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        contains only kissing and/or fate to black
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        contains detailed steamy scenes and an increasing use of explicit language
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        contains extensive steamy scenes with heavy description and explicit language, and/or including kinky content
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      In the monster romance genre there seems to be a scarcity of books with monstrous women, which is, quite frankly, a waste.

      Women are hot, and since I imagine we’re all monster fuckers here, I assume we all agree that monsters are also hot, so monster women would really have a beauty and allure that’s out of this world. And yet, there’s still not enough non-human women in monster romance—at least, not enough for my queer little heart’s liking.

      And because I can never leave things be, I decided to gather some authors to help remedy this scarcity. Thanks to them and their passion for non-human women of all kinds, we managed to create this beautiful collection of stories.

      In this first volume you can have wild nights with demons, encounter sea creatures, travel to a steampunk Victorian era, and so much more.

      The following stories vary in length, going from 4k to 20k words. Before each of them, you’ll find a section with heat details, content warnings and other info, so that everyone knows what they’ll be getting into.

      Have fun reading, and don’t forget to check out the amazing authors who contributed to this anthology!

      
        
        — Robin Jo Margaret

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Additional Notes

          

        

      

    

    
      Some of the following stories might be eventually re-published by the individual authors, either as they are or in longer forms. If any of these particularly catch your interest, you can always check out the authors’s accounts to see if they have developed their stories into something bigger.
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        * * *

      

      Unfortunately we don’t only have good news to share.

      Around the time when this volume was first published, we came to find out that one of our contributors, Joanne Kwan, had passed away. An Education in Sap is one of the last—if not the actual last—story they shared with the world.

      We wanted to make sure to remember them and to make it so that readers could still appreciate their creativity and talent, so we kept their story in when we republished this volume.

      All their shares of royalties from the sales of this book will be donated to trans orgs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            How I Became a Succubus's Pet

          

          BY NOELLE UPTON

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Heat Level:

        On Fire

      

      

      

      
        
        Content Warnings:

        Explicit language and sexual content, some religious references (mentioned in passing), references to toxic masculinity, calling out a racially-charged word, and breath play.

      

      

      

      
        
        Story Description:

      

      

      Daniel, a college junior who somehow found his way in a History of the Occult class, is trying to keep his scholarship. With a degree he may not even want hanging in the balance, he decides to go all-out for this extra credit paper. But, conducting a ritual from an old, forgotten textbook isn't one of his brightest ideas. Not when it ends up being real.

      After summoning a succubus and accidentally binding his soul to hers, Daniel is dragged to Hell where he waits for his demon to find a solution. So, he works in her shop, meets new friends, and builds a new life for himself while Feronia's allure grows by the day. One that asks for him to submit.

      

      
        
        Relationship & Monster Type:

      

      

      
        
        M/F

        Human x Demon (Succubus)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 1


          

          DANIEL

        

      

    

    
      I felt like an idiot.

      And like my aunt was gonna burst in any moment to throw a fit, drag my tail back home, and call my uncle.

      That alone should’ve been enough to stop me from drawing the chalk circle.

      Enrolling in the History of the Occult class had been a last resort, one that came from computer glitches and the mad dash of everyone else trying to schedule their classes. And as a junior, I had no choice if I wanted to stay on track to fill all the degree requirements in time to graduate next year.

      Twisting my body within the salt and chalk circle, I glanced at the textbook I’d checked out from the library. The stress of holding onto my scholarship, my aunt and uncle’s pressure on me, and the demands of working at the dining hall jumbled until this extra credit paper grew to an undeniable weight.

      I lit the five black candles I’d stuck in the points of the pentagram I drew with shaky fingers.

      “It better fucking get me an A,” I muttered as I placed the bar of dark chocolate from the campus store and wood bowl of herbs. Rosemary, sage, and lavender—which was harder to find than I’d thought it would be. Pricking my finger until drops of blood fell in the bowl seemed a touch too much for this thing that was surely not going to produce anything at all, but I was committed now.

      Anything to keep my scholarship, right?

      I crushed the herbs gently in my hand, following the instructions from the book as best as I could. With my laptop propped open on my other side, I jotted quick notes about what I was doing.

      “All right.” I breathed heavy, puffing out large exhales to hype myself up. In stuttering… Latin, maybe? I recited from the image of handwritten words in the book. “T-te voco, daemon tenebrarum. Feronia…hoc tibi dono.” My heart raced, punching against the inside of my chest as my stomach tumbled with something other than fear. “Anima mea mortalis esto tua. Te-tenetur tibi in…aeturnum. Te—te voco,” I finished and tossed the book onto the dusty wood floor.

      The tingly feeling over my skin got worse, and I looked around the dark, candlelit room. Was it too late to change the direction of my paper and just take a meditative walk in the cemetery? The girl that sat next to me in class said that was what she’d decided to do as a way to ‘immerse oneself in a ritual.’

      It was an intentionally vague prompt, but I was the dumbass that stumbled upon this particular textbook and thought my dedication would certainly land me a good grade on principle.

      When the middle of the pentagram, right where I was sitting, started glowing purple, I realized I’d fucked up.

      “Holy shit,” I breathed, chest heaving. Cold sweat trailed down the back of my neck and temples. I slammed my eyes shut, mumbling apologies to God and Jesus and my dead parents, but the sane thing—scattering the flakes of coarse salt and blowing out the candles—didn’t even cross my mind. Dumbass.

      I was stuck in place as a weird heat swirled around me. The dusty smell of old books and the forgotten desks stacked in the corner of the room were gone. I cracked open an eyelid while still drawing up the few Bible verses I knew. The black sky outside offered little assurance when the moon was just a blue shadow among distant stars.

      Much brighter, otherworldly because it was, the purple glow burned my eyes while melting my shoulders. The flames of the candles went wild, flickering so fast that I should’ve been worried I was about to go right up in the inferno of my own stupid decisions.

      Instead, the form taking shape inside of my circle had all of my attention.

      “Oh fuck,” I managed to say as the—the spirit I invited materialized in front of me. My t-shirt stuck to my skin, and my fingernails dug half-moons into the floor. But there was still no getting away. I couldn’t move—not truly.

      The heeled boots made of deep, brown leather were clearest first. Then, tumbles of dark curls, braids, and golden beads.

      I almost started relaxing with the familiar sight. One that wasn’t out of the realm of possibility of what I’d see walking across campus.

      Until the wings started coming.

      The leather pants and billowing blouse sleeves were all fine and dandy, but the wings were draped in sharp angles like those of a bat. Thinner parts that allowed faint glows of light to pass through and the dark bony parts that separated them. The spikes that topped the wings, too? Yeah, no.

      And those weren’t the only ones. Sharp, thick horns sat atop the spirit’s head like a crown, pointing toward the ceiling.

      But the scowling face, delicate and shrewd, was scarier. The glowing purple eyes punctuated this mistake as the monster crossed its arms.

      And my world shifted as two pieces of information were certain:

      One, there was a lot more truth to this stuff than I’d believed.

      And two, that passage in the book hadn’t been for some nice spirit.

      No, I’d summoned a demon. One that looked pissed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 2


          

          DANIEL

        

      

    

    
      “Uh—um,” I struggled. The pulse in my ears had been so loud before. But now, now with the demon in front of me, every sound had been sucked from the room until all that was left was the crack in my voice and the curse of its stare.

      The demon put its hands on its hips, and I followed the movement. Sharp claws tapped impatiently. A thick belt made for a shapely dip in and out along the line from waist to hip.

      A female demon. That part of the ritual had been spot on too, then.

      While she watched me, waiting and fuming, I scrambled to my feet, straightened to my full height. My voice came out deeper as I said, “Hey.”

      Hers came out effortlessly, so smooth that it burned. “What the fuck did you do?”

      The words cut. So much so that I crossed my arms, mouth settling into a frown. The short description of the ritual detailed a desirable spirit, but this one seemed like she’d rather be anywhere else.

      “I didn’t think this would work.”

      She rolled her unnatural eyes, and the wings that looked dainty and lethal at the same time twitched behind her back. “Well, obviously it did.” After a pause, she shot me an accusatory glance like an arrow to my chest. “Who taught you the spell?”

      The word ‘spell’ caught me off guard. More evidence how out of my depth I was. I stood my ground. Never show weakness, especially at a time like this. “No one.” I pointed to the floor. “I read it from this book I found here at the library. For research.”

      She scoffed and smoothly slid into a crouch. The wings moved and draped around her, but she seemed unbothered by the lit candles surrounding us. The demon picked up the book and trailed a ringed finger along the lines of text that I’d bookmarked. Her plump lips moved subtly as she read, and the thin hoop pierced in the middle of her lower one glinted in the purple glow still pulsing in the salt and chalk circle.

      Where I’d summoned her like a cheesy horror movie.

      “Fucker,” she cursed and flung the book aside. It flew across the room and crashed against the old chalkboard riddled with dick drawings.

      She didn’t offer anything else, glaring at the book like it’d offended her personally, but, to me, the solution for this was pretty clear. Right? “Look. I don’t want anything. Not sure Professor Mills is gonna believe it, but I have more than enough for my paper. So. You can go back.”

      But instead of fading out of the human world, she stepped forward. Making a point to kick aside the offerings I’d spent my hard-earned money on.

      The demon was taller than me. And with how close she stood, where I could smell the lemony scent of her breath, I had to tilt my head up just a little. “You stupid, stupid boy.” Those eyes, holding years and disdain and judgement, slowly tracked down my body. I was averagely tall, but this monster made me feel less than half the size I was. “You call on a demon using a spell you certainly don’t understand for a school project?”

      Well, when she put it that way. I clenched my jaw and stiffened my spine. “I—I didn’t think it would work. Just give me an experience to write about to make sure I pass my—” That word. What she called herself. I’d been thinking it, but her saying it made this more real than the horns on her head. I gulped. “What…what do you want?” And why did the possibility give another stir in my stomach?

      She leaned even closer, shifting the tumble of hair and tinkle of beads. She smelled warm. “Not to be bound to you. To never see your stupid posturing face again,” she whispered and cut me again. “But. It would appear we both won’t be getting what we want.”

      Our noses were almost brushing when I should’ve been fighting the closeness. Pushing her away.

      At the forefront of my mind was fear, sure. But right behind that, I hated to admit, was curiosity. Frustration. Aside from the wings and horns and strange skin color, she was… pretty.

      Beautiful in a way that was strong and scary. Her flesh was at once gray but also pinkish and brown and⁠—

      “I suggest you close your eyes for this part. Most humans find traveling to Hell a disorienting experience.”

      Now I managed to stumble backwards. My hands raised, as if that would be enough to grant me space from her. “I’m not going with you! T-to that place.”

      She scoffed and looked at me like I was a child having a temper tantrum. Her boot tapped impatiently on the floor, crushing the bar of chocolate I’d used as an offering for her. “I don’t have bloody time for this. You,” she jabbed a sharp finger toward me, “summoned me from the comfort of my home and bound yourself to me. Until I can find my shithead of a brother to undo it, we’re stuck. Now, close your eyes and breathe.” She flicked a mass of hair over her shoulder. “It fucking stinks here.”

      The walls with peeling paint were closing in around me. The stale air and warm incense wafting off of her were choking my lungs. “I—wha⁠—”

      “Oh, for hell’s sake.” She hissed impatiently and closed the distance between us once again. This time, though, she touched me. The fabric of her sleeves might as well have been tissue paper for all the barrier they were.

      Why was I clinging to her? Wrapping my arms around her waist as black closed in around my vision. Centering my view on the plush curve of her lip that was a few shades darker than the skin surrounding it. The gold hoop sitting flush against that bottom lip was the only light as I ignored her commands. How could I when my brain was still skipping like a damaged record player?

      Something aside from her arms, thin and light, brushed against the back of my head and neck, but I was focused on the gold while my body felt like sand falling through broken glass.

      It was fast and an eternity, but the grains of sand spilled only to pour into something else. Something this demon held in the cradle of her hands that were spread wide along my spine.

      I tottered when she abruptly unwound from me. The silky blanket that’d held me in a cocoon ripped away, and my head spun.

      The floor under my feet felt the same. Wood under the knit material of my socks. But the musty darkness of the forgotten library room was now cozy. Fragrant with an intoxicating mix of herbs and citrus.

      The large, metal-framed window in front of me showed the orange and pink of sunset. Wispy clouds trailed lazily in the sky while buildings of various height and structure bordered the view below.

      I slapped a hand over my mouth as my field of vision swirled. Harsh, mumbled words churned  beside me while my tongue was coated in my own saliva.

      Something was shoved into my chest just before I doubled over and spewed the sour remnants of my shift meal from the dining hall. The splashing of vomit echoed back to me, but even that couldn’t stop me from turning my stomach completely inside out.

      I clutched the thing—a waste basket, probably—and surrendered to it. Maybe vomiting would cleanse me of all this. Did it even count as a sin?

      Considering that just before this, the demon told me we were going to Hell with a capital ‘H’, this was probably just actual damnation.

      My t-shirt now was damp, and my body wracked with shivers. Though my stomach was still clenching, there was nothing left to give as I gagged and spat uselessly.

      “I told you to close your eyes.”

      Apparently, I had enough energy to glare, even with the room still spinning. What I could see, aside from the demon scowling at me, was black walls. Colorful books sitting on a built-in shelf. Richly colored drapes that hung along a four-poster bed.

      With this backdrop and the foreign lighting coming through the windows, her form didn’t look so strange. Actually, my shirt and jeans had me feeling self-conscious.

      “Like I’d do what a demon tells me.” I grimaced at the smell of my own sick and held the wastebasket away from me. My arms trembled, but I managed to stay upright. Show no weakness.

      She sneered. “I’d let that prejudiced shit go, boy. You are the one who recited a spell with no knowledge of what it actually said or implicated. You are the one who called forth my name. From a section specifically about summoning spirits that may benefit you.”

      I swallowed. What good would it do if I brought up the fact that, up until just a few minutes ago, I didn’t truly believe in this stuff? That after getting over my childhood terror of the devil, the fear had morphed into a nebulous thing. Where I secretly questioned the existence of this place altogether but decided to follow the rules just in case.

      And I was still here. Bound to a demon. Or so she said.

      “Why should I even believe you? You said that we’re bound when I don’t feel any differently.” Was lying bad when I was already in Hell while I did it?

      She’d relaxed a bit, this demon that brought me here, but my challenge had her eyes narrowing again. “Fine.” She raised her hand, and with a quick flick of sharp fingers, she snapped and disappeared.

      I screamed and fell to my knees.

      Searing acid flames erupted in my chest. It felt like my heart was being ripped to shreds and burned. The fire spread up my throat, coating my screams in rough despair. Calling out for her. For someone to help me.

      The vomit bucket was on its side, rotating back and forth as my dinner spilled onto the soft rug beneath my hands and knees. My fingertips scrabbled on the fibers, trying to find some purchase when the agony was internal, soul-deep.

      My vision went black, and underneath the tears, I felt… cheated. Was this how my life would end? At twenty-one without any accomplishment of note and writhing in my own sick while I cried out for the heartless demon that abandoned me?

      “Shhh…” The lulling sound of waves crashed over my cries, coaxing them to quiet. Then came the hand on my hair. Soft and gentle, the waves soothed me until the tears and snot running sideways down my cheek were silent.

      My breathing slowed from the hyperventilating to slight, smooth hitching.

      “Shhh…” again, and I managed a nod, listening to the waves. Opening my eyes was completely out of the question. How long I’d been dying, I didn’t know, but my muscles were still trembling. My head was pounding, and the bone-deep exhaustion was too much even for the pleasant shushing of the water.

      Materializing into Hell was one thing, but having the very essence of me shred into bits of pieces like paper? Yeah, that definitely deserved a nap.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 3


          

          FERONIA

        

      

    

    
      The human was snoring.

      I sat in the corner of my bedroom, reading over and over the same paragraph that described the forests of Adamari.

      Unlike many demons, I held no desire to toy with the skittish ones that feared us. The few trips I’d taken to the mortal world, voluntarily and this last time when I’d been compelled to go, I found the whole place extremely distasteful. Humans let small-mindedness rule, smelled terribly, and they still coveted us, despite their words to the contrary.

      It was all very stupid.

      Of course, there were many—most—who didn’t share my distaste for that world and its inhabitants. My brother Kazimir, being one of them.

      I ground my teeth and stretched my neck from side to side. When I caught that asshole, I was going to wring his fucking neck. What possessed him to write my name and leave it for some misguided human to find, I had no⁠—

      “Mmngh.” A small, deep-toned noise stole my attention. Under a mound of blankets, the human stirred. They were similar enough to us, so I took this to be an improvement from the convulsing he’d been doing before.

      A few more mumbles and then he shot up, gasping and eyes wide like awakening from a nightmare. Actually, for him, he was probably awakening into one.

      I could relate to the feeling.

      “Wha—” he yelped and clutched my blanket to his chest. “W-why am I naked?” He watched me warily, as if I was going to steal his precious virtue.

      I rolled my eyes and closed my book. I set it on the side table and stretched in my seat, extending my wings before relaxing them over the back of the armchair. They still ached, and I hid the wince as I remembered how the bond felt after snapping my fingers. “Would you have preferred I left you on the floor in your vomit and sweat-soaked clothes?”

      He swallowed, bobbing the knot in his thick throat. The curls atop his head were coarser than mine, and after the hasty undressing and washing under my hands, they were a frizzy halo. His wide eyes were the color of fertile, rich soil.

      “Um—I.” He floundered for a moment as I watched him but seemed to remind himself of something. His hands dropped to again reveal a strong chest and tight shoulders. “I want to go home.”

      Sighing, I stood to my bare feet, and the soft fabric of my nightgown swished to my knees. “You can’t. Or do you not remember how it felt when I left you for two minutes.” I reached behind my neck and drew my hood over my head.

      Without another word, I padded across my bedroom, sidestepping the pile of vomit that, for now, was scentless from the spell I used after the human passed out. Dealing with that would come tomorrow.

      Downstairs, I tapped my claw on the wooden counter, waiting for the kettle to boil. My brew of cinnamon and clove tea was a bit of a bedtime ritual, and just the aroma helped me relax. Focus on my breathing instead of the discomfort of having someone else in my space for this long.

      As boisterous bubbles shook the copper kettle, I rubbed at my chest, bidding it to loosen.

      Back in my bedroom, I forced myself to exhale.

      He hadn’t moved. Or tried to find his clothes. More than that, he’d leaned into the pillows behind him, leaving even more of his strange scent. At least now, with the quick wash I’d given him, he didn’t stink as much of the mortal world.

      I set a mug on the nightstand nearest him then took mine back to the armchair. The darkness of my hood provided a bit of a shield while I sipped, letting the warm herbs and spices suffuse my body.

      “H-how,” he cleared his throat and tried again, “how long do you think we’ll be stuck together?”

      Now, that was the question of the ages. I jutted my chin toward the steaming mug to his right. “Drink it before it gets cold.” His eyes went wide again, teeth biting at a plump lower lip before he obeyed. At least that didn’t come with objections. He reached over, seeming to forget about his modesty before, and my gaze trailed the long, strong line of his side as he reached for his tea. The narrow cut of his hip.

      I wouldn’t be what I was if I didn’t notice. However, his flustered one-armed situating of the blankets made me snort. Trying not to slosh his tea, he clutched the blanket to the middle of his chest.

      “And to answer your question, I don’t know for sure. But I know who did this, so it’s a matter of finding him.”

      “Him? What do you mean?” He blew across the top of the mug and took a hesitant sip before humming unconsciously and raising the mug for more.

      I propped my bare feet on the velvet ottoman before me and crossed my legs. “My brother. The one who wrote the spell you unwittingly used to bind yourself to me.”

      “You keep saying that. Me binding myself to you. In the textbook, it said it was just to summon a—uh…”

      “Demon,” I supplied. “Succubus if you’re being technical.”

      He sputtered, dribbling tea down his face and bare chest. His skin, a considerably lighter brown than his hair, reddened. I cocked my head at the panicked glance he threw my way.

      What scared him most? My reaction to him spilling the drink on himself? The fact that he was in a demon’s bed? Or the implication because I was a succubus?

      I sighed, and after setting my mug down, retreated to the connected bathroom to retrieve a washing cloth. The human shrank back a bit as I neared, more of that fear in his eyes, but we were way past that, weren’t we? My hand shot out, wiping where his skin glistened.

      His breath hitched, but again, he didn’t flee. Similar to the way he’d clung to me as I brought us back to Hell, he leaned into my touch. His dark lashes fanned against his cheeks.

      And then it was over. I pulled away and dropped the cloth on the nightstand. There was a strong probability that he would spill on himself again.

      “If you bothered to translate the spell you recited, you would have seen that, yes, it summoned. Obviously.” I shot over my shoulder before retaking my seat. “But, hoc tibi dono, anima mea mortalis esto tua. Tenetur tibi in aeturnum,” I recited, “translates to ‘I give you this gift, my mortal soul to bind to you forever.’”

      “What the fuck,” he gasped under his breath then groaned and collapsed further into the pillows. “Stupid, stupid, stupid.” He started thumping the back of his head on the headboard, and I wasn’t going to argue with him.

      Obviously, my brother had done something to change the spell in the text. Some dastardly trickery to switch up the boredom of immortality. Knowing him, he probably forgot he’d even done it.

      “I would like to assume that the scholars that wrote that book knew Latin well enough to not mislabel it. So, that leaves the message being changed after publication as the only explanation.” I drained the rest of my tea and plucked a spare quilt out of a basket on the floor. The heavy weight of it was comforting, and though the chair didn’t afford the best position, it was better than the floor. “And, the handwriting changes. Like someone added words. Luckily for you, I would recognize that hand anywhere.”

      “But why?”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose, exhaustion creeping out of the shadows and pressing on my mind. “Why does my brother do anything? He likes to play tricks, and I’m sure we got into a disagreement or something.” I closed my eyes and settled slightly on my side.

      “What the fuck? I’m literally in Hell, and it’s all just some—fight between siblings?”

      “Must you speak so loudly? And I already told you to watch your prejudiced mouth. Now, go to bed. I’m tired.”

      “But—”

      The sounds of the city had quieted to the typical lull of this time. It never truly slept, what with many of us being nocturnal. But, I liked the warmth of the daylight on my skin. And with the shop being open tomorrow, I needed the time to recharge.

      And to figure out what to do with this boy.

      “Hush. You’ve disrupted my life enough.”

      Again, he obeyed, and I lazily kicked my legs about, bending and extending until I found the best position. I’d used the seat to read for hours on end or take the occasional nap, so the light doze I fell into came upon quickly.

      Until a nudge on my shoulder.

      I pried one eye open, finding the human curled over me with fabric wrapped around his waist. If I weren’t irritated, I might’ve laughed at the insistence of modesty. “What.”

      He was hunched over, curling into himself. He whispered, “I—You should take the bed. It’s yours.”

      “And I put you in it. Go. To. Sleep.” There was no other option when I returned home to find him seizing on the rug, crying out for his mother.

      The human didn’t immediately respond, but I felt him still standing over me, even after I decisively closed my eye. Without opening it again, I drawled, “What do you want, human.”

      “It’s just not right. I can take the chair. Please.”

      His voice did a crackle thing, choking up on the end of his plea, but that was even stupider. “Spare me whatever chivalrous deed you think you’re doing. I wouldn’t have put you in the bed if I didn’t mean for you to sleep there. Now, if you don’t let me sleep, I will grow from moderately irritated to angry. And that would be a shame for you. Sleep, boy.”

      For emphasis, I curled more into my quilt, turning even further away from him.

      And after a few moments of precious silence from him, wherein sleep began to creep in again, I heard his sullen whisper through my breathing.

      “I’m not a boy.” But it also came with the shuffling of his feet and the shudder of fabric on fabric.

      Before I was fully in the dark wash of unconsciousness, his snores filled the room again, becoming a rhythmic roll in my dream.
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          DANIEL

        

      

    

    
      The strange, sunset light was back again. When I’d woken up briefly and talked to the demon before, the windows had shown a black sky with weird blue and purple stars and a moon that was more pink than white. Now, I assumed it was morning, but there was no clock in here to be sure. Did this place even have the conventional morning, afternoon, and night time that I was used to?

      Frankly, I’d thought I would spend my time here chained up or bathed in flames or something. So, my expectations were probably way out the window.

      Instead of tied up naked in a cell somewhere, I was naked, yeah, but in a soft bed, wrapped in pillows and blankets that smelled like the spiced tea the demon had made for me.

      But that didn’t feel right either. Her sleeping in the chair while I took the bed, but she wouldn’t listen to me. “Shit,” I cursed and rubbed my hands over my face, creased from the hard sleep and heavy dreams I couldn’t even remember.

      I shifted under the covers, kicking my legs against the fabric that just felt so nice. Maybe that was why I didn’t fight too hard when she refused to switch. “I could’ve slept on the floor,” I murmured to myself. And while that was true, the embrace of this stranger’s bed was too enticing to pass up. How the hell did she get her sheets to feel like this?

      “Oh, good. You’re awake.” I froze, face-down and nuzzling into one of the many pillows.

      I shot upright, and then remembered again that I was fully naked. Unfortunately for me, the demon with sharp horns—and wings that looked like they could slice my throat open—didn’t deter my morning wood in the least. It tented against the sheets in my lap, and with panic and heat on my cheeks, I shifted to make it less noticeable. Placed my hands in my lap and demanded it to settle.

      Finally, I looked up, finding her in the doorway and watching me with a brow raised. Her purple gaze had definitely caught my whole mishap. My face got hotter, but I clenched my teeth and raised my chin. Breathed. “Hey.”

      The demon rolled her eyes and leaned against the door frame. From what I could see behind her, it was another room with black walls. “We’re working today, so I trust you can bathe yourself and dress now.”

      “Wait. Hold on now, working? And,” I scanned the dark wood floor covered in patterned rugs, “where are my clothes?”

      She waved a hand behind her. “I found some things that should fit you fine. Unless you want to put back on the rags you were wearing before.”

      I floundered between confused and irritated. Yeah, I’d brought this on myself, but this was all just—a lot for first thing in the fucking morning for sure. “This is crazy,” I groaned into my hands, hunching over myself. “I just want to go home.”

      It was more of a rhetorical statement, but she responded anyway. “Well, we obviously can’t be separated for an extended period of time. And I am absolutely not going there. So, get dressed.”

      There it was again. Her ordering me around. It made my insides stir, which just pissed me off even more. I crossed my arms over my chest and glared. Her gaze followed the movement, and I scowled. “Fuck you. I’m not doing anything.”

      The demon pressed up from her casual lean and stalked toward me. It was a conscious effort to hold my ground, in her bed, but I managed.

      And I—I managed when she grabbed my chin and held tightly while her claws bit into my skin. Her curls, now unbound instead of pinned up like last night, shifted over her shoulders until they touched mine. “Listen here. You will get in that bathroom and bathe yourself. You will dress in the clothes I have folded and waiting for you. And then you will get your ass downstairs. Am I clear?”

      Air rushed in and out of my nose like the snort of a bull, and she bared her teeth at me like a tiger ready to maul my face off. We stared at each other, close enough that I could see the magenta freckles high on her cheekbones. Close enough that the air between us became a weird mix of the both of us.

      Close enough that I was starting to forget why I was so mad at her in the first place.

      The demon’s touch changed. Still sharp, still threatening to draw blood. But a finger moved in a small circle, too.

      I swallowed and jerked my face away. She let me go, but not before whispering in my ear and letting her words skate down my back. “You will do what I say, human. And…you may want to take care of that before you come downstairs.” She pulled back enough so I could see her gesture with her chin toward my still-tented lap.

      Then she left.

      Her wings arced behind her as I watched her go. She wore a low-cut tank top, probably to accommodate said wings, and a pair of pants. A leather belt cinched them tightly around her waist, and her pinkish feet were bare as she went downstairs.

      Not that I noticed that kind of stuff.

      Scrambling out of the bed—and saying goodbye to the comfort of the mattress I’d grown to love—my feet hit the soft rug, and I lumbered toward the bathroom. On the way, though, my toes squelched on something sticky.

      Standing on one foot, I examined my sole and then the rug, matching the orangish color and remembering what it must’ve come from. Now hopping on one leg, I gagged and stumbled into the, you guessed it, black bathroom.

      The large windows in here had frosted panes, at least. The weird sunlight made for a spooky morning shower, but I had no other choice. Opposite the large, copper tub was a shower stall that was separated from the rest of the room by a wall of glass.

      “She’s already seen me naked,” I said on a sigh to myself as I started the spray.

      Hot, slightly perfumed water cascaded down on me, but at least the pressure was good. Starting with my vomit-caked foot, I scrubbed myself down. A built-in shower shelf below a hanging bunch of eucalyptus contained neatly labeled soap, shampoo, and conditioner. They were in weird glass jars instead of the plastic squeeze bottles I was used to, but they smelled good, so I just shrugged through that difference as well.

      I should’ve been planning my escape. How to rush out of her house, maybe try and meet a nicer demon that would sever whatever connected me and my captor.

      Because that’s what she was. A captor with a really nice bedroom and the swankiest shower I’d ever been in. I’d be lying again if I said it didn’t beat the shitty community showers in the dorms. Even my aunt and uncle’s house didn’t have nothin’ on this.

      No telling how long I’d been in there, meditating instead of planning, but long after I was clean, morning wood taken care of, and muscles relaxed, I used one of her fluffy towels to dry my skin and hair.

      Like she’d said, on the marble counter was a folded bundle of clothing. A black shirt with long sleeves and brown pants. No socks. No underwear.

      I sighed again and dressed. The shirt had a weird, short collar and opened almost to my bellybutton in the front. But, I twisted and tested my movements, it was comfortable enough. There were more jars of creams and powders on her counter, and I took a chance on one to run through my hair to keep my curls from becoming a tangled, dry mess.

      In the mirror, I peered at my reflection, watched my skin under rays streaming in through the windows. I had yet to truly look outside. If I wasn’t looking at her, I could almost pretend that I was at a nice hotel. That I’d somehow won a trip to some gothic bed and breakfast.

      But my soul ripping apart last night had been real. The demon that brought me here was so real that I could still feel her in my arms and myself in hers.

      “There are extra brushes in the cabinet.”

      I yelped, not at all dignified, and there she was again. This time, with both of us standing much closer than earlier, I could focus on it—the pull that, despite her just scaring me, had me leaning in again towards her.

      “For your teeth.” She emphasized her words by baring hers and pointing at them. Had I noticed the sharp canines before?

      With a grumble, I kept my eyes on her as I bent and opened said cabinets. My mouth did taste awful, but I wasn’t an idiot.

      Me standing there with the jar of powder, unsure of how I was supposed to use it to clean my teeth did not help my case. I was about to give up on the whole thing until she gave harsh instruction of how to use it.

      Swallowing my pride, I brushed my teeth and tongue, spitting in the deep sink while she watched me. “Fantastic,” her dry voice droned. “Your first task of the day is in here.” She disappeared back into the bedroom, and like a good little prisoner, I followed.

      “Oh, what the fuck.” I covered my mouth and nose at the rancid smell now at war with the incense still lingering from last night.

      She waved a hand at the rug, where I’d landed and passed the hell out. The trash bucket I’d thrown up in was still there, as was the congealed, sticky mess of my vomit. It was halfway soaked into the rug but still stank to all hell.

      Another bucket was filled with bubbles. “Clean this up. I’ll have breakfast waiting by the time you’re done.”

      I whirled around on her, words muffled by my hands. She pinched her nose between two fingers and rested her other hand on her hip. “You kept this here all night? What is wrong with you?”

      Voice nasally, she shot back, “I told you to close your eyes while I brought us back here. I was just turning in for the night, looking forward to an evening of solitude when a ridiculous human with a thick skull cast a demon spell he had no fucking clue about. So, I thought, the least he can do is clean up his own fucking vomit from my rug.”

      Ignoring all of that, I flailed my free hand, yelling now. “And you wanted to sleep in here with that smell? With it soaking into the rug? You’re insane!”

      She rolled those purple eyes and just pointed at the cleaning supplies. “Calm yourself. I used a scent-cloaking spell that has just now worn off. Now. Clean while I cook. You can manage that, human. Yes? ”

      “You—you—” I fought to find sense in her petty punishment but blurted out something else. “You don’t even know my name!” I boomed.

      Deciding to brave the smell, she crossed her arms, and I fought to keep my gaze on hers while I panted through my rage. “Why would I want to learn it when you’ve already forgotten mine?”

      I blinked.

      She snapped and pointed at the floor, like I was a dog. “Clean.”
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      I carried the bucket, now murky with my puke-water, down the stairs. The black walls pressed in on me as I turned a corner, careful not to slosh water on my pants. She’d probably make me scrub them too if that happened.

      The light downstairs was brighter than in the bedroom, and when I reached the bottom of the steps, it opened to a lounge of sorts. There was one of those fancy chair/couches, more plants on the floor and hanging from the ceiling, paintings, and a shit-ton of books. A skylight cast more of that orange glow on the room, and for a split second, I could picture myself lounged back, reading or shooting the shit or just doing nothing.

      “In here, human,” she called from somewhere to my right and popped my fantasy bubble. A scowl creased my face, and I grumbled, following the scent of meat and coffee. Or, what I thought was meat and coffee.

      Next, came a kitchen and dining area of sorts. The kitchen part just took up one wall, and separating it from the space for eating was an island that now held a platter of bacon, some fancy looking pastries, and a steaming pot.

      The demon whose name I still couldn’t remember, no matter how hard I tried, was sitting at the table before a large window. It overlooked a garden area, and that was how I got my first true glimpse of Hell.

      It looked so… normal?

      I couldn’t see the end of the overgrown garden, but the more my eyes raced over every detail, I saw the stone pathway winding from the door, the plants and flowers that were collected in specific sections. If I imagined that it was sunset and not mid-morning, I could pretend I was still on earth. Where exactly was Hell, anyway?

      “Are you going to eat or just stand there catching flies?” She bit into a crumbling pastry, sending golden flakes raining down on her plate.

      “Um.” My stomach was growling. “What do I do with this?” I waggled the bucket a little for emphasis, still careful to not actually spill.

      “There is a mudroom in the hallway you just walked through. Pour out the water and rinse out the bucket in there.” She turned away from me, facing the window, and picked up a book she’d been reading before I interrupted.

      Like she interrupted my entire life.

      Grinding my teeth, I did as she said, washed my hands afterward, and went back to the kitchen. At first, I stopped, waiting for her instruction, but she didn’t even turn to look at me this time! So I huffed and grabbed a plate, loading it up before pouring a giant mug of coffee.

      There was nowhere to sit except for the other chair opposite her, and yeah, I could’ve remained standing, but I wasn’t going to let her win.

      I sat, and after running a hand over my stubbly jaw, took a giant, scalding gulp of coffee.

      Yeah, wasn’t coffee.

      My first instinct was to spit it out just for being different than what I’d expected, but when I swallowed with a grimace, I realized it was mostly like coffee. But more of the same spiciness from the tea. And it was sweet. Good.

      I took more gulps, almost finishing it completely, before grabbing one of the pastries and stuffing it in my mouth. Again, not what I was expecting, but the lemony-spice inside was tasty. The bacon did thankfully taste like bacon, and I let myself go at it. Considering that my last meal had just ended up soaking into the rug upstairs.

      I stuffed the last strip of bacon in my mouth, chewing, and when I finally looked up and caught her staring at me with a funny expression, I grinned. Even chewed more with my mouth open for effect.

      She frowned and closed her book. “Are you finished?”

      The question felt loaded, but I didn’t think too deeply on it. I swallowed my food, leaned back, and patted my belly. “Oh yeah.” I burped, and instead of hiding it in my fist or excusing myself, I let it rip.

      The demon just cocked her head to the side, studying me. I thought she’d look away, say something mean. But she said nothing. Even when she closed her eyes a second, took a deep breath, it appeared more like she was contemplating, rather than doing it out of exasperation.

      I started fidgeting, especially when she pursed her lips and looked me up and down.

      “Ah. What…you said we were going to work today?” But she took more time. Staring and torturing me. “Uh, are you finished eating?” I pointed to her empty plate.

      I didn’t escape her purple eyes, but she did nod.

      Not sure what came over me, but I needed to be out from under her gaze. So, I cleared the table. Took our plates and clay mugs to the deep sink in the kitchen and got to washing. Without her direction, I used a nearby towel to dry the dishes and set them on a clean stretch of counter by the stove.

      And whether it was this sick bond between us or my own uncertainty, when she stood and turned toward the door, I followed.

      Further down, the hall opened to a store. Or a workshop? There was a counter in front of a sprawling set of shelves. There were books there, yeah, but mostly it was jars and vials of herb-looking things, and… some not-so-herb-looking things.

      The windows by the front door opened out onto a street where people were walking. Creatures with unnatural skin colors like hers, horns, tails, and statures abnormally tall and small. I gulped and turned away from the overwhelming sight.

      “I’m opening for the day in a few minutes. You will work here while we are bound.”

      The words escaped before I could think. “Like hell.”

      “Well, considering that you are in Hell, yes.”

      “I didn’t know I’d come here to be a manservant.”

      “I didn’t know that I’d have to babysit a sexist, prejudiced child. Guess we both will be adjusting to some new realities today.” She swept a hand over the thick wooden countertop, claws clicking softly over the surface.

      My face flamed. “First. I’m not a child. Second. I’m not sexist or prejudiced. What the fuck are you even talking about?”

      “Well, I struggle to believe you’d react to me the way you have if I were male. Expecting me to roll over for you when you won’t even take responsibility for your actions. Not even bothering to learn my name or anything about where you are. You expect the world to bend for you. How disappointing.”

      Of all the things she could say, of all the insults she could give, this dressing down made me feel worse than shit. Like nothing.

      Planting my feet wider, crossing my arms, I held my head high. She didn’t know what the fuck she was talking about. I wasn’t like that.

      She smiled, an expression filled with years I couldn’t even fathom. “There was a man once. Who was almost my grandfather. He was of a similar mind.” She looked me up and down, as if I was less than a bug under her shoe, smug smile growing. “Good thing Bibi called bullshit or else she’d be dust with that old self-important dimwit. I almost wish Baba would try it. That’d be a tale for the millennia.”

      I could barely breathe, and it wasn’t the brimstone air that smelled like fire and flowers. Spice and liquor. Something about the gravity of her words. I wasn’t done with my studies, nor had I paid much attention when I’d been carted along to church. But I knew the basics. “Are you…are you saying they’re…”

      “Scared now, school boy? Regretting tying yourself to the granddaughter of the serpent?” She tilted her head. “From what I understand, your kind are especially fearful of the old trickster. Or, there’s my mother. She once turned a crew of men into swine, which I believe is quite legendary where you’re from. You’ll do well to watch the way you speak to me. ”

      And instead of waiting for my response, she spun on her heel, almost cutting me with the wicked edge of her wing.

      She gestured to the shelves bursting with parchments, jars of plant-like things and those that were just nightmare fuel. The bizarre sunlight, tinged in magenta and orange, cut through the window and created twinkles of golden sparks. The demon waved with a pink-tinged hand. “To make this arrangement worth my while, you’ll fetch the things that need fetching.”

      I flinched again when she pivoted around, studying me in a sweep of her purple eyes. “You do know how to read, don’t you?”

      I sputtered, face growing even hotter than how I thought this place would be. “I know how to freaking read. I summoned you, didn’t I?”

      What did it say about me that my life had been reduced to becoming a demon’s lackey, forced to endure her rolling eyes? “Unfortunately.”

      I crossed my arms, needing to do—to do something. But what was there? Wait until she managed to track down her brother to undo the incantation? Could I even trust that this was the solution?

      “So,” I cleared my throat, looking anywhere but at her, “let me get this right. I summoned you by mistake, and now I’m stuck here. Working in your store until your brother turns up?”

      She took a step forward, closing the thick distance between us, and my—my feet wouldn’t cooperate. They stayed glued to the dark wood floor, and she had no trouble nearly stepping on them when she came to a stop before me.

      “Is that not what you wanted from me? To do your bidding for an indeterminate amount of time? Enslaved to you?” That dark pink tongue of hers darted out just enough to taste the hoop pierced through her bottom lip. I filed away the realization that it was forked. “Or. Were you looking for something else?”

      Warm, spiced air scorched my throat as I gasped at her touch. This demon I’d tied myself to trailed a ringed finger down the side of my neck until it rested at the collar of my shirt. At the hollow between my collarbones. She inhaled, closing her eyes briefly, and when she exhaled, it was with a shudder that shook the both of us. “A succubus to let you be…soft.”

      My mouth was dry, but I tried to swallow anyway. Anything to disguise the pounding of my heart she could probably feel. “S-soft?” My belly stirred.

      “Mmm,” she hummed, “soft and petted and taken care of. To ride you until you’re a boneless mess. Maybe dress you in pretty things and make you call me Mistress.”

      My true damnation, the incriminating groan that was more of a mewl, gave her just what she wanted. To humiliate me for putting us in this position. “H-how⁠—”

      Even more confusing was the way her thick lashes lowered, almost going far away. “I may not want to lay with your kind, but I am what I am. And I can smell it on you.” And if only to further my descent into my deepest, darkest secret, she leaned in further. The round tip of her nose tickled my hairline. “Pretty boy.”

      I choked. My throat closed right up while my dick went from casually to uncomfortably hard. The flaring of her nostrils almost made me worried that she could smell the moisture seeping into the pants she’d given me, but her face shut down. The corners of her thick lips fell into the scowl I felt much safer with.

      This whiplash thing she was doing was too damn much.

      “Your first task is to tidy this place up.”

      And so, I began working for a demon.
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        Day Five of Working for a Demon

      

      

      “Look, I don’t know what to tell you.” I leaned my arm into the counter, gesturing to the list this demon kept thrusting my way. There was a line behind them, and we just didn’t have the shit they were asking for.

      “She normally has it.” They had black, ram-like horns and were dressed in a close-fitting suit. They bared their teeth, but after my demon shoved a handsy one out the door on my first day, I was less and less intimidated.

      Customer service, I was definitely familiar with.

      And though Feronia was out gathering ingredients, I couldn’t help feel like this was a test.

      That was another thing I’d learned on my first day. The bind of our predicament felt heavier in that second, when the sound of her name from across the room settled into my bones. I’d spoken it when I fumbled my way through the spell that started all of this, but I hadn’t truly known.

      She’d been unable to leave me alone for very long, what with the new tether making me get weird and sick if she so much as went down the street to buy more coffee beans. But with four days behind us, I was steady enough to handle this jerk.

      “You’re holding up my line, man.” I waved to the line of demons almost trailing out of the door. Turned out, Feronia was known in this town for all sorts of shit. Herbs for cooking, ingredients for spells and medicines, even toiletries. Now, it was midday, and a mixture of human-like and totally out-there looking demons were out and about.

      Was it weird how quickly I’d gotten used to it? To the strange clothes Feronia supplied for me? Today, it was a beige, sleeveless shirt with strings in the front that did nothing for the neckline that opened to my bare sternum.

      “I’m not a man.” The demon groused through their needlepoint teeth, showing a black mouth and gray tongue. They snatched back their clawed hand that held the list, tucking it inside their jacket.

      I stood up a little straighter, remembering the dressing down my demon had given me on my first real day here. “Shit. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to uh…misgender you. I can make a note of what you’re looking for and find out when it’ll be back in stock.” Something called vervain. The jar labeled for it, empty save for a few green crumbs at the bottom, sat on the enormous shelving behind me, and there was none in the storage room in the back.

      The demon’s white eyes with black, pinprick pupils, gave me an up-and-down that didn’t feel as angry. They still grumbled though. “See that you do. I’ll take the other things for now.”

      I nodded, relieved but feeling their gaze, heavy and ice-hot, on the back of my neck.

      The hot pink root of some type of flower, shavings from the horn of some animal that lived in a mountain range to the north, and black, sparkling salt. The quantities on their list were an easily-memorized chant that I whispered to myself, weighing and packaging until dropping everything in a paper bag.

      In exchange, the demon dropped a few gems on the counter, glinting red and orange. Money seemed to not be a thing here, and Feronia never came at me for accepting what people used to pay for their goods. So, I scooped up the jewels, feeling the hard edges press into my palm.

      “And I am male. Just not one of your kind, man.”

      I froze, blinking and turning over the hissing tone that held strange inflection. So much so that I wasn’t sure whether they were pissed or joking.

      Then, their grin split the hard lines of their pale face, showing more and more teeth than I’d noticed before. A little fear shivered down my back at the sight of them, wondering for a second how close I’d come to having my throat ripped out. But the formal way they clutched the bag to their chest and nodded had me giving a shaking smile back.
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        Day Twelve of Working for a Demon

      

      

      I glared at my feet, stomping down the wood steps. “Feronia!” I shouted, fucking over this bullshit. Just when I was starting to acclimate, even finding moments of joy during the job, this demon had to go and pull some shit like this.

      We had breakfast together every morning, either in the kitchen or in the room she called her ‘study’, but we mostly just read or chilled in there. That’s where I found her, sitting on the deep green, velvet sofa. But she wasn’t alone.

      A demon, the one that’d joked with me on my fifth day working in Hell, was sitting beside her. Actually, my eyes narrowed, they were looking pretty chummy, bodies turned toward each other, his arm thrown around the back cushion.

      “Hey, man.” He grinned that shark-tooth smile, but all I could see was his suit jacket slung lazily over the arm of the couch and his shirt opened by two buttons, revealing a pale but sculpted chest.

      “‘Sup, Abaddon,” I pretty much growled, and Feronia’s brows rose. But what the fuck was she doing just—just sitting here and having coffee with this guy? “Can we have a second?”

      His smile didn’t fall, but maybe even scarier, he tilted his head, watching me with pinprick eyes.

      He’d come into the shop twice since we met, buying stuff and asking me silly questions about the mortal world—like if I knew so-and-so who was certainly a pile of dust by now. Or what the purpose of computers was.

      Usually it was kinda funny, but now, his presence just pissed me off. I could probably take him.

      “Sure, man.” His voice was even deeper than mine, and he towered over both Feronia and me. And when he dragged his black fingertip over the inside of her wrist as he said goodbye, I about fuckin’ lost it.

      Feronia stood to walk him out, even though the monster knew where the damn door was. And when she returned, I was this close to spitting on the floor I’d polished to a gleaming shine yesterday when things were slow. I’d been proud of it, but now I just wanted to scuff it all up so that I didn’t have to see either of our reflections.

      “What the fuck is this, Feronia?” I held up the collar made of a wide, leather strap. The o-ring in the middle looked like something to leash a damn dog.

      “A collar with my essence signature on it,” she answered plainly, like there wasn’t smoke coming out of my ears.

      “And why the hell did you leave it for me.” I waved the thing accusingly at her, chest heaving in the flowy shirt tucked into my tight leather pants. It was the nicest outfit she’d set out for me, and I’d actually been in a fantastic mood until I saw the damn collar.

      She crossed her arms, continuing to watch me like I was a petulant child. Her high boots and dress cinched at the waist, both the same color as her hair, were decorated in delicate gold chains that matched the sparkling beads in her curls and the rings in her nose and lip. “Because we’re going to the market today. And I need to keep you from getting snatched up.”

      I gaped, thoughts screeching to a halt. Truth was, I’d been going a little stir-crazy.

      Working at the shop was fine, and when that wasn’t happening, I made busy by perusing the gazillion books she had or cleaning. Brewing tea for us, assisting her in tending the garden. We’d actually had a nice dinner yesterday outside, sitting on a blanket and watching the weird bugs fly by.

      It was still miles and miles better than working in the dining hall or floundering at a degree I wasn’t even sure I wanted.

      “Snatched.” I drawled and sent her a disbelieving look.

      “You’ve been on my property this whole time, so I’m well within my rights to kill anyone who threatens you.” I thought back to the demon with no mouth and six eyes that’d tried reaching for me across the counter on my first day. Feronia had come around the corner, wings carrying her as she jumped on the thing and threw it the hell out. “But there, some will see you as available for them to take. So, this is for your safety. Any other questions, boy?”
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