with his smaller one. “I am fine, Aamon. They did not hurt me.”

All the rage that burns in my veins is tempered by seeing him alive and whole. I press my forehead against Thorne’s, inhaling as the tension drains from my body.

“I swear they’ll pay for this,” I whisper. “They won’t touch you again. Not while I still breathe.”

He grabs my hand, giving it a gentle squeeze. “Stop, they only wish for my help.”

Before I have a moment to think or breathe, I hear their footsteps closing in behind us. The soft clicking of Lilith’s heels on the tiles sends my blood back to boiling. I turn on my heels, backing Thorne into the bathroom to shield him with my body.

“Oh, stop,” Lilith says, rolling her eyes. “He’s telling the truth. We want his help.”

Luce cracks his neck, exhaling a loud, irritated sigh. “If you don’t sit your ass down somewhere, I will make you, Aamon. We have much to discuss.”
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Hawthorne

Aamon paces the tight living quarters, his wings flickering restlessly. The air is thick with tension as a suffocating silence hangs in the room. Lilith and Luce are each sitting in two separate wingback chairs, each sharing solemn looks.

“What is this about?” Aamon finally stops in front of them, breaking the silence with barely restrained fury. “Don’t waste my time with pleasantries.”

Lilith’s lips curl into a sly smile, her eyes gleaming with amusement. “Straight to the point, as always, hun. It was an endearing trait if it didn’t piss me right the fuck off.” She leans back in her chair, crossing her legs leisurely.

Luce has been watching Aamon pace with hollow eyes, almost as if he is burdened by the weight of his own thoughts. “We need Thorne, Aamon.” He stands, slowly crossing toward Aamon before placing a gentle hand upon his arm. “The two of you together can accomplish so much. All of Hell’s food sources are dwindling, and our people are suffering.”

Aamon jerks his arm away from Luce. “Don’t you think I know that?” His words are bitter.

“Hell isn’t the self-sustaining realm it used to be. Our lands are barren; the water is tainted. We need someone with Thorne’s abilities, and combined with your power, we can restore our supplies.”

Lucifer slowly walks to Lilith’s side, laying a hand on her shoulder. “Thorne is someone we can trust, Aamon. Surely, you can feel the difference. He is much better than Sinead.”

It feels so odd to sit watching as they speak about me as if I’m invisible. There is nothing my input would change, so I sit patiently on the tattered couch.

The mention of her name makes Aamon’s fists ball by his sides as if an old wound has been scratched open. “Sinead was loyal to me, but you had her murdered.”

Hearing Aamon’s tone soften as he says her name creates an ache in my chest. It seems he truly loved her and was devastated that she was killed.

“Loyalty? Is that what you think that was?” Lilith's laughter is shrill, almost cruel. Her gaze sharpens as the playfulness she often holds disappears. “Aamon, you are so naïve. You think with your cock more than your brain.”

Lucifer picks up where Lilith leaves off, his tone matter-of-fact. “We discovered Sinead was slowly poisoning you. She thought if you were weakened, she could eventually gain more power from you. She was manipulating you.”

“What?” The word falls from Aamon’s lips, barely a whisper, as if he could hardly comprehend them. He staggers backward as if the weight of the revelation feels too heavy.

My breathing halts, and I stand without thinking. Before I know it, I’m beside Aamon, holding his arm, stroking soft circles onto his skin.

Lilith’s gaze softens. It’s surprising to see a tender look on her face. “We had no choice but to kill her.”

Aamon’s breathing hitches, as does mine. The look of utter betrayal upon his features feels cruel to witness. He should have been allowed to have this moment without me beside him. Though I am shocked when his hand wraps around my waist, pulling me taut to his side. “You should have told me.”

“Would you have believed us if we had? You were too blinded by your feelings to see her nature. We did what we did to protect you, even if that meant you despised us.”

Aamon’s chest heaves as he fights off the wave of emotion he’s consumed by. “And now you wish to use Thorne to bind him here?”

“No,” Lucifer says with calculation. “We want you to work together. With your combined efforts, you can give Hell a chance. We can’t keep him here indefinitely, but he can come in the winter in his world, the summer in ours. We need him, Aamon.”

My mind spins, trying to reconcile the truth they lay before us. They propose allowing me to stay, even if that means once a season. The weight of everything they ask of us bears down on me, though there is a purpose there waiting for me to find.

The silence that follows is thick and unbearable. My mind races, and my emotions are a mess of hurt, fear, and resolve. Underneath it all, there is a truth that I can be of service, and I may remain with Aamon.

“I trust you,” I say, finally breaking my silence. “I want to be of service.”

Aamon growls, his eyes searching mine, though I refuse looking at him for too long. My mind is made up.

“Fine.” His words are like gravel in his throat: “If anyone so much as lays a hand on him…”

Lucifer holds up his hand, cutting him off. “We will never allow anyone to harm him. In our realm or his.”

“You’re asking me to trust you.” Aamon’s voice is low, still rough with emotion. “After everything?”

Grasping his hand tighter, I give it a gentle squeeze, hoping it pacifies his anxiety. This is what I wish for myself. My life has always lacked purpose, and I have always felt inferior. Having this role, albeit in Hell, will allow me to live my life with distinction.

“We are asking you to do what’s necessary,” Lilith corrects, her eyes locked on the pair of us. “This is not just for your people, Aamon; this is for Thorne. It could possibly be for you too if you would pull your head out of your ass. You’re allowed to keep him with you.”

Despite Lilith’s harsh exterior and her uncanny ability to make every word sound like a threat, I sense, beneath it all, she has a kind heart. She and Luce must have loved Aamon deeply to find a way for us to stay together, even if only to help save their people.

I glance at Aamon, my heart swelling with gratitude, and nod with a broad smile on my face.
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Aamon

In the quiet of my dimly lit chambers, after the chaos and terror finally subsided, I hold Thorne close. My heart is still pounding with residual fear of nearly losing him. In this moment, all that matters is the warmth of his body against mine.

My fingers tremble slightly as they trace the contours of his face, memorizing every detail as a reassurance that he is truly safe. I rarely allow myself to feel so openly, showing so much vulnerability, but for once it feels unavoidable.

“I thought I lost you,” I whisper, voice thick with the weight of everything I have felt since he was taken. “When I realized you were gone, my rage consumed me entirely. I thought of nothing but destroying everything in my wake to get to you.”

My hand slips behind his neck, pulling him closer, needing him.

Thorne’s breath hitches, and his eyes search mine with gratitude and a softness that leaves my heart trembling. “Aamon…” His words are lost as I press my lips against his in a desperate, tender kiss.

This kiss holds everything I have never said and wished I had. All the moments I hid behind my crippling fear. My love and relief pours out of me as tears wet my eyelids.

Immediately, he grabs hold of me so tightly, his blunt ugly nails dig into my flesh, but the pain grounds me in the moment, savoring his adoration fully. His tongue darts into my mouth, and I open for him eagerly, toying at his tongue until I pull away.

As our mouths part, our foreheads rest upon each other, and my voice trembles as I consider the words I ache to say. “I love you, Thorne. More than anyone I have ever known. I swear I will never let anything or anyone take you from me again.”

I see the tears in his eyes, and my heart swells. “I love you too.” His voice is steady and full of conviction.

I break.

Tears continue to leak from my eyes, and I smile a rare and gentle expression I had thought forever lost.

For the first time ever in my bed, we don’t allow ourselves to sate our lust; instead, we hold one another, gently kissing until Thorne straddles me. “I want to fuck you gently for the last time until we see one another again.”

How can I say no to him?

Thorne begins to kiss down my chest until my cock aches. The moment it extrudes from my pouch, he takes it in his tiny hands. This is the first time he has pleasured me of his own accord, and yet he does so adeptly without need for instruction. Each stroke of his hand stokes the fire. Once I am panting, I feel him seat himself upon me.

My eyes flare open as I watch my soon-to-be-betrothed writhe upon my cock. His movements are slow, tantalizingly so. His hips move in such a way, I swear he must have been a dancer. I grind into him, matching his speed and depth as if the two of us are dancing a slow waltz.

Strangely, this deliberate speed amps up every burning emotion I feel for Thorne, creating a suffocatingly intense desire to come. It is as if I can’t last a moment longer. The love I feel for him and the way his tight little ass hugs me tightly are enough to drive any sane man to derangement.

“Thorne…baby, please.” The endearment flies from my lips, and I half expect him to gaze at me with disgust. I am satisfied when his eyes grow softer and his hands plant themselves upon my chest.

Thorne’s speed increases then, and he grinds and writhes upon my cock with such tenacity that I hardly keep up. His cock throbs, leaking precum in thick rivulets down my chest. Grabbing it in my hands, I begin to stroke it in tandem with his undulation until his breathing becomes nothing more than pants.

“Aamon, please let me come.”

The plea ignites our orgasms as we, in unison, scream out in ecstasy as release overtakes us in bliss.

“I love you,” I say, though it sounds breathless and weak. Thorne makes me weak for him and only him, and I will make him stronger. Together, we will let nothing tear us asunder.

“I love you too, Aamon.” He plants soft kisses on my throat until he reaches my cheek. “I will always love you.”
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Hawthorne

My gaze sweeps across the barren land. This part of Hell is an utter wasteland filled with jagged rocks and ash-laden soil. Nothing could grow here, and yet, here we are determined to help that.

Tiny shoots push through the soil, evidence of the lack of minerals. They are shriveled and yellowing. Aamon stands beside me, his body aglow with a dark magic, but despite the darkness of this realm and him, he appears radiant.

“Are you sure this is what you want?” Aamon asks if his voice is measured and calm. The gravity of what the two of us are about to do hangs between us. “You know this pact will tie you to Hell, and it will bind you to me.”

I meet his eyes with quiet determination. “I want this, Aamon, and even if you do not believe me, I want you.”

The mere thought of being away from him for months at a time gnaws at me, but I understand the necessity of it. My living body cannot sustain staying in this place for long without losing my life.

He grabs my hand, giving it a gentle squeeze.

From the shadows, Lilith and Luce approach the two of us, their presence commanding as ever. Lilith’s crimson lips curl in a smile that barely hides her amusement. Luce, even with all his measured grace, appears, for once, present and alert. His eyes glow a molten gold as they lock onto the two of us. Despite their mischievous nature, they agreed to Aamon’s terms, allowing me to reside here in Hell during the bitter winter months in the mortal realm. However, there are conditions I must meet.

Lucifer steps forward, his voice echoing across the barren field. “A blood pact,” he says, with authority. “We are to bind Thorne to Hell for the winter season, just like your silly Greek story. It’s only fair. There’s a lot of work to do.”

Lilith nods, her gaze flickering between the three of us with a crooked smirk still upon her face. “These pacts are not easy to break unless we kill one or both of you. As we both know, I’m not above it.”

There is nothing I know more than that Lilith is not one to be crossed, and Luce will follow suit if he feels sure it’s advantageous to step in. Glancing at Aamon, a sense of warmth and utter calm overtakes me. His expression is calm but determined, and his eyes hold no ounce of fear—only a quiet resolve that I have come to admire. He is ready.

“We are prepared.” Aamon reaches out, firmly grasping my hand in his as he pulls me closer to his side. “This is necessary, and not just for Hell. Thorne and I will see this through.”

The two of them laugh and shake their heads. “I can’t believe we are binding you two together in holy matrimony,” Lilith says, snorting. “How rich.”

I feel no trepidation about what this means for us. Aamon is to be my husband, and once I pass on, my rightful place will be here in Envy with him. My soul belongs to him and him alone. Giving his hand a gentle squeeze, I glance his way, smiling. He is mine, and I belong to him.

“Very well then,” Lucifer says, snapping his fingers as a ceremonial athame appears in his hand. The blade is dark obsidian and etched with runes that subtly glow in the dim morning light. I feel the familiar thrum as it’s handed to me first.

“Make the cut for one another.”

Aamon extends his hand toward me without a moment of hesitation, baring his palm to me. My eyes search for any sign he may refuse, but there is none. Instead, I see behind his golden eyes a glint of admiration. Slowly, I bring the blade to his skin, drawing a deep cut across his palm. The bright red liquid blooms across his skin, pulsing with magic.

As I pass the athame to Aamon, I watch as he brings it across my pale skin. The sting of pain forces me to bite at my lip as a groan closer to ecstasy than pain threatens to bubble from my throat. We press our palms together, and the magic envelops us in an electric rope. It swirls with color, from basalt to emerald and finally settles on a geranium pink.

As it mingles, I feel a surge of power between us intensify. There are voices surrounding the two of us, whispering melodious chants, racking my head with pain. The air hums with energy, and the ground beneath my feet pulses rhythmically.

I look at my husband momentarily, sensing our shared purpose thrumming like a living thing. “Repeat after me,” Aamon says, his voice low and steady. “I, Thorne, bind myself to the land of Hell, to nurture it and my husband. In return, I shall receive strength and wisdom from the land and from his oath to me.”

There is a warmth in his tone, and I find myself repeating the oath aloud. The power resonates deeply through me, and I add, “With this pact, we will create a place of peace, sustenance and growth for all who live in Envy.”

As Lilith and Luce begin to clap their hands, it sounds so far away as the earth trembles beneath us in response to our oaths to one another and the energy between our blood. The barren land responds eagerly, begging me to touch it, to release the building pressure.

“Well, thank heaven that’s over.” Lilith’s smile gleams with satisfaction, and she grabs Luce’s hand in hers. “The pact and marriage are complete.”

Luce’s voice is a touch more serious, though there is a magical twinkle dancing in his eyes. “You are now bound to Hell, and to Aamon’s care. During the winter months you’ll live here with him, helping Envy regain its food sources.” He pauses and flashes a dazzling smile. “Until you piss off Lilith and she undoubtedly regrets her decision. I promise to keep her from bothering you both too often.”

A chuckle worms itself from my lips at the two of them, whose motives I have yet to understand. “I will be on my best behavior.”

“Don’t make me regret it, pretty boy,” she purrs and winks at me playfully. “For now, I suppose you get to live…”

I don’t miss the way Aamon growls with annoyance, but he remains silent as they banter with me. I sense he’s still unsure if they will uphold their bargain with the two of us. Somehow I know they mean what they say. The conversation I had with them proves they truly care about their people and Aamon, even if in the past, their methods were not the most productive. They truly mean well, though they are the most chaotic duo.

“Well, okay then. We will leave you to say your goodbyes.” There is no mistake that the tone shifts in Luce’s voice, or the way Lilith’s eyes lower to the ground.

The painful tug on my heart aches. Even with the pact settled, I know what this means. For the next six months, I will be without Aamon, though it will not be in vain. I shall use every moment to practice my magic and remain focused on gaining my strength until I return again.

Lilith and Luce bid us farewell one more time, fading slowly into the shadows until just Aamon and I remain in the barren field. I find myself unable to tear my gaze from him. He is more than just my captor, my ally or marquis—he is my husband, and part of me in ways I have never imagined.

“We’ve done it,” I whisper, feeling a strange sense of devastation lingering in my stomach.

Aamon smiles, though I see the bittersweet edge in it. “You will be back when winter comes, but for now you have to leave.”

The pull of the mortal realm was already tugging at me, and had been for a few nights now. I knew that, once the cold winds blew, I would return, but in the meantime, I needed to leave. “I wish I could stay.”

Aamon wrenches me into his arms, enveloping me in a firm embrace. “I wish I could keep you for a lifetime, Thorne, but your mortal life has to be lived to its fullest.”

Tears well in my eyes; a sob shudders from my chest. “I will live it every day and practice my magic. I will continue to help others with this new gift you’ve given me.”

Aamon tips my chin up to him and softly presses his lips to mine. His tongue slips inside my mouth, and my eyes close in response. A quiet certainty settles in my chest knowing I am irrevocably in love with Aamon. I am bound by magic, but more than that, every fiber of my soul belongs to him.

“I love you,” I say when our mouths break apart.

Aamon peers into my eyes, smiling softly with so much adoration and love that I surely feel it in my bones. “I love you too, Thorne Grimwood.”

With one more farewell kiss, eventually we know it’s time for me to leave. A portal similar to the first I was pulled through materializes in a swirling vortex of shadow. As I step inside, I watch as Aamon fades from view, a sense of renewed longing settling in my chest. I know this is only the beginning, and winter will come again. When it does, we will continue to build the future we started together.

For now, my deal with the demon Marquis holds a special place in my heart, and I cannot wait to see him once more.
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Thank you for reading My Deal With The Demon Marquis!
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Late for an appointment, lost, and harried as hell, Milo Argus’ morning is off to a bad start. When a strange coin, an unexpected payphone and a deceptively easy job interview get things back on track, his hot new boss starts sending out some seriously NSFW signals. When simple questions turn up some very complex answers, their undeniable chemistry starts feeling a lot less like flirting and a lot more like fate. And hell, if the path to destiny is face down across a well-appointed desk?

There are far worse ways to find meaning.
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Content Considerations:

This short story contains mature themes, including dirty talk (like really dirty), talk of breeding, oral cleanup after-the-fact, unprotected anal sex, handjobs, creative filing systems, badly-fitting dress shoes, non-HR-approved boss/employee interactions, wildly under-negotiated hiring processes, nonexistent onboarding, office sex, and references to death (as a concept/reality, no on-page gore or violence). No pairings need a warning because sexuality isn’t a trigger, but consider this your heads up that this is a very smutty instalove(ish) story between two men.

Enjoy!
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The storefronts blurred by as my dress shoes scuffed the sidewalk in a slow circle, seeking anything that even remotely resembled an office building. Wherever I was, it was built on the same stained, erosion-softened greige masonry that made up the city center, which is why I didn’t question my destination until the damned rideshare was already pulling away.

Juggling the essentially-empty briefcase under my arm, an absolute conceit of an accessory intended to make me look more professional, I fished for my phone inside my suit jacket pocket. The rideshare had taken his sweet time, and now I was both lost and probably already late for the interview. I hated having to call for help before I’d even introduced myself, but better they think I was bad at directions than time management.

“No no no….fuck!” My panicked expression glanced back from the smooth black glass of my phone’s screen, the device in question completely dead. I’d made sure to charge it last night, so what the hell was going on? Had the rideshare app really drained the battery that quickly? The opportunity of a lifetime was actively slipping through my fingers because someone didn’t know how to fucking code power management on an app. Teeth aching from stress-clenching my jaw, I forced myself to take a deep breath and relax the death grip I had on my brick of a phone.

Focus on solutions, not reactions. My last therapy session floated through the haze of anxiety, helping scatter some of it as I opened my eyes. Okay. This wasn’t ideal, but maybe I could still salvage things. I needed a phone charger, right? Someplace around here had to sell chargers. Yeah, my debit card might have currently been on its last legs, but ten bucks in either direction wouldn’t break me. Besides, I’d find the office, nail the interview, and use my first paycheck to fatten up my anemic bank account.

There. Problem solved.

I made a beeline for the sign-cluttered window of a small bodega, situated across a street so empty I could leisurely stroll from curb to curb on a green light. In fact, it was weirdly quiet for a Wednesday morning, which added to the creeping dread that I was not where I was supposed to be. As I pushed open the stubborn door, the trio of old bells hung on the hinge clanged against the thick glass, jangling three times as the door swung closed behind me. An odd echo of the sound bounced off the cluttered, dusty shelves behind me, a disorienting feedback better suited to a high-ceilinged chapel than this joint.

Before I could puzzle out the source of the echo, a phlegmy throat-clearing drew my attention to the counter. A slender, gray-haired man adjusted the cuff of his buttoned shirt from his perch on a stool, looking at me pointedly over the register.

“Oh, uh, hey, I really need a phone charger, do you have any?” I scanned the shelves behind him as I approached the counter, anticipating the item within arms’ reach. Instead, every ledge was stuffed to the brim with dusty, creased boxes and ephemera I couldn’t identify, even when I squinted at it. Was that a bird skull sitting on top of an old-fashioned clock? It had to be some kind of weird halloween decor, no way the city would allow bones in a convenience store, religious freedom be damned. A row of jars with Egyptian-looking animals gleamed in ivory just behind the man, mysteriously free of the dust that seemed to cover damn near everything else. His smile was a little too white, a little too big; a chill shivered over my forearms as my gaze skittered away from his.

A crooked finger tapped a small, handwritten sign clinging for dear life to the side of the register with a yellowed piece of scotch tape, misplaced emphasis quotes adding a gritty authenticity.

NO “CHANGE” AVAILABLE.

“No power here. Here, gift for you. Take one, call outside.” Another crooked finger descended into a shallow “take a penny” dish on the counter’s edge, stirring the unexpectedly-silver coins there like a cup of coffee as his thick, indeterminate accent washed over me.

My jaw clenched again as doubt crept in. Solutions, Milo. “No, I’m sorry Sir, I think you misunderstood me. I don’t need change, I need a charger. For a phone?” I held up the traitorous object in question, wiggling it back and forth in the hopes of bridging the language barrier.

He gave a rheumy-eyed smirk, shrugged, and stirred the coins again, eyebrows raising in emphasis as he nodded towards the front window. Between two yellowing posters, I could just barely make out the silhouette of a payphone booth outside. I hadn’t seen one of those relics outside of a movie for years—did the damn thing even work? Only one way to find out.

The old man beamed with cheer uncharacteristic of city-dwellers as I closed the distance between us, dropping the coin into my outstretched palm and physically closing my fingers over it with an overly-familiar squeeze. As I made my way back outside through the cluttered vestibule, the weight of the coin itched at my brain: it was definitely too heavy for a quarter, wasn’t it? Focused on scoping out the phone booth, I didn’t uncurl my fingers until I’d edged beyond the stuck, hinge-rusted folding door. The silver disc in my palm greeted me with a lumpy, well-worn owl imprint, rather than Washington’s profile. Fuck. What the hell kind of funny money had the old man given me?

I groaned and bumped my forehead against the top edge of the payphone itself, closing my eyes. Who was I kidding? I was so late there was only a slim chance of redeeming myself at this point, and I was struggling to recall if the job opportunity had even given me a phone number to call. Sighing, I straightened and stopped as an oversized coin slot, far too thick for any American currency, caught my eye from the weather-worn chrome of the phone case. Rubbing the weird not-dime between my fingers, I realized it would fit almost perfectly. What were the odds of that?

A quick, suspicious glance around found no cameras or lurking social media influencers through the grimy booth windows. Was this some kind of weird, unmanned art installation? Given that I was already in the middle of god-knows-where and well past my interview time, I shrugged and surrendered the silver owl-stamped coin to the thick slot, chasing a fatalistic kind of curiosity.

The phone rang.

I jumped at the unexpected noise coming from the phone itself, rather than the receiver still resting in my hand. Confusion swept in after the second ring: this wasn’t how payphones worked, was it? I’d never had to use one before, but in the movies it looked as if people put the money in and then dialed a number themselves. Maybe it was just extremely coincidental timing, or a wrong number?

My fingers squeezed the receiver handle before I considered it too deeply, lifting it to my ear with a voice still breathy from surprise. “Uh, hello?”

“Milo. There you are. Got a little lost, did we?” The rich, masculine tone on the other end of the line was full and low, like it was having a good-natured joke at my expense. A jolt of arousal tumbled through me: I’d always been a sucker for deep voices. I blinked at the weather-worn stickers trying desperately to peel themselves away from the top of the payphone, trying to make sense of what I was hearing.

“I-Sir? I don’t understand how you know where…” Looking frantically through the windows of the booth again, I frowned as I realized there were no buildings tall enough to look down on this sidewalk, on this booth. “...where I am. I apologize for being late, I’m not familiar with this part of town and the driver drop-” I stopped my rambling, straightening my spine, recentering my thoughts, and falling back on what I’d been working on with my therapist. Express gratitude for patience, not apologies for tardiness.

I gripped the receiver handle, pushing confidence into my voice. “What I mean to say, Sir, is thank you for your patience. If you’re still willing to give me an hour of your time, I’ll do anything-”

“Are you asking to see me, Milo? I can’t invite you here unless you really want to come.” The voice on the other end, evidently the man who’d placed the ad I responded to, used my name with a familiarity that left me feeling off balance. I had no idea what his name was, though I wasn’t stupid enough to assume the first name-basis thing went both ways. I wished I could call him something other than Sir. There were certain non-work-friendly connotations to that title that made my brain go inconveniently fuzzy.

“Yes, Sir. Absolutely. If you just give me an hour of your time, I promise to make it worth your while.” My stomach did somersaults in the decades-long pause that followed, the receiver handle going slick with sweat in my nervous death grip.

“Well then. You’ve got yourself a deal. Leave the booth, turn around, and walk one block up. Turn left and you’ll see the building. 13th floor. I’ll see you shortly.”

The droning hum of the disconnected line told me I’d been dismissed and needed to hustle. There was something appealing about my potential—no, definitely my future damnit, think positive Milo—boss’ efficient, no-nonsense command. Decidedly-after-hours parts of me liked it too, but I shoved those thoughts down like the overdue bills piling up back home. Work first, fun later: I couldn’t jeopardize this chance by letting my libido off the leash with the guy that would be signing my paychecks.

Then again, it had been months…

No. No, bad Milo. Jesus, keep it in your pants for the interview at least. He’s probably some balding middle-manager type anyway.

After a deep breath and sternly ordering myself to get back in line, I hung up the receiver and edged out of the booth. Spinning around, I walked with a purpose, the creases in my stiff dress shoes digging uncomfortably into the tops of my feet as I ate up pavement. The block passed quickly, anxiety starting to crest that I still didn’t know the name of the company or what the building looked like. As I turned left and crossed another oddly-quiet city street, some of my tension ebbed away: there was only one building that could have fit 13 stories.

The front was museum-like in its grandeur: stone lions roared above stately columns, flanking a glossy black sign that read Weaver Incorporated in large, tasteful engraving. My stomach tightened: even wearing my best suit and uncomfortable new(ish) shoes, I might be underdressed for this. My last job had been mindless filing for a shabby lawyers office downtown, vanishing a few months after I was hired when he was disbarred for tax fraud. This seemed bigger.

Tugging the heavy front open, the cold brass of the elongated handle soothed my overheated palm. Black stone tiles echoed with my footsteps, leading into a cavernous front lobby dotted with pricey-looking potted topiary trees. Classical muzak piped in quietly from hidden speakers, a musical trickle of water nearly overpowering it as I realized I was the only soul in the room. On the far wall to my left, a water feature gently cascaded from the ceiling, flowing down a ridged, golden panel and sluicing into a slender river that snaked beneath glass floor tiles in front of an imposing reception desk.

The counter was bank-height, but a quick peek over it told me my ears hadn’t deceived me: I was alone. Nervous energy flooded my senses again as executive dysfunction throttled my temporary calm: should I just head upstairs? My potential—no, new—boss had given me the floor, so he obviously intended me to go straight there, right?

A soft ping blessedly solved the issue for me, a warm light illuminating on a nearby wall as it slid open, revealing a gold-framed, mirrored elevator interior that probably cost more than my entire shabby apartment.
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I hustled into the elevator, wincing as my briefcase thumped off a brass bar as I turned to face the buttons: if the bar hadn’t been there, I would have shattered one of the mirrors. I had to get my nerves under control or I was going to blow this opportunity. Jabbing the 13 button, I closed my eyes and took a few slow, deep breaths, concentrating on them the way my therapist had taught me.

Four seconds in, four seconds out. Repeat.

I was on my third breathing cycle when a sensation wiggled into my zen state: I no longer felt the upward swoop of the elevator in my stomach. I opened my eyes to find the doors had beat me to the punch, and my presumptive new boss was not a balding middle manager type. He was in fact 6 foot three of deliciously-muscled greek poured into a power suit, a storm of tasteful gray fabric and dark hair, wearing a bemused expression that told me he’d caught my last-minute meditation. Fuck me.

“Milo. Glad you made it. Step into my office please?” He gestured over a broad shoulder as he headed up the hallways towards an open door. My feet moved of their own accord, arousal and trepidation duking it out in my gut: I secretly loved when others took command, but I already felt like I was being hauled into the principal’s office. But this was a job interview, for gods’ sakes—I couldn’t be in trouble if I didn’t even work here yet, could I?

I followed meekly behind him, grateful to finally have clear direction despite the apprehension still swirling in me. Well hell, I’d done it, at least. I’d gotten here, sort of on time, even though it felt like the entire universe had conspired against me. At a gesture of the man’s broad hand, I sunk into a surprisingly plush black leather couch opposite his expansive wooden desk. Blessedly, I caught a name plaque perched on its glass-topped edge as I set my briefcase down: Anderson Tropos, CEO.

Clearing my throat, I held eye contact with my new boss-to-be, even though it almost physically pained me to do so. I was not a people person, at least when it came to people I wasn’t screwing, but first impressions mattered and mine was already off to a rocky start.

“Mr. Tropos, thank you again for making time to meet with me. I feel that my skills could translate very well to a position here at Weaver, and I’m happy to answer any questions you have.” I smiled with all the confidence I absolutely did not have, silently thanking whatever was listening that I remembered the goddamn name of the company from the building’s front.

“It’s truly my pleasure, Milo. Your experience was impressive, you’re an ideal fit for the position I had in mind, and frankly, I’m eager for the relief you’ll bring to this office.” He smiled warmly, and I shifted on the cushion, mentally screaming at myself to stop fidgeting all the while. But I was working on half a very inconvenient erection, because for some reason everything he’d just said sounded filthy. Like the really good kind of filthy.

“I apologize if I’m, uhm, being presumptuous here Sir, but I thought this was an interview? I mean, I’m happy to start working the moment you want me to, but I assumed there were other candidates to…?” I trailed off, hoping like hell I didn’t sound desperate. I was desperate, I needed the money or I was going to lose my apartment, but my new boss didn’t need to know that before we’d discussed pay.

He laughed, a deep, sexy rumble that went straight to my dick. I set my jaw and forced a smile, folding my hands casually in my lap to help conceal the effect it had on me. “No, Milo, not at all. I selected you specifically, and there are no other candidates. I knew from the moment I saw you—that is, your resume—that you were the one I’d been looking for. And please, call me Anderson.”

“I—well, that’s incredibly flattering, Mr. Tropos—Anderson.” I resisted the urge to diminish myself, deflect the arrow-directness of his compliments, my annoying-yet-correct therapist mentally reminding me that I was worthy of praise. “I’m happy to get right into it, then, and start today, if you’re willing. I can help file, organize, whatever you need. What would you like me to start with?” My gaze skated over the four-drawer-high filing cabinets that took up half of one substantial wall, fingers already eager to skim the folder-tabs inside. My law office job had ended abruptly, but the sorting of things, setting them right, had been unexpectedly fulfilling. I’d missed it.

Anderson nodded approvingly, a glint in his soft gray eyes as he studied me. “I’ve been thinking about this for a long time, actually, and I know exactly where I want you to start. I’ve got a really big problem that I need you to handle, right here under my desk.”

My eyes went so wide I felt the stretch in my temples as they flew from the filing cabinet drawer labels to my new boss’ smirk. My voice was a squeak more suited to the aforementioned drawer tracks. “Sir?”

With an amused huff, Anderson’s desk chair slid back an inch as he toed the edge of a drab filing box out towards me, shuffling it along the carpet from beneath his desk. “Damn thing’s been crowding my legs for a month. I’m not going to tell you our filing system just yet, though. Consider it your first test. I want to see how you perform under pressure.”

Okay, he had to know what he was doing, right?

He gave a soft sigh and shrug. “Sorry, we’re still getting an office set up for your position, and I’m afraid my desk is—” He gestured at the glass surface, covered with surprisingly tidy piles of folders and papers. “—a bit of a mess, at the moment. You don’t mind getting on your knees for this, do you?”

He was flirting. He had to be flirting. Okay, well, I had the job already, right? He’d said as much. So I could—very carefully—flirt back, couldn’t I? As soon as the thought crossed my mind, I could practically feel the angel on my shoulder throw his tiny hands up and flutter away from yours truly, the lost cause. But hey, silver lining: that meant more real estate for the devil on my other shoulder.

“Psh, of course not. I do some of my best work on my knees, Sir.” I bit back a smile as I dropped to the carpet and sat on my heels, wiggling the cardboard lid free to reveal an interior packed tightly with paper-stuffed folders.

“Duly noted.” Anderson’s already-deep voice dropped a little lower as I finger-walked through the files, which weren’t organized by any system I could determine. “I have something to attend to for a few minutes, please continue your work. Oh, and Milo?”

I looked up to find he’d soundlessly risen from his desk and was startlingly close, a prominent bulge in his dress slacks directly at my current eye level. I swallowed thickly, forcing my eyes back to the files, my voice breathy where I’d aimed for breezy. “Yes, Sir?”

Whoops. Slipped into an honorific again. Well, at least it wasn’t ‘Daddy’.

Anderson paused with his hand on the office doorknob, voice softer as he crossed the threshold. “Don’t look in the files.”

And with a soft click, I was left alone with my hot new boss’ strange demand, a box of unfamiliar files, and an erection that could bend steel.
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Without an audience and wincing at the pinch of my damned dress shoes, I tilted backwards to sit cross-legged instead as I pondered the box. First paycheck, I was absolutely replacing the fucking things, which had only been worn once to a funeral two years ago. I longed to take them off entirely, but I figured wandering around in socks was probably frowned on, especially on one’s first day.

With a sigh, I wiggled loose one of the folders, seating the edge in my palm to open it like a book before I caught myself. Right, don’t look. Maybe Weaver dealt with highly classified information or something? It seemed unlikely, considering I hadn’t been put through the rigors of Human Resources paperwork or a background check yet. Still, I wasn’t about to chance a peek: who knew if Anderson had cameras in his office?

After shaking off a particularly tasty daydream about using said theoretical cameras to watch my new boss manually relieve some stress, I mentally smacked myself upside the head and studied the folder again. Was it my imagination, or did the folder look…pink? A glance around the room found no lighting or surfaces that would have given the drab manilla folder a pink cast, but my scan did stop on something else odd. One of the three tall filing cabinets also had a pink cast, which it definitely didn’t have earlier. It was extremely faint, more of an overdeveloped photograph sort of aura, practically invisible unless I was looking directly at it.

Getting to my feet slowly, I made my way across the soft carpet and reached for the topmost drawer handle of the “pink” filing cabinet with a frown. Now that I was closer, each of the four drawers had a different intensity of pink hue, almost as if different lights were turned on inside each drawer. The topmost drawer was the darkest pink, with each level fading to a softer version. I let go of the handle and held the folder up, crouching until the colors matched up perfectly on the third drawer. Pushing the opening button with my free hand as I tugged the handle, the drawer opened smoothly on an oiled track, revealing files clearly organized by…brightness? I looked down at the tidy row that grew dimmer towards the back of the drawer, moving the folder in my hand until its glow perfectly aligned with a space in the stack. Tucking it in and wedging it down evenly, a barely audible chime sounded, more impression than actual noise.

Huh.

I straightened, crossing my arms and glancing down at the filing box on the floor a few feet away. It…wasn’t glowing. Turning back to the filing cabinets, they were also the same dark wood they’d been when I first entered the office: no pink, no glow at all. What the fuck was going on? Was I hallucinating or something?

I frowned and dragged the impossibly-heavy file box across the carpet to sit in front of the cabinets. Still no glow. I prised loose another folder from the box, and this one glowed…gray? I bent the filing tab gently, not opening the folder exactly, but allowing more of its strange inner light to shine. This one was a darker color, but a brighter intensity than my first folder had been. Almost dreading what I’d find, I winced and peeked at the filing cabinets through one barely-opened eye. The cabinet on the right was definitely glowing an answering gray.

I was confused and a little scared, but I repeated the process in the name of research, locating the drawer and file placement more quickly this time. Another chime, but if the first one had been a happy ding, this one was more of a stern temple bell calling monks in for prayer.

Before I could grab a third folder, voices murmured beyond the office door, drawing my attention. I wouldn’t say I was proud of the skill, exactly, but my gossip-loving ears were well-honed from years of eavesdropping at various jobs and parties. I made a show of sitting to rifle through the box again, straining to listen.

Anderson’s deep tones were gently cutting off another man mid-sentence. “—and I understand that, Lawson. But you’ve…been more concerned…defining than observing.”

The other speaker had a faster cadence, almost nervous, but emphatic. “Anderson, mine are the…difficult, I’m just saying if…can’t⁠—”

Footfalls echoed in the hallway as another voice piped up, this one warm and, from the sounds of it, in his mid-twenties like me. “He’s…more rye…companion, Law. An Argus. Trust….”

I sat up straighter as my last name floated through their conversation, which became suddenly inaudible as a heavy door closed elsewhere in the hallway. Damn. There went my unsettling entertainment. I was pouting at the files in front of me a moment later when the sudden twist of the doorknob made me nearly jump out of my skin. How the hell was a big guy like Anderson so fucking stealthy? I kept my eyes on the box like it held the secrets to life, determined not to ogle my boss or give away my curiosity that his coworker was casually dropping my last name in their conversation. Yeah, it was on my resume, but what the hell did the guy mean by an Argus?

Anderson stepped in, quietly closing the door behind him and clearing his throat to make his presence known. I appreciated the gesture, even though my heart was still hammering from being spooked. At least it had redirected my bloodflow out of my pants, albeit temporarily.

“Two files already? Well, you’ve certainly exceeded my expectations, Milo. Excellent job.” The praise was like being wrapped in a warm blanket and I was immediately addicted, biting my tongue to hold back a sighed Yes Sir with all the wrong motivations behind it. My serotonin-soaked brain caught up a moment later, reminding me it was literally impossible for him to know at a glance I’d put away exactly two files, unless I’d been right about the cameras.

I rubbed my thumb along the edge of the box as he sank back into his desk chair, opening a folder and reading the contents. I needed this job, and I liked it so far, but something was…off. Too many odd things were scratching at my curiosity, and for better or for worse, I’d been relentless about solving weird issues my entire life.

“Mr. Tropos?” I toyed with the edge of the newest folder I’d pulled, which glowed a yellowish-gold. Okay, so it doesn’t matter who’s in the room, apparently. My brain was whirring in full on mystery-solving mode, despite the rest of me bracing for an awkward Q-and-A session.

“Hm? I told you, Anderson is fine, Milo. We don’t stand on ceremony here.” He didn’t look up from the folder on his desk, finger tracing a line, his tone distracted.

“How did you know I put away two folders?” I swallowed again, nerves buzzing like a hive of bees. The skin along my forearms suddenly prickled, even though I wasn’t cold. A sense of foreboding swept the room like a thick fog, a sensation like staring down into a jagged canyon and knowing how short the fall would really be. I shuddered involuntarily, and the feeling receded like a swift tide, leaving me oddly content.

Anderson pinched the bridge of his nose with a sigh, closing the folder in front of him. “Ah, dammit. I was hoping to give you more time to acclimate. I don’t suppose you’d believe I have cameras in here?”

I smirked, pulling the golden top drawer of the middle cabinet open and sliding the folder into place a few long moments later. “You know Sir, I might have if you hadn’t asked me like that.”

He answered with a soft huff of humor. “You’re too bright for that, Milo. I wouldn’t have hired you if you were that gullible. Now, go ahead and ask me what you want to ask me.”

A million questions tumbled through my mind, only half of which were inappropriate. Okay, slightly more than half. I played it safe and nodded at the folder on his desk. “What’s inside the folders?”
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Leaning back in his desk chair, Anderson laced his fingers behind his head, closing his eyes with a look of resignation. “Do you know what the fates are, Milo?”

He’d evidently rolled up his shirt sleeves during his impromptu hallway meeting, and the beautifully-muscled forearm porn he was flashing me had my brain flickering on and off like a stubborn fluorescent light. “The…what? The fates? Like…double double toil and trouble?”

My answer prompted a smirk, and the sight sent my libido sparkling like a bug zapper in summer. Oof. Yes please.

“That’s Macbeth, Milo, though you got the trio right. The fates were three sacred women in ancient Greece, goddess-like figures, that wove, measured, and cut the life-threads of everything that lived.”

He straightened and plucked up the folder he’d been studying, sliding his index finger up into the seam to open it towards me. Papers were fastened to either side, like a medical chart, full of writing in a language I didn’t recognize. In the center, a golden, glowing cord dangled like a bookmark. Anderson opened his eyes, now lit up in the same unearthly shade of luminescent gray as my second folder. “The third and final of those women, she who represented the inevitable and cut the threads, was my mother.”

I laughed nervously. What else could I do, with that kind of declaration? Yeah, he was hot as hell, but my new boss was completely off his rocker. I didn’t know what kind of LED lighting and custom contacts he was rocking to make this whole weird show work, but I was over it. I patted the side of the couch until my fingers closed on my briefcase handle, getting to my feet. “Well, uh, Anderson, I appreciate your time, but I need a real job with a real paycheck, and Weaver Inc. really doesn’t seem like the right place for me.”

“Sit down, Milo Argus. You are exactly where you need to be.” The command in Anderson’s tone reverberated in a strange way, like music playing underwater, and my knees buckled against my will, dumping me back on the couch unceremoniously. I gaped at him, trying to move feet that were now stubbornly glued to the carpet.

Anderson looked up again with a sigh, standing up and moving in front of his desk to sit on the edge. “Milo, your taxi driver wasn’t human. He works for Weaver, plucking souls from the Styx and quietly diverting them in the rare cases my brothers and I spot potential. You died, Milo. That pressing interview was your intake coordinator for the afterlife. Think about it, do you remember any details at all, or just an overwhelming sense of urgency? That’s by design, like in a dream where you desperately have to achieve something you can’t define.”

I scowled, opening my mouth to protest the insanity, but realized he was right. I had no idea what the interview was for, only that it was very important that I get to it. In fact, now that I was concentrating on it, there were a lot of fuzzy details that should not have been fuzzy. It was like I’d been drunk the last week or so, the mental edges of everything indefinite and evasive.

Anderson’s voice gentled as he closed the space between us, still keeping a respectful distance. “And do you remember the last time you actually read something, or noticed a specific time on a clock? Did your phone stop working when it shouldn’t have?”

I chewed lightly on my lower lip, uncertainty creeping in. “Y-yeah. My phone died this morning and I’m sure I charged it. Like I’m sure I charged it. And the last things I remembered reading were the sign in the bodega and the name of your company, on the front of the building.” I rested my elbows on my knees, staring at the carpet while my brain spun its wheels. It was impossible, right?

“The downside of diverting souls is that you skip the intake process, the explanations and careful acclimations of new death. I’m sorry for that, I can imagine it’s very disorienting, and I wish there was an easier way, I really do. Unfortunately, it’s necessary in cases like yours.” Anderson gingerly sat on the couch beside me, his nearby warmth a welcome anchor for my unmoored mind. “But I’m here. I’m going to help you navigate this, because your skills are priceless. You’re an Argus, and I need you.”

I turned, frowning at him, more angry at the situation than at him, but without a convenient target to take it out on. “And what the hell does that mean? I heard the guy in the hall say that too. Am I like some fancy breed of horse or something?” I sounded downright petulant, but I was pissed. I couldn’t be dead, I had shit to do. Shoes to buy. Bills to pay. Houseplants to water.

“Your bloodline has a specific gift for helping us store and sort life-thread cords appropriately, you can see a celestial order where we see only immediate tasks.” He pointed at each of the filing cabinets, left to right. “Cameron handles new life, Lawson handles lifespan, and I handle…the rest.” He smiled, a profound sadness in his eyes that sent a pang through my heart.

My memory flashed with the bright pink glow, and the golden one, and then the quiet dignity of the gray that emanated from Anderson’s eyes. My boss was, effectively, death, and that was one hell of a job title to shoulder. I lowered my voice to a whisper, the inevitable question uncomfortably direct. “So you kill people? Does that mean you can bring them back?”

He closed his eyes, pain tightening his mouth before it softened into a defeated smile. “I’m afraid it doesn’t work that way, Milo. I know why you need to ask, but I hope you also know why I have to say no.”

I nodded, tangling my fingers with one another between my knees as the weight of my death, and my new situation, really settled into place. For some reason, Anderson’s directness tamped down the hysteria that would normally froth up in a situation like this. I knew in the marrow of my bones, if those even still existed, that he was telling me the truth.

“So I…belong to you?” The moment the words tripped off my tongue, I winced internally. I sounded like an angsty boyfriend, not an employee, and if my unexpected new gig spared me from the finality of death, I needed to get my shit straight. Well, maybe not straight. I wasn’t great at feigning that, if junior prom had been any indication.

Anderson chuckled, breaking the aching tension of the news. He turned his wrist to me, and my inner forearm slut made an unholy sound in my throat that I tried to cover with a cough. Two thick fingers drew up a very expensive-looking watch wristband to reveal two braided cords wrapped around his wrist like bracelets. One was a solid gray, the exact hue of his filing cabinet, but the other flickered between every shade of gray I could imagine, interspersed with moving, glittering orbs that sleepily blinked like eyes.

“Not exactly. We’re connected, to put it simply. This is my cord, because even beings of my caliber have one. But this one—” His index finger delicately stroked across the width of the color-changing band, and euphoria swirled through my body, making me gasp. “—is yours. You were always fated to be my assistant, Milo. I’ve been patiently waiting for you since my brother Cameron first drew your cord 25 years ago.”

He stroked his thumb across the glittering braid with a fond look, practically murmuring. “I’ve worn it every day since, because I knew I’d never have to cut it. And now here you are, with me, where you belong.”

I tentatively reached out and touched his offered wrist, fingers dancing away from my cord to trace the edges of his, smiling when his eyes closed in bliss. “Only your assistant, Anderson? Then why did I hear the man in the hall call me a companion? You haven’t lied to me yet, so don’t start now.”
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Anderson’s eyes flew open, glowing bright gray, expression naked with guilt. “It’s…it’s just another word for assistant, that’s all. I need your gifts. That is, we need your gifts. For the filing.”

“Then why does it feel so good when you touch my cord?” Grasping his wrist boldly in one hand, I drew the tip of my index finger, slowly and deliberately, across the band of his cord, holding the most intense eye contact I had in my entire socially-anxious life.

I was delighted when his back bowed slightly off the couch, eyelids fluttering. “Fuck. Milo, ohh, don’t do that. Gods, please. I can’t…”

I slid my finger gingerly under his cord, careful to avoid tension, and gently rubbed the silken braid between my thumb and forefinger in tiny circles. His breath stuttered on a moan, free hand grasping a clawed handful of the plush leather armrest. “You didn’t answer me, Sir.”

“It’s…ung, like that…it’s because we are…fuck, do that again…companions…” His jaw worked, his hips restlessly shifting. Uncurling his fingers from the couch arm, he reached across his lap and plucked at my cord with a cascade of fingers, as if it were a guitar string. Pleasure tumbled aggressively through my body and I abruptly released his cord before I snapped it by mistake, halfway to a spontaneous orgasm. Could I snap it by mistake? I didn’t want to find out.

We both dropped our heads against the back of the couch, panting lightly. I glanced at him in my periphery, raising a brow. “So that does mean something. I’m more than your assistant, aren’t I?”

Anderson chuckled breathlessly. “Companion or not, I’m not allowed to influence you, Milo. I already diverted your soul, and the power dynamics with that are…complicated…as it is. Your only official task is to assist my brothers and I with filing. Nothing else is expected or asked of you, and I will not take advantage of you, I give you my word on that.”

I’d always been a practical person in life, and while flirting with a guy—being?—like Anderson was undeniably fun, I wasn’t about to spend my eternity playing coy. If I had to be dead, I was damn well going to eat dessert first, and Anderson looked positively mouth-watering. I traced the luxe fabric stretched over his thigh with the back of my nails, light as a feather. “But what if I asked you to take advantage of me, Sir?”

I slid from the couch, matter-of-factly settling on my knees between his own, grateful for the plush carpet I intended to know intimately. I looked up through my lashes at him, admiring the heat in the glowing gray I found there as my palms rested on his knees. “What if I begged you to?”

I’d never watched a man’s resolve actively crumble before, least of all over me, but it was an absolute work of art. His right hand rose to cup my cheek, both cords on his wrist brushing my jawline, tone deceptively tender as he stared down at me. “Then I’d absolutely ruin you, my moirai. Now come here so I can savor the taste of my destiny.”

His fingers moved to wrap the back of my neck, sinking into my hair and pulling me up into his lap as I rose, sinking my knees into the butter-soft leather on either side of his hips. His free arm snaked around my waist, locking me in place against him as our lips crashed together, his kiss full of decades’ worth of demand. Hungry and seeking, his tongue opened my mouth and found my own, devouring me slowly until my hips rocked of their own accord. Tugging up my dress shirt like it was an offense, his hot, bare palm found my lower back, fingertips curling against me to keep me close.

Rising like I weighed absolutely nothing, Anderson cradled me against his body and lowered us to the floor, careful to lay my head down gently on the carpet. I grinned against his mouth, wondering at the tenderness—I was dead already, what more could he possibly do to me? A lot, my libido whispered hopefully.

As he broke off the kiss to mouth at the side of my neck, he grasped my belt buckle with purpose, opening the catch with an effortless flick of his fingers. I whined with need, arching my body into his touch and digging at the carpet with the heel of one ill-fitting shoe as I babbled. “Anderson…please…please…”

His voice rumbled in my ear, making the hair on my nape, just below his grasping fist, prickle pleasantly. “Mm-there’s that begging you promised me. Good boy.” With a sharp tug, my belt flew out of my belt loops into his fist, then casually over his shoulder.

I reached down to fumble with the button on my pants, which earned me a growl and that overwhelming feeling of foreboding at the edges of my consciousness. “Hands off. I haven’t waited all these years to be denied the pleasure of undressing you.”

I sank my fingers into the carpet beside my hips with a pleased sigh. “Yes, Sir.”

Anderson grinned down at me, his eyes practically feral as he took his time undoing each of my shirt buttons, pausing to kiss the skin his work uncovered. “I waited. I didn’t peek at your folder, even though I wanted to a thousand times. A million times. It was torture, but it was worth it.”

We both watched intently as his hand finally skimmed over my abdomen, pushing the button through the hole at my waistband and dragging the zipper open with a single, slow fingertip. The movement pressed against the sensitive underside of my cock, dipping into the gaping fly and offering an electrifying moment of skin-to-skin contact. I sucked in a breath, eyes wide as Anderson brusquely hooked his finger and yanked the button there clean off, tossing it behind him before greedily tunneling his fingers back into the fabric slit to curl around my shaft, dragging it out.

I whimpered and kicked my hips up, and he obliged by giving me the firm squeeze I desperately needed, leaning down to kiss me again. He stroked me languidly, every glide easier from the copious amount of precum gushing from my tip. Anderson nipped at my lower lip, murmuring against my mouth between sipping kisses. “You’ve got such a pretty cock, Milo. How’d you like to fuck my fist with it while I bend you over my desk?”

“...Fuck!” I shuddered as I clutched at the side of his shirt, pulling a handful of the fabric out of his waistband as I groaned. “I…I’m too close…Anderson....I can’t…” I whimpered pitifully, fucking up into his grip like my life depended on it. I’d been way too worked up before this to last much longer.

Again that feral, predatory grin flashed, this time accompanied by a slow, perfect twist of his grip as he watched my face contort in pleasure. “Ah, my beautiful, responsive boy. It’s adorable that you think I’m going to stop at one. That I didn’t fully intend for you to make an absolute mess of yourself before I’m even inside you. Just wait until I’m fucking you through the third.”

His quiet, filthy words sent me soaring into the most intense orgasm in memory, the first jet from my twitching cock painting my chest in a thick stripe as I twisted his shirt in my grip. He swung a leg over me quickly, leaning down to drag his tongue up through my cum, his hand jerking and smearing the rest between us. I moaned his name so loudly I was sure the building heard it, pulling so hard on his shirt I dragged it halfway up his back, quieting only when his mouth found mine again, tasting myself on his tongue.
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My eyelids fluttered, dizzy in the aftershocks of pleasure, grateful for the way his grip gentled and the stroking became a soothing milking motion instead. There was no way he could know what I liked, what I absolutely ached for, but he’d guessed perfectly. Did it have something to do with being companions? As my heartbeat slowed down, the comforting weight of Anderson’s body shifted up and away from my own, his hand finally relinquishing my cock entirely.

I glanced down in surprise when I felt a tug on my foot, discovering him dutifully plucking the knot out of my dress shoes’ laces before sliding them off. I made a mildly unholy noise of pleasure when those big, strong hands of his that had just treated the rest of me so well wrapped around my sock-clad feet, squeezing and massaging. “I don’t want you wearing those anymore, Milo, understood? They clearly don’t fit you well and if you’re going to be in pain, I’d rather it be my idea.” He smiled smugly, digging a thumb into my sole until I went entirely limp, head thumping on the carpet. “Anything you say, Sir.”

He chuckled, patting the side of my foot as he set it back on the carpet and got to his feet. “That’s what I like to hear. Now, you’re going to get up for me, walk over to my desk, and stretch out your lower back. I’m sure it’s tight from laying on the floor, hm?”

I shimmied my pants and underwear off before climbing to my feet. The air of Anderson’s office was cool against my chest where my cum had landed and his tongue had followed, a thought that had me half-hard again already. I rolled a shoulder to shrug off my unbuttoned shirt when a gentle, corrective “tch.” sounded behind me, Anderson’s hand settling the shirt back on my shoulder before a pat on my lower back herded me towards the desk. I grinned, nibbling on my lower lip as I stood in front of the desk, the wide windows behind it reflecting an impressive cityscape far below. I made a show of linking my hands and stretching overhead with a pleased groan, hiding a satisfied smirk as my sticky cock smeared its mark on the pristine glass top. “Like this, Sir?”

A soft clink and a rustle of fabric sounded to my left, followed by the sound of a wooden drawer opening and closing. “I think you need a deeper stretch, Milo. You look very, very tight.” A quiet snap-click punctuated his suggestion.

“I couldn’t agree more, Sir. I appreciate your help.” I slid my feet further apart, sinking my sock-clad toes into the carpet as I slowly bent over the desk wearing only my shirt, lifting my hips and reaching my hands across to curl my fingers around the opposite edge. Anderson moved behind me, only inches separating us, as I lowered my forehead to the cool glass and felt his eyes appraising me.

A warm hand cupped my ass, stroking it with a deep, appreciative noise of contemplation before gripping my left cheek and opening me up to the slick, probing fingers of his right hand. I tensed, surprised by the sudden, intimate contact as well as the lube, but settled as his dry hand splayed between my shoulderblades, pinning me down. “Shhh-hh-hh. Easy now. I’ve got you, Milo. All you have to do is hold on. You can do that for me, can’t you?” Two fingertips circled my hole in a slow, deliberate massage, pressing and dipping, testing me.

“I can. Oh, I promise I can. I’ll be so good for you, Sir. So good, please. Please.” He pulled a soft, needy sound from my throat as his slick middle finger gently pressed inside, making way for another digit in slow, patient strokes.

“So good for me already, Milo. I’m so proud of you. Perfect at the job, perfect at satisfying my needs, giving me a tight little hole to enjoy, and all that cum. You’re going to give me more, too.” He nuzzled behind my ear, breath hot on my neck as his free hand reached down, cupping and caressing my balls. He paused to nudge my waist back from the desk’s edge, giving him enough room to stroke my still-sensitive shaft as his fingers started to work deeper in my ass. “There. That’s right. Now, tell me what you need, Milo. Tell me what you want.”

“You Sir. I want you inside me so bad. I wanted you from the minute I heard your voice. I-I was just trying to be professional but I…I’ve been hard since I came into your office. I’m sorry I’m such a horny little-” I gasped, my voice cracking as his fingers started to gently curl inside me, brushing against my prostate in languid swirls. “-slut.”

“I happen to like you exactly like this, Milo. Needy and panting for me, cock drooling all over my desk, body gripping me like it never wants to let go. Now, reach your hand back but keep your eyes down, I want you to feel what you’re in for.” Anderson was beginning to finger-fuck my ass with purpose now, three fingers stuffed inside, opening me up. As I obediently fumbled behind me, I groaned as my fingers ghosted across hot flesh, ass tightening as I registered that he was concerningly thick, sucking in a breath as my fingers walked a length that also failed to put me at ease.

Anderson chuckled at my alarm, shoving his cock through my curious grip in lazy, fucking thrusts. “Don’t worry, I’ll make it fit. Your body was made to take me. Now—” He pulled his cock free of my hand, tucking the fat head against my ass as his fingers withdrew to grab my hip. “-be a good boy and don’t hold your breath or tense, it’ll make it harder to breed you properly. I’ve got plenty to give you and we’re not going to spill a drop. Breathe out.”

Obediently, I exhaled slowly, squeezing the edge of the desk to keep from tensing in the wrong places. He leaned over me as he pushed gradually past my body’s resistance, wedging himself in half-inch by half-inch, pressing me flat to the glass like a pinned butterfly. I whined despite myself, there was just so much left of him, and so little left of me, but his barely-restrained grunt made my cock jump appreciatively. “Let’s give you something else to think about while you squeeze me like a vise, moirai.”

He leaned over to our left, dragging a whimper out of me as the massive cock wedged in me moved slightly as he did. He chuckled, that soft click sounding again, and I realized he must have had a bottle of lube in his office. Had he always planned to fuck me? Sneaking a quick glance down, something soured in my stomach to find the translucent blue bottle half full. Had he been fucking other people? An irrational possessiveness twisted in my chest, even with Anderson happily balls-deep inside me.

Thoughtful enough to let his palm warm the lube before he wrapped it around my shaft, he curled over my body again, kissing the nape of my neck softly. “I saw that look, Milo. I told you, there were never other candidates. Your cord has been around my wrist from the day it was made. I just like jerking off with lube.” He chuckled and tightened his grip around me, grinding himself against my ass at my soft moan. “Ohh, we like that visual, do we?”

I blushed, feeling even more ridiculous at being shy when I was currently being absolutely skewered by my boss’ cock. “I had this…weird daydream, kind o-” I broke off with a gasp as he started slowly pumping in and out of me with a pleased sigh, fingers flexing on my hip as he stroked me with the same rhythm.

“Daydreaming on your first day of work? Tsk. Better come clean.” He growled the words against my shoulder, fucking me harder now, his slick hand twisting mercilessly closer to the brink again.

“Oh fuck.” I grunted, fucking his fist as much as I could, impaling myself on his cock in the process. “I–ohh-I thought about whether you had cameras…” I grunted through gritted teeth, shoving myself against the desk, body begging him for shallow strokes where I needed them.

“That’s right, Milo. Tell me everything.” He purred the encouragement as grabbed my shoulder, pulling me against him as I pushed myself into his grip, the two of us bouncing my body between his pleasure and my own.

“Sir…I’m so close...I-I thought about watching you on…oh god please…watching you stroke yourself and shooting all over th…fuckkk…I’m-” I gave a broken cry as he pulled out halfway, angling his hips and hammering against my prostate as my vision blurred, stroking me with purpose and painting the side of his desk with shot after shot of cum. My body jerked helplessly under him, his deep groan of satisfaction rumbling against my back as he buried himself in me again.

“There’s my good boy.” He huffed, his voice trance-like as he pistoned into me, hand still holding my cock in a warm, possessive grip. “Now relax, I’m going to fuck this load into you so deep it’ll be part of the next one you give me.”
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I whimpered, going limp with pleasure, half-numb and mindless as he used my body exactly how I liked. A little filthy, a little too hard, like I was a toy that only existed to give him a warm, tight hole to tunnel into. The world narrowed to the slick sound of my spent cock finding new life under the ridges of his fingers, his panting and sounds of pleasure against my spine, and the squeak of my sweaty torso scrubbed across the glass with every pump of him inside me.

His thrusts grew more desperate, coming faster and harder as his breath did. His right hand reached up and slammed over mine, interlacing our fingers as he moaned against my shoulder, his voice raw with unexpected vulnerability. “Tell me you’re mine. Promise me. Please.”

“I’m yours. Forever.” The agreement poured from my throat like I’d been holding it back my entire life, and it felt right. Like every bit of commitment I’d ever dodged, every relationship I’d walked away from was to make space for him. Anderson. Mine.

“Milo…” He sighed my name with reverence, pressing his entire body against mine. I squeezed the desk edge and his interlaced fingers as he swelled in me, spilling a softer, but no less intense orgasm of my own into his palm and through his fingers. Hot tears trickled down my shoulder off his cheek, sparking a soft, answering sting in my eyes. We were both sticky and chafed and absolutely covered in sweat and semen, as was his desk and probably the carpet at this point, but I’d never felt so loved and safe.

Letting my slick, spent cock slide from his hand, he banded an arm around my stomach, tugging me up down to the floor with him carefully, still impaled on his barely-softening cock. “I just need to stay inside you for a while, Milo. I waited so long for you, and you feel so good. Just a few more minutes, I promise.” His voice was thick with emotion, and the way he held me against him healed wounds in my soul I hadn’t even realized I’d had. I nodded readily, hugging his arm against me.

Something brushed my wrist, pulling my attention as I squirmed to find a comfortable—well, as comfortable as possible, anyway—position on Anderson’s lap. The gray band wrapped around my wrist was one I’d only seen once before, and it definitely wasn’t mine. Alarm set in as I immediately moved to slide it off. “Sir! Your- your cord is on me somehow, oh god, are you alright? I didn’t hurt you or tear it, did…?”

His laugh rumbled against my back as his free hand captured the one without the cord, holding it still. “I’m better than fine, though I’m never going to go soft if you keep playing with that. I told you, you’re mine. You agreed, so that means I’m yours as well.” He kissed my shoulder, the warmth of his lips bleeding through the thin material of my dress shirt. “I just figured I’ve been wearing your cord your entire life, and wanted to give mine to you. Unless you don’t want it…?”

He asked the question softly, an expectant sadness tucked behind the words that made my rare streak of possessiveness roar to life again. I snorted, cupping my cord-wearing wrist against my chest protectively. “Are you kidding? They’d have to kill me again to take this back. You’re stuck with me.” He hugged me tightly, a smile curving against my shoulder, and I grunted. “Though I am going to need a work break. Like a pants on one. Let me file while I figure out if you’ve decimated the integrity of my poor ass.”

“Oh! Here. Here, let’s get you cleaned up. You’ve definitely earned your aftercare.” Laying us on our sides, he eased out slowly, but I still felt every bit of the hot, filthy sex we’d just had. Smiling happily and letting my cheek rest heavily on the carpet, I admired the way his gray cord looked around my wrist, turning it back and forth. Mid-examination I let out an undignified squawk as I was hefted into a bridal carry, a kiss dropped gently on my forehead that made me grin like an idiot. Without warning, Anderson marched through a doorway that had definitely been a wall before I’d gotten railed over a desk.

“Where did that door come from?” My eyebrows crept up as I noticed an oversized bathtub filled with bubbles in the center of the tiled room we’d entered. Unless I really had been fucked stupid, Anderson was setting me down in a massive en suite bathroom that hadn’t existed an hour ago.

He shrugged, helping me out of my shirt and bending down to take off my socks as I held onto his shoulder for balance, enjoying being fussed over. “Being death’s companion comes with perks. I thought you might want to unwind a little after all that work.” He winked, giving my poor, sore ass a gentle tap on his way back up. “I’m going to go get us some coffee, you go ahead and get in the bath, okay?”

Well, hell. A guy could get used to this.

As he closed the door behind him, I got into the tub, which was wonderfully, borderline-painfully hot, just the way I liked it. The muscles that had gotten kinked up through all that hard, sweaty labor unlocked, building on the endorphins already threatening to drown my sex-addled brain. Wasn’t that some shit: dead and still dealing with lumbar strains. It figured.

Dopey and fucked out as my head lolled against the tub’s edge, I was overly pleased that I’d satisfied damn-near-a-god that hadn’t even sampled my oral skills yet. Yes, I’d miss my life, and I was sure the grief of that would hit me like a car later, but right now I just felt really good.

The problem with feeling really good was that, much like drunk Milo, super happy Milo didn’t have a lot of innate conversational filters. That’s why, when Anderson returned wearing only a pair of sweats, drinking from one mug and holding another, I blurted out a question without thinking. “So does this technically make you a necroph-?”

Coffee sprayed out of his mouth and nose before I could even finish the word, choking and laughing so loud it echoed off the tiles. “Milo! Gods’ blood, what kind of question is that? No. You’re dead, but you’re not dead like that.”

He shook his head, grinning as he dabbed his face with a towel before handing me my own mug. I took a sip, attempting to look innocent as I settled into the blissfully warm water. “Just checking boss, sheesh. I’m new to all this, remember?”

“Mm. Something tells me I’ve gone and tied myself to a troublemaker.” He raised his brow over the rim of his mug as he hefted it again, winking at me. “But I’ll need you to mostly behave yourself when you meet Cameron and Lawson. They’ll explain the nuances of their folders once you’re dressed and ready for company—you can look in the folders now if you’d like, by the way, cat’s sort of out of the bag on that one.”

Taking another long sip of his coffee, he thumbed the handle, looking me over. “One more thing, before you meet my family. And this needs to stay between us, my companion.” I looked up at the weight in his tone, nodding silently.

Anderson sounded tired, and although I didn’t know him well yet—emotionally, anyway—there seemed to be an uncharacteristic fear in his tone. “Pay close attention to Cameron and Lawson, Milo. Whatever you see when you put the folders away, I want you to look for the same thing in both of them. I’ve finally found you, gods be praised, but you and I are only part of something much greater. My brothers’ companions are a vital part of our collective future, and they’ll be much harder to find and bring into the fold. I need you for that. We all need you.”

I lifted a hand from the water, wrapping it around Anderson’s as he reached to meet it. “I will. I don’t understand everything yet, but I promise you, I’ll do everything I can, for you and them.”

He dropped to a knee with a soft smile, cradling my damp cheek in a palm to kiss me. “I know you will, my moiroi. Now, I’m going to give you some peace and work on some things at my desk before I completely ruin the entire purpose of your bath.” He stood, giving me a long, heated glance that lingered everywhere the bubbles didn’t before turning on his heel and closing the door behind him.

I drifted my fingertips through the bubbles with a sigh. This had been a hell of a Monday.

I was dead and soaking in a paranormal bubble bath, my ass was sore, I was evidently soulmates with death deity that fucked me like the government, and now I needed to help secretly find his brothers’ soulmates before something seemingly dire occurred. All while working a brand new office job that apparently used a light-and-color based filing system to categorize human souls.

Piece of cake.

I was definitely going to need more coffee.
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The end…for now!
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Thank you so much for reading Amor Fati! This fun, smutty little boss-employee afterlife interlude was written off of a plot bunny I had ages ago, and one that I can’t wait to continue with Lawson and Cameron’s stories. For more unique / unexpected characters, including balloon animal shifters and a door shifter, stop by my website, ValentineVerse.com for a freebie story, titles, content notes, and more!
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Thank you for reading!

If you enjoyed the anthology, please consider leaving a review on Amazon HERE.

Please consider supporting more monster romance tales by preordering our other anthologies.
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