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            CONTENT WARNING

          

        

      

    

    
      While this book may have an occasional joke and gaff, the content inside focuses upon serious topics.

      This story features triggers such as blood, self harm, parental abuse, violent transformation, mental health, and more.

      In the table of contents, you’ll notice a “Trigger Index.” This will contain a list of triggers per chapter, along with an intensity rating.

      If you need a heads up, feel free to check it.

      If you’re wondering why the hell a “Trigger Index” exists and consider this a bad thing, please get some empathy.

      Thanks!

    

  


  
    
      Dedicated to square pegs in round holes…

      …to those who hate the status quo…

      …to the soft, tough, and weary souls…

      …and those who need a little space to grow.

      Godspeed you hellions.
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            THE FABULOUS FOLD

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            TACO HELL

          

        

      

    

    
      A woman is in the middle of a makeup livestream. Today’s topic? Eyeliner.

      Her golden halo eyes look away from the camera as she speaks, words flowing from a digital tablet as spotted in her mirror. The metal halo above her head flashes a glow, wings shrink as she stumbles over a line. It’s only when she applies the eyeliner does her wings gently expand. A perfect application brings a perfect smile.

      This angel seems nice, gonna follow her just in case I get back into makeup.

      Like. Swipe.

      The Celestinauts are once again showing off a recruitment ad. They’ve established humanities first base on Phobos while preparations are being done for the first space-built shuttle.

      Don’t get me wrong, huge fan of space. What I’m not a fan of is a trillionaire with a blank check ignoring the rest of us in the twenty first century. There’s a lot of mouths that need feedin’.

      Swipe.

      A group of sea canoers cheer in excitement at the Great Barrier Reef. The person recording can’t stop shaking, pointing the camera face down into the water spotting the iconic blue glow of mermaids. Their fin-esque hands placed upon the coral as it shifts from a dead white to many vibrant colors.

      Hell yeah. Like and Swipe.

      Doomscrolling is bein’ kind to me tonight.

      Biting into a cheese wrap, it gives me something to do while lookin’ through the fingerprint-smeared window. The forest outside is covered in snow, flakes adding to the collage. A lone light pole illuminates the country road that connects this place to the rest of society.

      That’s what I love about this Taco Hell. Outside of the occasional delivery driver it’s dead silent. That dead air is my comfort; only thing keeping me sane after a late night shift. Allows me to swipe through the world on my lil’ phone screen, pretending whats around me doesn’t exist.

      If that can happen for at least half an hour, I’ll be fine. I need to be fine.

      Closing my eyes as I breathe in deep—my battery almost ready to go for tomorrow’s sensory assault.

      Was doing pretty good on that front, but screeching tires drag me back to Earth.

      A hatchback screams into the parking lot, huge fella sticking out of the rear sunroof. The thing’s a pure rustbucket with more parts missing than remaining. Panels with mismatched colors, probably bought in a pinch. It’s amazing how little a car needs to run, especially retro-lookin’ models like that one. Is it from the nineties? eighties?

      The contraption halts, metal exterior no longer vibrates as the only working taillight fades. When the doors pop open, some humanoids pop out. Their kind are rare round’ the town of Comfort, but it’s always cool to see some variety. Can the tall one can even get through the doors? The hatchback’s suspension is begging for release as the they climb out of the sunroof, metal grinding loudly before the quiet returns.

      As they walk into the Taco Hell’s lighting, they got the colors of a crayon box—a wine red, deep blue, and warm yellow—their horns shoot into the sky, threatening god.

      They defy my expectations as they successfully slide inside the joint, employees scurrying away from the front counter. The group stands there, red one shrugging at the sight as they toward the digital screens. The red one taps away at the display.

      "Look sister, all I am asking is that you stop getting us trespassed.” The blue one speaks up. “It's not even midnight, and you already punched someone.”

      "They were bein’ feckin eejits.” the red one responds with a slight defensiveness. “You saw the girls bein’ afraid. They weren’t wanted, so I took care of it.”

      The blue one rubs their temples, “Yeah, you’re right, but—ugh. Can you wait long enough to take it outside next time?”

      “I will, yeah.” the red one says mashing the screen with her finger, the amount of hot sauce packets skyrockets on the display. The blue one sighs as the tall yellow fella’ snickers at them both.

      My brain continues the variant guessing game, horns being the main hint. They ain't animal horns, not even close to cow, goat, whatever. Gotta be something more mythical. The colors and patterns are cluing me in—the red one has glowing gold lines spiraling around theirs, definitely demonic in some fashion but⁠—

      Oh shit! Demonic! They’re fucking demons! Play it cool. Demons are awesome, but I don’t wanna piss em off. Gotta distract myself.

      Pulling out my phone, gotta scroll for new dopamine fodder so I can distract myself.

      Wait, they have tails?

      Shit, look away. I need to stop. It’s the first time I seen their kind in a while, and despite how cool they look I feel like a stalker.

      It’s hard to have chances like this since demons are isolationists. It’s probably due to the fact that our society demonizes, well, demons. They tend to stick to the shadows as a result, who’s gonna bother them in a dead-end fast food joint? Sure as hell not me.

      Food’s gotta distract, right? Tossin’ a cinna-snap in my mouth, there’s that big puffy crunch of cinnamon, but it didn't help. The urge is still there.

      Ok, fine. Let’s make a deal. One more glance, then I’ll stop forever. Cool, let’s do it.

      The plan fails as the red one stares me down. golden glow in her eyes, devious twinkle in her toothy grin.

      Shit! shit shit shit.

      "Oi! You enjoying the show over there?" The other two break away from the screen as the order goes through, blue one rolls their eyes as they notice the situation unfolding.

      Gotta look away, be harmless. They won't see me as a threat, right? I’m a boring human eating a boring meal. Gonna look at my phone, look busy.

      The red one crashes into the opposite booth seat at my table. “I’m talkin’ to you, lil’ human.”

      Guess I'm as good as dead, and she'll be the one dragging me to hell.

      She smirks at me, like I’m some toy to play with. Red skin is littered with black freckles and designs; A tattoo-like choker stamped on her neck in the form of a fancy knot, with a huge black trinity symbol right on her chest. The crackling glow on her chest matches her eyes, pulsating with a calm rhythm.

      Her long hair has a braided crown, but further down blow out like a roaring fire. Long pointy ears pop out the sides; golden earrings with tiny black bird feathers attached. Her thick tail rolls off the booth chair as she stabilizes in the seat, short enough to hover over the ground.

      Despite the baggy military jacket covering their tanktop, the temperature around the table went up by a few degrees.

      “Please excuse my sister Morrigan.” The blue one rushes in, looking worried. “She’s⁠—”

      Morrigan puts a finger up and they go quiet, watching the situation from the distance. What’s goin’ on here?

      “C’mon, I ain't a biter—” she flashes her fangs at me, “—yet.”

      Gulp.

      “What interests ya?” She’s staring directly into my soul now. Do I have a soul? Do demons see souls?

      Gotta say something at least. “Sorry, I meant no offense. Thought you all looked cool and⁠—”

      “Ahh, an admirer, eh?” She cut me off, putting her hands behind her head as she leans back in the booth seat. “Though we ain't really cool. Kinda hot actually, am I right Sam?” She points a finger gun at the blue demon, pausing for a laugh.

      Sam returns a monotone stare, eyes reminiscent of blue china plates with golden trims old people love collectin’. While Morrigan dresses for rugged utility, Sam looks ready for a comfy lo-fi music stream. She’s the only one that has a singular horn—A blade of blue, flowery designs of white and yellow decorating the sides, and a gold trim to line the edge, ready to strike. Her thin tail flows through the air as her unamused stare continues.

      “Ah she gets it.” Morrigan says to the dead silence, gently waving her off before turning back to me. "Tell ya what new admirer. You seem harmless, and I'm a generous kinda demon tonight⁠—“

      She pulls a carton of cigs out of her jacket, placing one cig in her mouth. “—Since you’re such a big admirer of us demons, and we’re waitin' on the grub, I’ll let ya ask three questions about us.” One snap of her fingers and flames shoot out, lighting the cigarette as it begins to smoke. “No tricks, no judgment, no anger. Ask honestly, and you get honest answers, understand?” She goes for a drag, breathing in deep.

      Never really had a chance for credible information before. Internet is a black hole for humanoids, let alone demons. The only things that exist are a few fan pages and humanoid theory forums. Sure I signed up for a few of them, but it was a bunch of humans making up things or AI generated garbage hallucinating facts. The only other source are academic textbooks that I can never afford. Local library doesn’t carry them either; I triple checked.

      My one chance to get some actual info is staring right at me. I genuinely want to understand what makes them so unique, so cool.

      Can't mess this up though, so what do I even ask? Something about their horns? The awesome tails? Those cool designs stamped across their body? So many questions, but I’m forced to fit it all into three small sentences.

      I should think about this opportunity carefully, but my dumb heart throws a question out on impulse.

      “Is it hard to wear hats with those horns?"

      Morrigan’s eyes widen as she looks slightly taken aback. Then she cracks a grin, bursting into a giggle fit. Smoke pours out of her mouth with her forked tongue, making me cough.

      “Really?” She asks as she calms down.

      God, smite me now.

      “Well…I ain't a hat enjoyer, but I assume it would be a bit difficult due to me horns." She feels her forehead at the base of her horns, double checking to make sure.

      “…I guess one of those fancy tennis hats might fit. Bud over there has side horns so they can wear normal hats and things.” She points to the big yellow demon behind Sam currently wearing a beanie.

      Thought they were tall outside, seeing them this close makes them gigantic. Sitting in that hatchback’s gotta be a nightmare if they go through the rear sunroof. Surprised they got clothes that fit—black, shaggy and cheap—coming straight from a punk concert.

      Their knees and arms have brown rocks shooting out of them, with their horns sharing the same shade. While everyone else’s horns shoots out the front, theirs juts out the sides, sitting right behind their ears like a cow. Their tail is long and strong, a big puft of hair at the back as it gently swooshes through the air. Bud gives a polite wave, hair covering their eyes with a fang filled smile.

      Besides that, they don’t utter a single word.

      "Two more questions.” Morrigan says.

      Gotta think of a serious one to balance things out; not look like a scared child. Don’t wanna die from demon-induced embarrassment.

      As my mind plays memory pinball, I remember there was a demon kid or two in elementary; never had the chance to talk to them. Mom wasn’t a fan of me hanging out with humanoids, so I was too anxious to even say hi. Growing up a demon can be a cool question, right?

      “Was it hard being a demon growing up?” I ask. “I mean, people probably picked on y’all at school or somethin, right?”

      Her playful demeanor simmers down to more of a stern vibe. She takes a long drag of her cigarette, blowing smoke towards the no smoking sign.

      "I wasn't always a demon, ya know." she speaks up.

      That's a thing? My head tilts to the side, trying to process what she meant.

      "Oh, you didn't know about that part?” She says after a bit of silence. “I’m one of the demons who took injections; descended they call us. Was a weak lil’ human like you at one point—cringy lil’ shite. No identity to grab onto, military will do that to ya after grindin’ ya up and throwin’ ya away.”

      Another drag and puff. “One day at a community vet meetin’, notice one of the usual guys came in entirely demonized. Big buff lad; deadly as hell. Horns as big as me arms—handed me what little resources there is to get started. There’s these clinics ran by some big medical company⁠—“

      "Lailah Pharmaceuticals." Sam interjects.

      “Yes yes, leelah pharma or whatever.” Morrigan continues as Sam delivers an annoyed sigh. “They have a program where ya get these energy injections. When your body starts to generate enough of it, ya give some back.”

      “It's called Energy Injection Therapy and Recovery, or EITR.” Sam interjects once again, sliding her glasses up. “Morrigan is specifically talking about the variant called DRT, or Demonic Resonance Therapy. In simple terms medical and scientific professionals cannot artificially create these energies in a lab, as using non-consenting animals for such a thing is tantamount to cruelty due to physical and mental alterations. Consenting humans turned humanoid with EITR are able to provide a surplus of resonant energy easily. It's like donating blood or plasma, but you get turned into a variant of your choice before it begins. It's relatively harmless, and allows research and development of these energies to continue across labs nationwide. It has lead to some incredible results, such as clean energy and renewable fuel sources. You can thank us for your gas prices going down drastically while keeping the climate from getting hotter.”

      Us? We? Gas Prices? What?

      “Don't mind her info dumps.” Morrigan chimes in, “She works for a big health foundation thing and⁠—”

      “I run the Circe Advocacy Network, Morrigan.” Sam glares at her, her expression becoming neutral when moving back to me. “The only healthcare foundation in the USA built for folks like us. We make sure that folks can get the proper care, mutual aid, and legal protections we all need.”

      Sam smiles at herself, prideful pose included. I mean, she is apparently helping a lot of people. That’s awesome.

      “Health execs, am I right?” Morrigan said leaning in closer, giggling at her own joke. Sam’s pride shatters as she glares at Morrigan once again.

      “But ya, she helps lots of folks get help where there isn’t any. We demons and other folk have ‘special needs’ that apparently are ‘unnecessary’. Extremely valuable work she does, but we gettin’ off track ain’t we?”

      Morrigan lays back in her seat, arms behind her head, “Anyways, I went to one of those lira pharm clinics to get me a new pair of horns. A few signatures, physical, and other fancy legal documents designed to scare ya later, I walk out with a few vials of demonic energy, becomin’ the deadly demon ya see now." She smiles with her eyes closed, playing with the cig in her mouth, seemingly content with her life.

      Meanwhile, a door opens.

      Injections—that’s where humanoids can come from? You're saying I could be a humanoid? Inject some stuff, become a demon? That's... Why do I feel so giddy? Is that optimism? Hope? I haven't felt that in, well, I don't know how long, if ever. What is that? Where did it come from?

      “Ok admirer! Last question—be smart with it.” Both her and Sam are looking at me differently. Is that curiosity? Anticipation?

      Gotta focus. One more question. Nothing impulsive, has to be serious and well thought out. Problem is the previous answer keeps bouncing in my head. Is it easy? hard? What happens?

      My mind becomes overloaded with those strange feelings, and before I knew it, my brain loses the race as my mouth begins to improv.

      “So, if demons can be, uh, ‘made’, and, um, let’s say someone wanted to…” I trail off, should I really ask? I look towards the group, and now they’re definitely curious.

      Gotta push through.

      “…wanted to be a, uh…”

      It’s so hard to speak. I swallow my nerves, then finally throw it out in the open.

      “…If I wanted to be a demon, is that a good idea? Is it worth it?”

      My brain catches up too late. Want to be a demon? Really? My heart spoke that, but the shame fades in. Why did I ask that? What will these demons think?

      God, I’m an idiot. Closing my eyes, I put my head in my hands, ready to be laughed at again.

      But the laughter never came.

      After a few seconds of silence, I open my eyes and look around. Morrigan’s roughness became softer. Sam went from being annoyed at her sister to looking at me with a gentleness. Bud looks, uh, excited? Hard to tell with their face half covered by hair.

      Morrigan takes one huge drag of the cig before putting it out on the table, leaving a burn mark and ashes. Her tone becomes softer as she speaks up, "Look, what’s your name again?”

      Oh god, I didn’t even introduce myself yet.

      Don’t want to use my legal name, but at the same time I don’t want to leave them hanging. I try my best to filter it out whenever I hear it, but the first letter always comes through. That’ll do for now, I hope.

      “Uh, call me E. I’m still workshoppin' a name…” Here comes the rejection, for real this time. Who has a name that’s a letter?

      “Well E, it wasn't an easy process.” Morrigan starts off. “Sure, the medical side is simple. A weekly injection, a few new cravings for a growin’ body, check-ups to make sure you’re doin’ grand—all that. That isn't hard.”

      She closes her eyes, seemingly quick in thought, then opens them back up with a hint of seriousness. "The hard part of it is what goes on around you. Rejection is common. Stares you get from those both familiar and new are annoying. Those important relationships ya thought were unconditional? Turns out they might be conditional.”

      She then looks towards the other demons of her group, smile forming. “Ah, but the bonds you build with so many demons; such beautiful souls that humans could never comprehend. The hot bod that these injections gave me, and for the first time in my life I felt grounded, loved, alive—that is what was worth it to me. Why I got my pair of horns.”

      She pulls out her phone as her thumbs tap across the screen. “Here…” She places her phone on the table before sliding it to me, an invite code visible on the screen. “…Unfortunately, can’t stick here all night with ya. The employees don’t seem to be fans of us, and the last thing we need is peelers poppin’ up.” The three human workers are cowering in the kitchen. Yeah, looks like a crowd that would call the cops on any oddity.

      “This code invites ya to the group chat that we’re a part of, our ‘fold’ as it’s called in demonic circles.” Morrigan continues. “If ya join it, we can help you make a decision that's right for you. Fill you in on some tips and tricks if ya want to continue down the path of demon hood.”

      I scan it with my phone, and an invite for a group chat called "The Fabulous Fold” pops up, numerous demon and fire emoji's surrounding the title.

      “Now, here’s the important part—you have to make that decision yourself.” Morrigan says boldly. “This ain't no peer pressure shite. If you’re fine with being a human, then so be it. You have some more time talking to us demons before we possibly part paths. If ya wanna go all in though—shed your humanity and join us other folk—the community will welcome you with open arms."

      I join the chat group as she gets up from the table, Bud’s in the back carrying the many bags of fast food they ordered with one arm, drinks with the other. Morrigan walks to my side of the table and immediately puts a hand on my shoulder, a very warm heating pad to my cold skin.

      "And potential hellion?" Morrigan eyes seem to flicker like fire. "Good luck."

      A what?

      She walks off before I could even ask. Sam gives me a polite wave out the door while Morrigan goes for the sauces. She jabs her hand into the packet box, the spiciest sauce packets imaginable in her grasp as some fall to the ground. She pushes the exit door with her shoulder as she turns to me, gesturing demon horns with her free hand while creating a breadcrumb trail of packets to their car.

      They all felt and look so confident. They looked so fuckin’ bad ass too. Happy. Content. Cool.

      I want that.

      Am I allowed to have that?

      Heck, I’m a twenty five year old livin’ with my parents. Mom’s religious as hell, and Dad religiously watches right-wing news. I really don’t want to make them angry.

      At the same time, these demons gave me answers I didn’t know I needed. Hints as to why I lose my mind staring into a mirror. New feelings.

      When’s the last time that’s happened? I can’t remember.

      All that I know is that out of everything in my life so far, those demons made the most sense. I want to jump in, but it sounds scary.

      Do I go for it?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            THE HUMANOID AISLE

          

          BARTER BOB’S GROCERY

        

      

    

    
      Gazing at the destruction wrought upon the shopping aisle—trusty mop in one hand, toolkit in another—all I can do is sigh.

      Spent hours restoring this aisle over and over—day after day—and all it takes is one loser to wreck it in seconds. The metal shelves are surfing around the oily mess on the floor, labels stuck to broken glass and plastic that once held whatever this newfound concoction is. They even put a fresh coat of spray paint up, delivering a lovely message.

      “Humanoids leave, or you’re next.”

      With this big grand mess before me, only one thought comes to mind—It’s time to clean shit up.

      Sliding my earbuds in, letting fancy algorithms control tonight’s music as I get myself into the rhythm. Sounds like an album my Dad would listen to, but The Avalanches sound pretty nice.

      The wet mop slides across the floor as pools of used car oil, seashell chips, grass shreddies, and crushed charcoal swirl together into a complete mess. This kinda situation happens every month— shitty humanists come in, aim for the aisle, and trash the place. Every time, I’m the chosen one of the employee roster, cleanin’ it up once again.

      Lots of the people I work with get to do a variety of tasks: deli workers, cashiers, cart pushers—heck—even storage. Unfortunately, Derrick the store manager always puts me on clean-up and repairs. Mentioned off-hand that I liked tinkering with electronics, and that sealed my fate.

      Wiping down yet another collection of sticky nectar infused with clay smeared across the floor, my mind drifts to the absurdity of this whole situation. Why do people even hate humanoids so much, anyway? Sure, they don't look like us—some have fish scales, fluffy tails, bug antennas, even some unusual ethereal qualities—but what's the problem with that? With the way the bigots yell about some replacement theory of the week, you’d think humanity was gonna go extinct tomorrow.

      Doubt it.

      From those I met, they don’t wanna take over the world—They just wanna be themselves. Shouldn't have to punish them for being a lil’ funny lookin’.

      You’d think they’ll install some more security cameras around the aisle, catch whoever is responsible; but for some reason evidence never manifests. Police come, takes first-hand accounts of the situation, extremely detailed face sketches, everything. Wouldn’t matter if they had Sherlock himself, the culprits don’t turn up. Derrick jokes about how we should get rid of this aisle if it causes so much chaos, but we’re the only major retailer in the area with humanoid products. Too much profit to tear it down.

      Whatever people feel about the aisle, I hate cleaning this shit up. Charcoal and nectar mixed in oil? That will be a few hours of mopping up and wiping down easily. I don't even know how they use this stuff. Is it like skin care or something? Is that why it’s right next door to hygiene? You’d think I’d get a hint at this point with the amount of times I restore the space, but I got nothin’. Maybe with their unique needs they have special regimens or something that⁠—

      “Hey, E███!” Derrick yells at me from behind. Really hate that name.

      “Yes sir?” I ask like a lowly peasant staring at a feudal lord.

      “Did ya catch the game last night?” he asks. “Those nasty Angels from Paradise swindled victory from our Cougars once again. Real shame what those humanoids are doin’ to the good ol’ american ballgame. They gotta regulate that shit, y’know?” Don’t even know what ball sport he’s talking about, but I’m not interested.

      “I didn’t catch it.” I respond.

      He sighs, “Oh yeah, right, ain’t a baseball fan. You’re more into reality shows or girly stuff like that, right?” Another repeat of this kinda questioning. He’s still trying to find out my gender, but for some reason using TV shows as a metric?

      “I don’t watch TV.” I say firmly.

      He stares at me weirdly. “…Sure. Also, once you're done with the humanoid aisle, I need you to check out the freezer in the meat section. It's been going on the fritz again.  Consulted Metatron, told me those fish people are probably shootin’ too much water in it when browsing, shorting it out."

      He’s talking to that chatbot again. Not like he listens when I tell him it’s wrong. Guess I gotta find the actual reason.

      “Yes sir.” I reply.

      "Great! That’s why I like ya kid!" Hate that stupid smile on his face—so happy he doesn't have to call a proper repairman with me around. Wouldn’t mind it if he paid me more, but he gives me speeches about how our team is all “one big family” and how “we should be happy with the emotional pay our job provides.”

      Good feels don’t pay for good meals, asshole.

      Gotta hold that back, job market sucks right now. I don’t have a single degree or certification to leave this place, so I put my earbud back in and return to the rhythm—the aisle must be cleaned.

      Hours pass, and the sticky crumbly mess took some effort. Cleaning chemicals got me coughing up a lung due to a lack of working masks. Gotta be a violation for that somewhere, but who cares about a country town like this?

      Next up was putting up the shelves again. Seems like they finally got around my huge bolt idea; they were mounted right above the shelves to keep em from moving. For some reason though, the bolts are gone. Didn’t see them broken or lying around everywhere. Where did they go?

      Would mounting tape do anything? Doubt it, but hey it’s worth a shot. Can’t move them up and out if they can’t move, right? Time to slap it on.

      With the final shelf modified and placed back on the wall, the aisle is restored. I can complain about cleaning all I want—once I look upon my handiwork across the restoration, can’t help but feel pride.

      No matter how many humanist bigots try to terrorize this grand Barter Bob with vandalism, I’ll always be there, toolkit in hand, warding off the evils of this land.

      I’m going overboard, right? Making myself sound like a silly knight or somethin’. Even got me gigglin’.

      It’s just a shopping aisle. Let’s get back to reality and fix that freezer.

      I place the toolkit down in the meat section, flipping the switch on the unit to shut it off. I lift open the electrical panel with the help of a good ol’ fashioned screwdriver. With one trusty multimeter and  a service manual downloaded onto my phone, it’s time to test connections.

      Tapping grounds around the board and checking some cables to see where the issue was—Nothing out of the ordinary. Swapping to different modes and voltages, same story.

      Now I’m confused.

      Wait, no. There’s no way. Grabbing the power cable and out of curiosity give it a tug—it’s loose. Following the cable to its socket, and there’s a plug laying on the floor. A quick slap into the wall then flipping the power switch once again, and the freezer revs up without a single issue.

      Did someone trip over the cord or something? Whatever, it’s “fixed”.  Onto the next task.

      Rest of the night was full of mind-numbing tasks stacking up. Clean another aisle here, fix the shopping cart wheel there. I was busy trying to fish a broken plastic card out of a trading card machine when the speakers announces we’re closing.

      I’m tired, it’s time to go home.

      Sneaking my way into the employee area, there’s a few small groups trying to relax from the long shift. I wanna grab my messenger bag and hoodie then peace out. Sliding the hoodie on, My ears are forced to pick up a conversation.

      “That’s great Jason! No wonder you look so happy lately!” One employee chirps.

      “Thanks!” Jason replies. “I know it’s gonna be a lot of homework, but I feel like moving into social work is something that I wanna do. Not to mention the grants I get smooth out costs. I wanna help people, you know? Always been my calling.”

      He then looks straight at me. Shit, I don't want to be perceived right now. My nerves shoot up as I mess with my bag; an attempt to ward off conversation.

      “Maybe when I’m done, I can finally help E███ over there get out of his shell!” Confusion hits his face, “…her shell?”

      No one really gets it, do they? I don't even really know my gender, nor do I care. Not like my body helps in this department. Brown hair is always short yet shaggy, bangs are covering my eyes, and body is flat as a board. Not a soft curve or chiseled edge in sight.

      Honestly, I’m me—whatever that means.

      I don't really give a verbal response to Jason, but I throw a silent thumbs up before walking to the door. His grin looks genuine, probably thinkin’ he already made progress. Hope his social work goes well, but don’t drag me into it please.

      One cold walk through the parking lot snow as flakes dance in the parking lot lights, I slide into my Mom's silver car. Ain’t no luxury, but the seat warmers are a blessing as I turn on the car then back off again to let the battery run. Gives me time to relax for a sec before I drive home. Closing my eyes and embracing the warmth, my mind drifts to last night.

      Were they serious about that humanoid stuff? Injections turned them into demons? Sounds too good to be true. How would a process like that even work? They said to message them if I had questions, but I’ve never been one to initiate contact with others. I feel my body stressin up thinking about it.

      My phone pings me out of my anxiety. Opening up, a notification in their group chat. Guess I didn’t need to make the first move.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
          
            
              
        FireMaiden - 10:30pm

      

      
        hey @ToyTinkerer its morrigan

      

      

      

      
        
          
        wanna hang out with the fold tonight

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      They wanna hang out with me already? When’s the last time someone asked me to hang out, High school? No, middle school? Hell if I know.

      There’s the anxiousness again, shit. Would Mom be okay with it since I got her car? Can say I went to a fast food joint again, right?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
          
            
              
        ToyTinkerer - 10:32pm

      

      
        if it isn’t a problem…

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        FireMaiden - 10:32pm

      

      
        lad

      

      

      

      
        
          
        if it was a problem i wouldnt have asked

      

      

      

      
        
          
        anyways u know that castle bar food place

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        SageSammy - 10:33pm

      

      
        Cabinet Castle Barcade.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        FireMaiden - 10:33pm

      

      
        yeah that

      

      

      

      
        
          
        were already there

      

      

      

      
        
          
        whatever ya decide no pressure

      

      

      

      
        
          
        if ya dont show have a good night

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Are they being too friendly? No clue. It’s strange to have people inviting me out, but it’s also nice. Searching up the name of the restaurant, according to the map it’s the opposite way home. Is that worth it? Whatever I choose, gotta turn the car on and get movin’.

      Driving up to the exit intersection, it’s time to make a decision. Looking to the left, the dark street heading home. Would be back in my room in a half hour, ready to melt the midnight solder on my camera project. To the right is the town of Comfort, illuminated by streetlight. People ready to hang out just a few minutes away.

      Why is making a choice like this so hard? It’s talking to a few people. That’s what a simple hangout is, right? It sounds simple, but whatever my body is going through is clouding my judgment. What the hell is this feeling? What does it want?

      A gentle knock on the car window jumps me out of my seat as I grab my chest.

      Oh, it’s Jason.

      I tap the window button, cracking the window open. “Uh, whats up?” I ask, trying to regain my composure.

      “You good dude?” He replies with concern in his voice. “You’ve been at the stop sign for a few minutes now.” I look down at the clock and it’s been five minutes. What the hell? I only just notice the headlights from his truck blaring through the rear windshield.

      Guess I gotta ward him off. “Yeah I’m fine, thinking things through. Sorry for holding ya up.” I say.

      He smiles with a gentle nod, “That’s great. See you tomorrow E███.” He walks off, sliding back into his truck as he slams the door shut.

      God, I hate that name.

      Turning on the right blinker, I start heading towards the light.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            THE FABULOUS FOLD

          

          CABINET CASTLE BARCADE

        

      

    

    
      The name wasn’t lying, this place looks like a weird ass castle. The building looks like one of those pizza joints, but the corners have weird structures that attempt to give it watchtowers. Clearly decorative additions, not actually usable. Gotta admire the craftsmanship though. You can see the paint is chipped showing the plywood construction below, but it’s made with love. That’s all that matters, right?

      Closing the car door, a group of rednecks stare at me for a few seconds before redirecting their attention to their group. Wonder what their deal is.

      Pulling open the front door, a blast of warm air greets me. Cold white nothingness becomes warm orange-red, accompanied with the sounds of people. Wooden flooring, stained glass windows and lamps hovering over booth tables—Yep, definitely an old pizza joint. What’s different though is the round tables line the floor with an interesting mix of humans and humanoids.

      A bar in the back has a mouse humanoid, serving another glass of whatever alcoholic mixture to a deer. A dog is doing a horrible karaoke rendition of some pop song. Haven’t seen anything like this in Comfort before. Thought such a blend of the two would be an impossible sight in these lonely woods, but I guess I’m wrong. Wonder how hard it would be to spot the demons in this mass of people.

      “Once again, the queen reigns supreme!” A familiar voice shouts from the arcade cabinets.

      Not that long I guess.

      The fold is standing in front of a big-screened cabinet with “THY GRAND VICTORY!” emblazened on the arcade’s CRT. Morrigan’s hands are on her hips, looking smug towards an annoyed Sam.

      “That’s because you keep button mashing instead of having actual skill.” Sam responds.

      Morrigan smirks as her demonic tail wags, “If slamming buttons beats your advanced fighter skills then they weren’t advanced, were they?”

      Bud manifests from the crowd, their huge stature splitting the two apart. They cross their arms, staring them both down like a disappointed parent. Their argument cools as their aggressive stances turn soft.

      “Sorry sis.” Morrigan rubs the back of her head with her hand.

      “I’m sorry too, sister.” Sam responds, looking away embarrassed.

      What happened there?

      Bud smiles at them with a nod, before they spot me from a distance. Their smile becomes a wide grin. The other two look up at Bud with confusion, then straight at me. They begin to share Bud’s happiness, Morrigan making first contact with their approach.

      “See, told ya they would come!” Morrigan says to the others before turning back to me. “How ya doin lad? Ya seem stressed.”

      I shrug, “I’m doing fine. Showing up cause ya asked.” That answer sucked, but what else could I say?

      Morrigan stares at me for a sec, looking me up and down, before the smirk reappears. “We’re glad ya did. Say, are you a fighting game fan?”

      “I’ve played a few.” I reply. “Not sure if I’m any good at it though.”

      She lightly chuckles, “Don’t worry, we’re all shite at it. Say, let’s get a game going—iron out those nerves of yours with an ice breaker fight.”

      The arcade cabinet fits the theme of the castle—Knights clashing swords on the side of the machine, the demo looping on the screen showing a guy getting tossed across the stage, low poly graphics stretched across a old tube TV. That’s when I spot logo above the screen in a big golden fancy font—Knight Night Fight.

      “Say, E, You ever heard of The Knights of The Round Table?” She asks, throwing a few quarters into the machine.

      “Barely.” I reply, “Dad got me and my mom to watch a movie with them years ago. They kept smacking coconuts or whatever but it made me laugh.”

      “Ahh, Monty Python’s The Holy Grail!” Morrigan replies as she slides the final quarter in. “Great film, weird way to get introduced to the legends. Need to get ya on Green Knight ASAP.”

      The machine screams with noises of swords clashing as a giant block of text on the screen demands us to press start. Morrigan leans back up as Sam and Bud take a step back, giving me room. A gentle smile from both of them as I grab a hold of the controls.

      “Anyways, this game is full of knights from those legends, but in this they’re a bit more serious compared to those coconut knights.” Morrigan says.

      She presses the two player start button on the machine, and the game screams at us both to select characters. A quick glance at the controller on the cabinet, huge stick with a set of six buttons. Sure beats the keyboard on my laptop, but gotta get used to this plastic and metal. Grabbing the stick, I look up at the screen and god damn—There’s got to be at least forty knights here. What the hell do I pick?

      Morrigan already shoots down the list and instalocks a character. “Morgan Le Fay!” The announcer of the game shouts.

      A woman with a pair of wings and two daggers appears, her armor coated in black metal feathers, almost like some sort of dragon scale armor. Morrigan gives me a silly smile, “Dunno if you can tell, but I’m a big fan of hers.”

      Is that a joke? I don’t get it, but I try to return a smile.

      Moving the stick around for a bit around the roster, every knight here seems alright at best. That guy has a fancy mustache, another dude is too golden. The first girl I come across that isn’t Morgan is too scantly clad with bikini armor. Sure is a nineties game.

      There’s too many choices, but zero information. What’s the play styles? What’s their mobility like? What about⁠—

      “Make your choice lad, or the game will do it for ya.” Morrigan interjects, pointing to the timer on the screen.

      Ten seconds left, shit. Might as well leave it to chance. I close my eyes, move the stick a few times, and then slam the button.

      “Tristan!” The announcer shouts. A fancy looking knight appears, donned in chainmail with a shield of yellow, flowing cape and quiver on his back.

      “Ooh, Tristan! A grand choice!” She says.

      “I kinda picked at random.” I shrug.

      She chuckles, “Ah, don’t we all?”

      “Stage Select!” The announcer screams again. She holds the stick to the right as it spins through the stages—a countryside with a strange tower on a hill, a bridge running across a creek, Stonehenge even—she continues to slide past all of that, slamming the select button down with the side of her fist out of nowhere.

      “Camelot!” The announcer says once more, a loud clash of metal blares from the old speakers as the arcade machine loads in the stage.

      A big cobblestone castle appears in the distance, a big dirt road becoming the battlefield. Both of our characters walk in from the sides, Morgan brandishing some daggers while Tristan pulls out a sword while placing the longbow to their back, posing at each other trying to intimidate the other.

      “Good luck.” She says with a grin.

      I’m about to get my ass beat, aren’t I?

      “Round One, Fight!” The announcer shouts with golden text on the screen, and Morrigan charges after my guy.

      Yep, I only had twenty seconds.

      Morrigan’s been playing before I got here, so she’s warmed up to smash my character to pieces, and round one comes to a close.

      “Morrigan always charges in head first.” Sam chimes in, I forgot she was even watching. “She smashes any attack without reason. Barely dodges. Use that to your advantage, and you’ll break through her simplistic strategy.”

      “Don’t be givin’ away my secrets, sis!” Morrigan replies with her tail straightened.

      Sam giggles. “Should have thought of that before making fun of my advanced fighter tactics.”

      Round two starts up quick, and now that I figured out the controls I’m holding my own. Tristan is slower than Morgan, but his weapons hit harder. The match goes on for a bit longer, but when she charges at me again, I jump right over her, followed by a slash of my sword across her back. Her character falls, and round two comes to a close, one point between both of us.

      “There’s that spark!” She says. “Now, since you got a proper understanding, I won’t go easy on ya.”

      Felt something inside me take the wheel. “Don’t worry Morrigan—I’ll go easy on you.” I respond.

      She’s surprised, tail speeds up it’s sway as the fiery glow crackles in her eyes. “Big words for a potential demon!” She jests. “Just remember—don’t miss.”

      It felt nice being called a demon, even a potential one.

      Round three begins, our knights dance back and forth with our fingers flowing amongst buttons and sticks. Morrigan suddenly switches tactics, once charging in, now taking the back corner of the screen as she begins throwing an endless amount of daggers my way.

      I jump over the knives before pressing a few buttons. Wanted to see if air attacks were a thing. My reward was Tristan pulling out a bow and arrow, aiming directly at Morgan before it flies across the screen. A huge chunk of her health bar vanishes in an instant as the arrow lands, Tristan landing in front of her. Time to sword em’.

      As Tristan’s sword slashes, Morgan suddenly rolls off the ground, creating distance as a weird sound effect goes off for the first time.

      “Sorry E, but I gotta bring this to a close.” Morrigan says, jamming the stick straight down then right, holding down a combo of buttons.

      I looked at her health bar, right below three notches are filled up, all of them flow with a rainbow. Oh shit, She’s prepping a special attack.

      The screen darkens, and Morgan shoots across the screen as a loud blinking noise erupts the speakers. I hold the stick back, and Tristan responds with his shield. If you blinked, you would’ve missed her dash before a loud clang is heard. Even the arcade lighting shut off for a split second.

      Somehow, the block persists.

      Morgan keeps wailing on the shield, my defense holding up, yet my health bar keeps chipping away bit by bit as she keeps pushing me further across the stage. These seconds felt like minutes as she kept her barrage on me.

      Then her attack is spent and Morgan halts, but the damage has been done—both of us a sliver away from death. She’s looking at the screen with a slight bewilderment—she didn’t expect me to block that.

      That’s my opening.

      Initiating a ground slide attack, I launch her up in the air, followed by a few upper sword attacks, juggling her before swapping to a heavy hit. It throws her high into the air, and it’s time for the fatal blow. Tristan’s bow aims to the heavens, her flying body entering his eyeline, and the arrow flies through her cleanly as the screen goes black and white. Morgan screams in defeat as the game goes into slow motion, her body slamming into the ground.

      “THY GRAND VICTORY!” The announcer shouts, golden text covering the screen as what I can only assume is a theme for Tristan playing through the speakers.

      Morrigan goes dead silent, looking away from me and the arcade machine before making some weird noises. Did I do something wrong?

      Those noises get louder, becoming cackling laughter as she places a hand on my shoulder. “Someone’s finally done it! Ya dethroned me! Excellent showing, lad!”

      I was gonna gloat, but hearing praise defused me and my smile returns, her hand radiating that demonic heat into me.

      Behind us, one person is clapping. It’s Bud, cheering me on while Sam gives a smug look.

      “Seems like we found your counter.” Sam says.

      “For now.” Morrigan replies, taking her hand off my shoulder. “Maybe I’ll restore my title with a bit of grub. To a booth!”

      Our destination in the restaurant was a circular cushiony booth chair wrapped around a table, bits of colored glass and wood lining the seats fitted into the wall. As we slid in, I found myself in the center of the group—Morrigan on my right, Sam on my left. Bud picks up a chair from one of the open tables and sits down at the corner. Are they too big to slide in? Wouldn’t they like a comfier seat?

      “So lad, you watch movies?” Morrigan asks. ”The Monty Python thing got me curious.”

      I shake my head, “Nah, I mainly watch online vids. Every time I try to look up a film that sounds interesting, there’s a bunch of people that seem irrationally angry about them. Why watch stuff people hate? The movies my Dad watched were pretty cool though.”

      “Oh? Like what?” She asks.

      “He likes watching old stuff. The one that I liked the most was the one where the kid was doing karate?”

      Morrigan giggle-snorts, “Yeah, that’s Karate Kid. Prime eighties cheese that is even though it’s a bit aged. You seen any other eighties films, like Highlander?”

      “Uh, no?”

      “What about Dark Crystal? Bill and Ted? Neverending Story?”

      No idea what any of those are.

      “…not even The Best Boys?”

      “The Best Boys?” I ask.

      Morrigan’s eyes light up. “Oh, lad—it’s feckin gas. They made it right after us folk first started poppin’ up! An alt-history tale about a ragtag group of soldiers in World War Two huntin’ down Hitler. The best part is the entire squad is all dog folk. The bunker scene is unreal! Gotta get you over to our place and⁠—”

      “Oh goddess no…” Sam sighs. “We’re starting it up again, aren’t we?”

      “You’re damn right Sam!” Morrigan responds.

      “Starting what up?” I ask.

      “Movie night!” Morrigan replies. “You are the excuse I’ve been needin’—A fresh face to experience em’ all over again.”

      “Only if the entire group can pick films this time.” Sam responds. “If you make us watch weird tapes again…”

      “That was an accident, Sis! Those tapes had no feckin label!”

      “What?” I ask.

      “Don’t worry, it’s sorted.” Morrigan replies with a stern look at Sam, before switching to a bit more cheerful vibe. “Okay look, here’s the new movie night idea—we pick movies we wanna watch, then we vote on the choice. Tie-breakers decided by rock paper scissors. We grand?”

      Bud nods yes, while Sam sighs, “Deal, but no unlabeled media, and E has to agree to it. You want to introduce them to films after all.”

      The group turns to me. Oh god.

      Sam and Bud stares with a curiousity, while Morrigan stares at me with some sort of excitement. They’re all waiting on my decision.

      “Uh, sure? But⁠—”

      “Feck yeah! I—wait, but what?” Morrigan cuts herself off.

      “I’m not sure if I can use my Mom’s car to go anywhere. She doesn’t let me borrow it whenever, only for work.”

      “I can drive ya over. Ain’t no bother.” Morrigan shrugs off my concern.

      “Wait, are you sure? I don’t wanna inconvenience you. Also my parents are⁠—”

      “E, lad, let me resurrect movie night. Please.” Oh god, she’s super serious about it. I guess a few movies could be nice.

      “Uhm, Okay.” I reply.

      Morrigan ramps back up to full energy, “Feck yeah! Movie night is back! Sam, send the calendar invites! I gotta plan the themes and⁠—”

      “E should pick the first movie.” Sam says, cutting off Morrigan.

      “But I don’t know any movies...” I reply.

      “Nah, she’s got a point!” Morrigan says. “Get to our house, got shelves of media as tall as Bud! Ya find one that interests ya, and we’ll have opening night!”

      I look Bud up and down again, towering over us despite sitting down. That sounds like a ton of movies, a ton of fun.

      “Yeah, sure.” I reply.

      “Hello and welcome to the Cabinet Castle!” A voice chirps as a figure approaches the table. She’s another humanoid—brown fluffy fur around her neck, big black bulbs for eyes right below her fuzzy antennas, and big brown wings flickering occasionally screams “moth.” Other than that, she’s your average cheery waitress wearing a brown diner dress.

      “Have you big hungry demons decided on what to get?” She stands next to Bud as she flips open a notepad, looking around the table before spotting me. “Oh! and your new human friend too!” That’s a weird feeling I got from that. Not a fan of whatever that is.

      “Demons is fine Maisie.” Morrigan says. Now that weird feeling is gone, replaced with something positive. What is that? The waitress tilts her head in confusion, looking back and forth at me and the rest of the demons before her eyes light up “Ooooh! Okey dokey Morrigan!” Even notice Morrigan staring at me for a second before rummaging through her jacket.

      The menu is small, so we all agreed on a “Camelot Burger”—a BLT with crispy onions, along with fries and “Honor sauce”, whatever that is. When drinks orders came through, Morrigan ordered whatever “black stuff” is, Me and Bud got soda, and Sam asked for sweet tea.

      Maisie writes it all down as Morrigan pulls out a cig, snapping her fingers as she gets ready to light it.

      “Uh, Morrigan?” Maisie locks onto her. “You can’t smoke in here. There’s…a rule for…” She begins trailing off.

      Morrigan stops right at the edge before it’s lit, but notices something as she smirks. She slides the cigarette back into the pack, but moves her lit hand back and forth. I look to Maisie and, uh, shes following the fire?

      Sam sighs, “Sister, please stop distracting the waitress.” Morrigan went from amusement to annoyance as she puts out the light.

      Maisie snaps out of her hypnotic daze, a few seconds of processing before trying to hide herself behind her notepad in embarrassment.

      “Please excuse her, she’s always been a curious one.” Sam says, Morrigan sighing as she takes the hit.

      “Ah, okay! I’m still getting used to my moth quirks and—” Then, realization hits Maisie’s many eyes. “Wait, haven’t I seen you on TV?” she asks.

      A smile forms on Sam’s face. “I’ve been on the news a few times, yes.” The moth tilts her head, before her wings expand in realization. “Oh! Oh my god! You’re Samantha! The Circe Samantha! Huge fan! The grants your network offered helped me and my friends become our buggy selves! Can I get a picture of us together? I’ll only share it with them!” Her second set of arms dig through her pockets as Sam slides out of the booth.

      “It would be a pleasure, Maisie.” Sam replies, walking around Bud.

      Maisie pulls out her phone as they take a few shots on the selfie-style cam, cracked screen showing them both happy, Maisie’s antennas curling in joy as she seems extremely giddy.

      All the humanoids here look so happy.

      A few snaps later, Sam slides right back in.

      “I’ll make sure your burgers come right away, thank you so much!” Maisie says, rushing off to the kitchen with happiness.

      “So E, do ya want your own pair of horns?” Morrigan asks, a stare that puts me in her crosshairs. About jumped out of my seat from that question.

      “Morrigan! Sister! You can’t be that direct!” Sam says. “You should let them figure it out on their own!”

      “Sam, you’ve been feelin’ the same stuff I’ve been feelin.” Morrigan Replies. “E’s clearly enjoying all the folk stuff here. Gotta give a lil’ push sometimes, get em’ past the finish line.”

      I gulped, “What do you mean? I haven’t said anything?”

      Morrigan sighs, “You don’t need to say anything E—It’s been hanging over ya since ya got here. Feck, it’s been there since Taco Hell. It’s clear ya wanna be one of us demons, so why not ask for help?”

      Did I really want to be that? I look around at the demons—Morrigan looking determined, Sam looking concerned, Bud smiling—I look down at myself in the reflection of the table.

      Ugly, unkempt hair; bangs lifting revealing my hazel eyes for the first time in months. Yeah, I’m a scrawny little thing, but did I want to shed my humanity over it? Staring at that reflection is twisting something in me. I hate that thing staring back. Need to look away.

      “I mean it sounds nice, but I’m kinda worried about how my family would feel about it.” I reply.

      Morrigan shrugs, “Yeah, I get that. Lot of folk got family issues.”

      “That’s because Humankind has a hard time with change.” Sam chimes in, sliding her glasses up to her face. “Folks—or Humanoids as the legal system calls us—are all about change. The issue is that Humans love putting up guard rails and regulations to make change harder. It just confuses me as to why they’re so hesitant about such things.”

      “Cause they’re human, sis.” Morrigan responds. “Look at history, feck, look at the news today. Humans taught themselves to be afraid of anything that doesn’t look or act like em’. Gender, ethnicity, religion, what’s goin on in your body or brain, heck, even something as small as pink or blue color choices are a big deal to em. Ain’t no wonder their brains have been short circuiting since the eighties.”

      “Has it really been that short of a time since they popped up?” I ask. “Humanoids—uh, Folk I mean—have always been around since I was growing up. Feels weird to even think there was a time before all that.”
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