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Trigger Warnings




Quests & Queries contains mature themes and explicit content intended for adult readers. This story explores trauma, sexuality, and power through a dark fantasty lens. 

Please read with care if you are sensitive to any of the following:

Sexual Content & Consent: Frequent explicit sexual scenes, including depictions of seduction, voyeurism, and magical influence; all acts of intimacy between characters are consensual. There are also darker scenes with elements of predation, power dynamics, and BDSM. 

Psychological Manipulation & Emotional Abuse: Scenes of gaslighting, power imbalance between teacher/student dynamics, and emotional coercion.

Racism & Transphobia: Only between non-Monster races and Monsters, and implied and/or internalized transphobia only. Promise. 

Violence & Gore: Moderate fantasy violence, brief torture imagery, blood, and body horror in dream or magical contexts.

Death & Grief: Off-page loss of family members, references to trauma, and emotional flashbacks.

While the book includes explicit sexual material and adult relationships, it also centers queer self-discovery, found family, and healing through love, consent, and acceptance.








  
  
Author's Note




Quests & Queries is the first book in a long series spent with Query as she goes through college at the Dalton Adventuring Academy for Monsters (Americas Campus). Originally, I had planned for each book to be one semester of Query's education with their own internal plot that fit into the larger plot of the series as a whole. I thought of each book as one season of a television show, and I planned to have eight seasons. Ambitious, I know. 

I wrote this series because I'm a reader who wants to linger with my characters. I want to see their classes and learn along with them. I want to watch them hang out with their friends and goof around watching their favorite show or learning how to swim. And I want to linger in the bedroom when they close the door to the rest of the world. Reading is wish fulfillment, but it's also voyeurism. As a reader, I was always begging for more from my stories, and as a writer, I wanted to give it to my audience. The cozy, the spicy, the mysterious fantasy plot, the world building, and a simple day in a transmutation class. 

All that to say, I wasn't terribly disciplined with book one of the series. It originally came in at around 290,000 words, which would be about 1,000 pages in print. Obviously, that was a first draft problem, so I whittled it down to about 170,000 words. Still too long to self-publish with any financial return on investment. I thought about rewriting the entire first semester, but a third path came to me. I split book 1 into two books, finding a natural dividing point that felt like there was closure between each book. I think it works, but if you're frustrated by that, I understand. Just know that the next book will be here in about three to fourth months, and it's already on my Patreon if you're ready and roaring to go. I would say I'm sorry, but I can't help but feel that more content is a win for the reader. I know it always felt that way to me. 
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Chapter one




There is a shadow in me, a prophecy written in doubt and carved in bone. Each night, she visits me dripping black, with fingers like knives. A coin catches the moonlight as it flips into the abyss, an open mouth yawning and always hungry. There is a debt I cannot repay and a memory just out of reach. These are the ghosts that haunt me while I wait for the chance to redeem myself, to make a life that deserves a wish. 

I run my lavender hands over the tome Bo gave me last night. One day, it’ll be full of spells. Some will be simple—teleports, illusions—but those aren’t the ones I want. I don’t even know if Dalton has it, but it’s the first step.

Outside my window, the fiery crags of Hell hiss as Sulfur Falls burble in the early morning. Mom always said to be thankful we live on the second layer, not the first which is mostly dust and storms of tormented souls. Dis is a city of corruption and ambition, though we’re on the outskirts in Hell’s version of the suburbs. Middle class Devils like Mom lay down their roots in a world that looks like the inside of a volcano. Apparently this is what most mortals assume Hell is, though I wouldn’t know. The only mortals I’ve ever met are Alma and Dad. I don’t think Bo counts. 

My phone buzzes. Speak of the mortal, and he shall appear. Dad wishes me luck today and says he’s excited to see me in DC. I don’t know what luck has to do with anything exactly. I’m just moving in. My roommate is already assigned: Nita Strongclaw. Probably College of Warriors. I imagine some Celtic Dwarf covered in furs and tribal tattoos. Probably racist of me or something. 

Fuck. I don’t know how to person, not really.

Alma knocks. One knock just to check I’m up. Two comes later, for breakfast. Three when she wants to—no. Not today. Just one. She doesn’t know I’ve been up for hours, still shaken from the recurring nightmare.

I look in the mirror for the seventh time this morning, making sure everything is in place for the dozens of first impressions I’m about to make. I’m dressed, but every strand of soft pink hair needs to be tamed and braided before I leave. My heavy cowl-neck sweater hides most of my curves, and the tights under my short skirt add modesty. I guess if I had boots I could finish my Velma impersonation, but they don’t make boots for hooved feet. Thankfully, my tail can navigate skirts and tights, and I’ve got the only pair of shoes I’ll ever need.

So many broken parts of this body.

One knock at the door. “Honey?” Mom leans in. It’s taken nineteen years, but I’ve finally gotten used to her beauty. As a Succubus, she’s literally built to be irresistible: red hair, green eyes, freckles, pale skin, and curves summoned from my mind’s definition of gorgeous by her aura.

“Hey, Mom.” 

Mom sighs as she eyes my packed possessions and steps into my room. The paperwork said to bring the essentials, but I doubt they meant just one trunk. Devil wealth doesn’t always look material; Mom owns favors and souls, and they don’t pack well.

She picks up a picture of me, her, and my dads. It’s from one of our rare trips to Russia in the Mortal Realm. She once had a fling with Empress Alexandra that, somehow, sparked the Bolshevik Revolution. The details blur with Rasputin’s legend, but Mom doesn’t mind losing the credit. History forgets; Hell remembers. She got a promotion and a favorite vacation spot.

“I just came in to ask if you wanted anything special for your last breakfast?” she says before tucking the picture into my bag. 

“I’m not on death row, Mom. It’s just a school.”

“And then you’ll have adventures. Make friends.” She arches an eyebrow. “Maybe lovers.”

I roll my eyes. “I will get a degree in transmutation, find no jobs with it, and move in with my parents like every mortal girl is doing these days.” I smile as sweetly as I can at her and tenderly grab her shoulders. I knew today would be hard for her. “You can’t get rid of a Devil that easily. Contracts and all that.”

“Daughters don’t sign contracts.” Her lips twist into a pout that I imagine has melted hearts across the thousand realms.

“We do. In a way.” I give her a kiss on each cheek. “But I would love biscuits and gravy.” I say it in the thick accent of an antebellum Southern Belle from America. Mom always teased Dad for assuming that would be the natural accent of Hell’s denizens.

“Right away,” she says, mimicking my accent. “With a cold glass of sweet tea?”

“And a Georgia peach, just how I like it.” Mom laughs and heads out of the room. I close the door behind her and lean my head against it. My whole life, she has been the ambassador of the real world while I’ve wandered the Brimstone Wastes or tried to tame a flock of Imps. When I was seven, I read about peaches and asked her to describe their taste to me. Instead, she went to the Mortal Realm and got one for me. Without her, Georgia and peaches would just be words on a page. 

“What will I do without you?” I whisper to the dark.

“Suffer,” the darkness whispers back. I whip around. Standing there is the slithering shadow of my nightmares. Something like smoke pools and ripples off them, but it’s darker than the shadows. It’s like heat rippling over the baking stones of Hell, but in reverse, drinking in the light. The lamplight from my desk and the red light of Hell’s flames outside my window are pulled into them, like a living black hole of thin, sharp lines.

“What are you doing here?” I pinch myself. Still awake. This isn’t a nightmare, but it can’t be real. 

“Time is running out.” The shining orbs where their eyes should be have the same haze lingering over them where light is drawn in. 

Three gentle knocks on the door. The shadow creature’s head jerks up. The door tries to open, but I’m in the way.

“Query?” Alma’s voice wraps itself around the crack in the door. “Is everything okay?”

I step away and open the door to let Alma in, but also so Mom can come here and—

“Wow, I’ve never seen it so clean.” I look back around, and the shadow creature is gone. It’s just Alma standing there with a steaming cup of Dwarven coffee—strong, black, with chai and cayenne pepper. Hells, I will miss her.

“And to think, the one time I really wanted to clean it,” she puts the coffee down on my bare desk. She’s a lovely Dwarven woman with thick blonde curls that she barely contains in golden bands. Her every movement is a song of bangles, rings, and armbands.

Alma wipes something from her eye to save her carefully done cat’s eye. “I wanted to do something nice for you, one last time.”

She wraps her arms around my waist, and I pull her in tight. I know some people think of the staff in their house as lower-class family, but Alma has always been more like a peer, a companion bound to this house by a deal she made with Mom. 

“Hells, you smell good,” she says as she nuzzles her face into my tummy. “I’m going to miss it.”

“Yeah.” My breath hitches. “I know.” I hold the back of her head, not sure if I’m comforting her, or bringing her tighter against my body.

“You packed without me.”

“I’m going to be doing a lot of things without you.”

“Too many things.”

I kiss the top of her head. “Yeah.” 

“I just …” She moans. On any other day, I’d be slightly annoyed at myself. While I don’t have Mom’s effortless glamour skills or soul-consuming sexual prowess, I did inherit her abilities to lower the inhibitions of those around me in regard to their lustful cravings. Not that I can control it, of course. That would be useful. Instead, people like Alma find themselves turned on around me, wanting to get in my panties and betraying social decorum to follow their urges.

“I want to do one thing for you before you go.” Alma breaks our hug to run her hands over my nipples until they stiffen. My back arches, and I moan slightly.

“Just one thing?”

She laughs. “Maybe more.”

She trails slow and reverent kisses downward as she sinks to her knees. Many people come on to me, but Alma was the first one I felt safe enough to let in. She’s been a comforting lover since the first time. She’s never felt entitled to my body, though I know she aches for it whenever I’m around.

“Fuck,” I say as she kisses the inside of my thighs.

“Yes. Let’s.” Alma’s body shifts from desperate to dominant. This is how it always goes whenever any woman finally caves to my aura, and it’s that shift that finally melts me. It is one thing to be like a drug to another soul, but it is a far more delicious thing to be devoured, to have firm hands grip the rolls of your flesh, to feel an eager mouth look for any pleasure it can give me, to know that the shape and form of me makes them so, so happy.

Alma puts her head beneath my skirt, and I sink into her touch. My anxiety about the coming day floats away. Her tongue knows each curve and crevice of my body, and she treats it well. I know she is saying goodbye to it in a different way than she’ll say goodbye to me. When I leave after breakfast, we will hug and cry silent tears. But when our bodies part, we will be hot and sticky with sweat and all the yummy bits that our love makes.

“I just got dressed,” I say between gasps, still worried about how I’ll look on my first day. “And my hair.”

“Then I’ll stay down here and clean you up after.” Alma hooks her fingers onto the waistband of my tights.

“Lucy’s tits,” I say. Her kisses are deliberate and slow. My fingers get lost in her soft curls before my thoughts catch up. This must be what it feels like for others to drown in my aura. My hips move and pulse, rolling against Alma’s face as her tongue works. Purple fire dances over my horns. If I don’t maintain control, my whole body will erupt in flames.

“Fuck,” I say as Alma adds a finger to help her tongue. The warm breath of laughter on my thighs and wet lips melts my brain.


      [image: ]Two knocks on the door, and for the first time in nine years, Mom doesn’t wait for me to tell her to come in. “Breakfast is—Lucy’s balls!” I can’t see her with Alma sitting on my face, but the door slams, and Alma rushes to climb off of me.

“No.” I grip Alma’s thighs tight, my nails biting her soft flesh. “One more time. Please.”

“As you wish,” Alma says with the smirk that started our affair in the first place. The kind of smirk that asks if I’m going to stare all day or drop to my knees like a good girl. She cups my cheek. “Not worried about your braid anymore?”

I shake my head. Words are impossible right now. 

Alma laughs sweetly at the puddle of me. “I’ll take care of it for you.” She bends down and kisses me tenderly. With another laugh, she tosses her hair aside and climbs back on top of my face. As she sinks down, I let my tongue wish her body goodbye.


      [image: ]When we stumble out of the room, Alma trails behind me, rebraiding my hair. She makes sure my outfit is smooth and on straight as we head towards the kitchen.

“I will never get over the taste of you,” I say, pausing just before the kitchen where Mom is humming something jazzy and low.

“No, I don’t suppose you will.” She winks, and I almost pull her back to my room. I could spend all day there with her. Classes don’t start until tomorrow. Who cares if I miss moving day?

But Alma doesn’t give me the chance; she rushes into the kitchen where Mom is on her tablet, scrolling through all the updates from the Lowerarchy and scanning social media for a snack. I know her focus is all on me today, but I imagine afterwards she’ll be hunting for a mortal to devour while she’s in DC to recoup the cost of travel. There’s a reason we prefer when mortals summon us. 

“Have fun, you two?” Mom asks without looking up.

“You already know the answer,” Alma says as she pours me a glass of milk. “Did the sentimentality of the day make you forget how to knock, Mistress?”

“I did knock. You two were just—Oh, he looks yummy.” She takes a screenshot of a young senator. “And good contacts, I bet.” Mom has toned down her usual slut-chic style into something more business-sexy: a sheer white blouse over a lacy black bra, and a cream power suit so sharp that it must have cost three souls.

“I’m surprised you don’t have a regular meal in DC.” Alma sets the biscuits and gravy in front of me, and I drown them in red pepper flakes. It takes a lot of heat to sting a Devil’s tongue.

“Don’t shit where you eat and all that. Oh.” She looks up at my meal from her tablet. “Crass saying for mealtime. Apologies, darling.”

I shrug. 

“Too many Devils in DC?” Alma asks.

“Exactly. I never know who’s toe I’m stepping on. It helps that he’s a junior senator. I might be able to stake my claim first.” She grabs her phone and shoots a text to her work wife, Lilith. “I’ll have fourteen forms to fill out just to talk to him.”

“Nervous about today, Query?” Alma asks as she joins us with her own plate that is ninety percent gravy and only ten percent biscuit. The biscuits are basically the spoons for her breakfast stew.

I look at Mom and raise an eyebrow. She sighs and buttons her top up one button. I would never make her hide the beautiful detailing of her cleavage, but I’d rather she gives MILF energy on move-in day than look like she’s about to blow the pizza guy.

“What?” Alma looks back and forth at us, confused.

“I told you she couldn’t resist,” I say with a mouthful of spicy sausage and fluffy biscuit.

“I just thought she’d avoid cliché, y’know?” Mom locks eyes with Alma. “Of course Query’s nervous.”

“You made a bet that I would …” Mom and I both smile. We don’t use money down here, and I won’t trade in souls, so modesty is the only thing I can wager with Mom. “I was just making conversation!”

“Nervous chatter,” I say.

“I feel like I’m being punished for—”

“Not at all, hun.” Mom wraps Alma in a side hug. “The conversation helps your nerves and the bet helps Query’s.”

“And what about yours?” Alma asks.

“I’m a mother; nothing helps my nerves.” Alma smirks and slinks out of Mom’s hug. A cozy breakfast silence attempts to settle over us for the last time as Mom and Alma read. It’s hard to believe we’ll never have this again. I don’t know who I'll be when I graduate, but I’m planning for summer semesters and a double major—anything to fix what I broke.

But the cozy is off this morning. I suppose that’s because I don’t have anything to read. Bo usually gives me homework I’m rereading for the third time, but he’s no longer my teacher. I could suffer through our criminally slow internet that most of us never bother with. Mom’s tablet is on a work plan, but without the serious mortal currency to afford an interrealm data plan, we basically have 1G. There’s nothing to do but respond to whatever quips Mom has about tonight’s prey or watch Alma sigh whenever her romance novel spouts another cheesy line.

The warm red light of Hell pours through the massive windows that surround our breakfast nook. It looks like it’s going to ash today. It doesn’t do that in the Mortal Realm. The closest they get is snow, which is somehow the opposite of ash. There was plenty of it in Russia, and I wasn’t a big fan. Sometimes, when I envision living in DC, I imagine a world drowned in blinding blue, light that stabs your eyes, and freezing ash that bites your fingers.

And they call this Hell.

But I won’t find what I need here. I’ll have to brave the cold and rooms choked with people and too much noise and billions of women who will be driven to lusty drivel just by being around me. I mean, the last one sounds alright, but not if it distracts me from—

“We need to get going,” Mom says. “Can’t be too sure about the time change when traversing the realms.”

“Right,” I say. “Can I give one last walk through and—”

“You did that last night.”

“I know but—”

Mom reaches out and grabs my hand. Her touch is always warm, which is bizarre when I can stick my hand into fire without feeling much more than a tingle. “Query, love of my life.”

“Mother.”

“Home is going to be here whenever you need it. Weekends? Nightly dinners?” She snaps her fingers. “You’re here.”

“But that costs—”

“Don’t let the costs—”

“You know I can’t do that.”

Mom takes a deep breath and sighs. “I know. But still. You matter. Those souls are already lost. They’re just sitting in—”

“Mom, no.” I take a deep breath. “I will visit eventually. I promise.” I give her hand a squeeze before letting go. “But I need you to be brave for me today and kick me out of the nest, alright? Otherwise, I’ll never leave, and neither of us want that.”

“We’ll be brave together.” Mom raises a finger to the corner or her eye and turns a tear to steam before it can ruin her makeup. “Okay?”

“Yeah.” I was clever enough not to put makeup on today. I don’t know how I’m going to get through the day without bawling my eyes out.

“Oh, you two,” Alma says. Tears and mascara run freely down her cheeks. “Dammit to Hell, I love you so much.” We all stand, and Alma wraps me in a tight hug. “I love you to Khazador and back.”

“I know.” I put my hand on the back of her head. She’s never going back to Khazador, but that’s the point, isn’t it? Her love goes on and on and on. I kiss the top of her head. She tightens her grip around my stomach and lifts me into the air. I yelp in surprise, and she laughs as she twirls me around. I laugh with her, and the weight of the moment slides off my shoulders.

When she puts me down, I kneel in front of her and look her in the eyes. “Until your face blesses my eyes again.” It’s a Dwarven goodbye saved for lovers. They say it in her books all the time, but I’ve never said it to her before. I’ve never been away from her long enough for it to matter.

“That I may drape it in kisses,” she says, finishing the saying. She kisses me, and I press back into her. The kiss melts into a hug, and then I’m standing, and Mom is pulling me down the hallway to the teleportation chamber.

“Don’t stay celibate on my account,” Alma hollers back to me.

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” I shout back.

Alma laughs, and I turn away. I fight back the wave of tears coming for me and grab my stuff as Mom fiddles with the teleporter. She hates this thing, even though it doesn’t have anything to do with technology. The room is a perfect circle with a rune inscribed in the floor. In the center of the room is a bowl of sand where the corresponding rune to our destination is drawn.

“What are their names?” I ask as Mom looks up the proper rune on her phone.

“Query, please. I’m trying to make sure—”

“Mother.”

She sighs. “I’m trying to figure out the—”

I brush past her and draw the rune for the Washington, DC teleporter station into the sand. The rune at our feet glows, and the walls spin around us. Before we teleport, I scratch out the rune and the spell fizzles.

“Names,” I say. “Please.”

“This is a morbid fascination, you know. It’s like wanting to know the names of the cows you eat.”

“I wouldn’t compare mortals to cows, but if you insist, I would love to know the names of the pigs we ate today. Or maybe the plants that became grain for our biscuits.”

“And the name of each atom of sulfur you—”

“If you want to get pedantic, I can—”

Mom lifts up a soul coin about the size of a US silver dollar. It is black and charred with the face of a man in agony on one side and his face contorted with pleasure in the exact moment Mom took his soul on the other side. “Jacob Marley,” she says. “There? Happy?”

“There is no way in Hell his name is Jacob Marley. Was he a crooked and shrewd money lender?”

“Yes. And the other one is Ebeneezer Scrooge.”

“Mother …”

Mom sighs and clenches her fists. Her eyes are shut tight in the way that tells me she’s counting to ten. “These are worse than cows, Query. Cows aren’t punished because—”

“Just tell me.”

Mom holds the first coin higher. “This is Samuel Carmichael. The other is his partner. They took advantage of elderly people with deteriorating mental capacities in order to not only rob them of their savings, but to steal the identities of their family members.”

I close my eyes. “These are the people I’m going to.” It’s my turn to count to ten. It doesn’t help.

“No. You’re going to a school of Orcs, Dragonfolk, and Vampires. You’ll be much safer there.”

“The other name?”

“Miguel de la Vega.”

“Thank you.” 

Mom puts the soul coins back into the sand. “Could you please—”

I draw the rune and activate the spell. The world glows and spins around us as magic bends time and space to take us from the second level of Hell to a metro station in Washington, DC.
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Chapter two




The spinning stops, and we are in a room almost identical to our teleportation room at home except the walls are glass. Through them, I can see another teleporter room, and another past that. A family of Cowfolk appears in the chamber beside us, the parents trying to calm three little kids while their teenage son with thick, black bangs covering half his face looks both nervous and embarrassed. 

"There," Mom says, lifting my trunk like it’s full of feathers. “Let’s find your dads.”

We step out of the glass chamber into one of DC’s metro stations. There are tracks for whatever mortal train might pass through, but to our left and right, dozens of teleporters spin and flash as Monsters from across the Americas make their annual pilgrimage to drop off their aspiring adventurers.

By the tracks, wizards from Dalton and the Arcane Assembly stand in official robes—green and white for Dalton and blue and purple for the Assembly. One of them, a woman, picks up on my aura. Her arousal is subtle to mortals but obvious to Succubi: dilated pupils, swelling chest, deeper breath, and hardened nipples. The woman doesn’t approach because she’s busy casting glamour spells over visitors like us, so we won’t upset mortals. They know we exist; they’d just rather not see us. The spells are also protective for any Monsters with travel restrictions like Vampires or Merfolk. 

Thankfully, we don’t need rental wizards. Waiting for us by the stairs are my dads.

Dad wears a short-sleeve button-up covered in flowers and coconuts, khaki shorts, and flip-flops. His dark brown skin glows golden under the station’s lights, and his shaggy brown hair hangs just past his ears. The thick frames of his glasses are the only thing keeping his bangs from falling into his eyes. He’s holding a tray of iced coffees and wearing his typical kind, overwhelmed expression.

“When did Dad start looking so Dad-ish?” I ask.

“I know,” Mom sighs dreamily. “Isn’t he incredible?”

I laugh. Dad is biromantic but homosexual. He and Mom only slept together once, and Bo had to be there to make the “magic” happen. I’ve seen Mom ogle many mortals, but she doesn’t look at anyone the way she looks at Dad.

“You brought coffee!” she squeals, dropping my stuff to hug him. He kisses her cheek as she buries her face in his neck. “I missed you so much.”

“It was one night,” he says, rubbing her back with one arm while carefully protecting our precious iced coffee with the other.

“A long night,” Mom says pathetically. 

Beside Dad stands his other partner, Bo. He wears his wizard robes from the Cloud Watchers, a coven of diviners in the Fey. His tanned skin gleams against the sky-blue and white fabric. The clouds stitched into it drift gently, mirroring the sky in his homeland. His short, black hair is perfectly swept to the side, and his sharp features give him a hawkish look that always makes him seem more serious than he is. But he smiles for me. He always does.

“Good winds on the horizon,” he says, bowing.

“As you foretold,” I reply with a matching bow.

He hugs me, kisses my forehead, and a soft glamour ward that smells like fall washes over me. The spell will help any of the Ancient Races see us as Humans, though other Monsters will see right through it. Bo kisses Mom’s cheeks, extending the glamour to her as well. An Arcane Assembly official comes over to pointlessly verify the spell’s strength while Dad hands out the coffee.

When the official leaves, Bo offers me his arm. “Archmage Query, may I accompany you to your sanctum?”

“You may,” I say, linking arms with him as we head to the escalator.

“It’s a hot one out there,” Dad says. “Hope you girls don’t mind.”

Mom laughs and kisses his cheek. Normally I find Dad’s cheesiness endearing, but the nerves are getting to me, and I’m surrounded by my future classmates. Monsters. All of them. Not that the term means anything anymore. It’s just how the Tolkien races—what they call the Ancient Races—differentiate themselves from us. Humans, Elves, Dwarves, Halflings, and Gnomes get to join the Arcane Assembly and enroll in prestigious colleges. For the rest of us who want to be adventurers or study the arcane arts, there’s Dalton. The DC campus is the only one for Monsters across both North and South America. That’s right. Every Elementalfolk, Satyr, Dryad, Wraith, Vampire, Werewolf, Goblin, Catfolk, and so on across two continents is sent to one school.

All around DC, Monsters are making their way toward a college most mortals can barely see, and the diversity among my classmates is staggering. I grew up in Hell, but there’s only so much variation between an Imp, a Cambion, an Erinyes, and a Succubus. We’re all different shades of Devil. Here, I see a Turtlefolk hauling a suit of armor while comforting their grieving grandmother before they part ways. A Waterfolk in a bright red bikini is laughing, enjoying a cone of ice cream, and flirting with a pack of tourists. A ripped Bunnyfolk with a chest swollen like an inverted triangle carries a dozen little bunny siblings clinging to his back and shoulders.

We share the same look of awe and fear. Well, most of us. A Vampire with an umbrella held over her head held by a skeleton looks bored. An Earthfolk woman in flowing robes literally licks her lips while staring at me. I sigh. I wore this cowl-neck sweater and tights under my skirt to dull my aura, but it’s not working.

Still, the rest of us stare wide-eyed at the concrete towers, the honking cars, the dizzying blend of people. Not just Humans. Elves in business suits talk into earbuds. Gnomes try to get our attention from food trucks. The city pulses with life and light. Dis isn’t bright like this. It feels like creation showing off, like the gods themselves choreographed this street corner to say, Look what we can do.

Sure, it’s loud and filthy; even Hell doesn’t have trash on the ground like this. But I’ve never seen so many colors except on a screen. Or so much art. Paintings on buildings, art sold on sidewalks, incredible fashion on people as they rush to whatever magical life they’re living. The smell of meat and cheese, cinnamon, sugar, tar, concrete, sweat, coffee. Anything but sulfur and ash.

When I visited Russia as a child, it was all a blur. It was too bright, too cold, and too fast. But this? This is unbearable in the best way. I don’t want to get used to it. I want it to scald me. 

“How long is this walk?” Mom asks after finishing her coffee.

Dad checks his phone. “Two more miles.”

“They should have a car service for new students.”

“The wealthy ones do,” Bo says. We’re no longer arm in arm. He’s sweating through his robes and conjuring tiny gusts of air to stay cool.

“They could do buses,” Dad says. “That would be affordable.”

“I’d rather walk than ride a bus,” Mom says.

“I know, honey.” Dad pats her back. “I know.”

“We could order a car just for us,” Mom suggests.

“With what money?” I ask.

Mom’s mouth twists to the side, and she doesn’t say anything else until the campus comes into view. There’s no exchange rate between soul coins and dollars. We’re comfortable in Hell, but in the Mortal Realm, we’re broke.

The campus is surrounded by a brick wall nearly a hundred feet tall, draped in ivy. At the wrought-iron gates, three Arcane Assembly mages check people in and guard the entrance. Families hug and cry before new students separate and pass through the twenty-foot gates, which shimmer with an obscuring spell to keep the mortal world from glimpsing campus life or getting in. Clockwork automatons buzz around, collecting luggage for those cleared to enter.

“Are parents not allowed beyond the gate?” Dad asks.

“I’d like to see them stop me,” Mom mutters.

“Carmilla,” Bo says carefully, “I respect you but—”

“I wouldn’t finish that sentence, Boris.”

“Guys, please,” I say, grabbing Mom’s hand. “I’m freaking out too.”

She squeezes my hand back. This wasn’t how it was supposed to go. I imagined Mom helping me set up my dorm, Bo putting up a few protective wards, and Dad making some goofy jokes to embarrass me in front of my new roommate.

“I’m going to sort this out,” Mom says, and strides toward the gates.

I hang back with Dad and Bo, watching other families say their goodbyes. Each student looks nervous but prepared. Determined. They aren’t bewildered. Lucy’s tits, am I the only one who didn’t see this coming? I read the welcome pamphlet three times. I was up early this morning after my nightmare. I could’ve double-checked the website. Joined one of those Facebook groups. But no. I had to be dramatic and homeschooled and insecure and—

“Hey.” Dad’s voice pulls me back. His hands rest on my shoulders. “I don’t know where you just went, but we’re here, okay?” Bo steps closer. “You’ve got too many parents to be afraid of this.” Dad grins, wide and goofy. 

I exhale shakily. “I just… I don’t know if I can do this.”

“Query.” Bo’s voice is gentle but firm. His magic brushes against my skin like a cool wind. “Close your eyes. Step into yourself.”

I breathe deep and sink into my mind. Bo calls it a mind palace. Mine’s more a mind cottage crackling with gentle flames, cozy with soft everything and green things. I’ve stored every part of myself here: spells and secrets, hopes and loves. It’s a calming space that is utterly mine.

“I know this is new and terrifying.” Bo’s voice is soft as mist. “But you’re one of the most gifted mages I’ve ever known. You’re qualified to be here. You know magic like your father knows poetry.”

Dad squeezes my shoulders. “You deserve to be here.”

“You deserve to be here,” Bo echoes.

I inhale again, counting to four. The beloved plants in my cottage don’t grow in Hell. If I ever want to see them for real, I have to leave home. I have to walk through those gates to get them and everything else I want. 

I exhale. “I deserve to be here.”

“Of course you fucking do,” Mom announces, striding back. “But apparently there’s an ordinance going back a few thousand blah blah blah. Fucking prudish mages won’t even bend the rules for a threesome with me and Lilith.”

“Does Lilith know you’re offering her services?” Dad asks.

“She owes me.”

“Of course she does,” Bo mutters.

“Query, look at me, darling.” Mom’s red eyes blaze with fire, framed by the shadows of Hell. “Fuck ‘em. Okay? Fuck ‘em all.”

“Literally?”

She smirks. “If it pleases you.”

I try to speak, but the words stick. This is it. I’m going to walk through a gate and not see my mom again until … Who knows?

“I didn’t anticipate it going this way,” I say.

“I know.” Mom kisses my forehead. “And I know you hate that.” 

“But better get used to that,” Dad says kindly. “We’re good at hiding it, but we adults can’t anticipate shit.”

“Comforting,” I say.

“Honest,” Bo counters.

I close my eyes, inhale slowly, and when I open them again, I see Bo’s serious and focused face, Dad holding back tears, and Mom’s fists clenched like she wants to punch my fear itself. Behind them looms the castle, a black-stone behemoth like a stadium made to dwarf DC. But I choose to focus on the people I love.

“I can do this,” I say.

They each respond with their own version of “Of course you can,” or “I’m proud of you.” We hug for thirty seconds each. That’s the rule. Dad once told me that thirty-second hugs release oxytocin, the love hormone. It’s our ritual. We hug for hello, goodbye, or just because. We don’t skip it.

“You know,” Mom says as we break from our final hug, “it’s going to be awkward now that we’ve said goodbye and still have to stand in line for forever.”

It is. I love it.


      [image: ]An hour and one more goodbye later, an automaton carries my trunk while I try to memorize the map of the castle, so I won’t be caught depending on it once I’m inside. I don’t want to be that freshman wandering aimlessly until the welcome speech tonight. My strategy is to blend in and follow the other clearly new students. The diversity on campus overshadows what I found impressive on the walk over. A Phoenixfolk has five automata following her, three kinds of Lizardfolk walk side by side, a bubbling Oozling drips gleefully while in conversation with a Merfolk swimming through a floating water sphere, laughing like a painting come to life.

A gate attendant said I’m in the West Tower. I have no idea which way that is. I could ask someone, but that would mean talking to a stranger and admitting I’m lost. I can aim for towers, but once I enter the bottom floor of the castle, all sense of direction disappears.

“Yo, you look more lost than a meerkat in Hoboken.”

I spin around. A woman in a tank top and oil-smeared jeans grins at me, her skin gray and stretched tight. Bone peeks through rips in her elbows, and bubblegum pink hair falls in a side fade.

“Oh my gosh!” I gasp. Not because she’s a Zombie, but because she’s only a foot away from me.

“I know, I know.” She blows and pops a bubble of purple gum. “I’m not sure if I’m wild about the pink either.” 

“No, the pink is lovely.” I point to my own pink hair in its tight braid. “I just wasn’t expecting—"

“First Reliven?” 

“Re—what?” 

“Reliven. It’s what we call ourselves. Undead kinda focuses on the fact that we used to be, y’know … dead.” 

“Reliven focuses on being alive. Cute.” 

“That’s what I said!” She grins and offers her hand. “Finley.”

I shake it. “Query.”

“Oh em gee,” she says. She fumbles around in her back pocket, takes out a wrench, a tube of some kind of glue, three rubber bands, and a crumpled piece of paper. “I think you’re one of mine.” She unfolds the paper and reads, “Query. Devil. No last name. Oh yeah.” She stuffs the random items back in her pocket. “Welcome to Casa de Dalton.” She bows. “I’m Finley Farragut, your humble RA.” 

“That’s the resident assistant?” 

Finley rises. “Sure, yeah, if you wanna be boring.” She looks to the automaton behind me. “West Tower, my dude.” 

The automaton does not move. 

Finley sighs, rolls her eyes, and takes out her wrench. “I swear, the dean makes these things dumber every year.” She flicks her wrist, and the wrench unfolds like a butterfly knife. On the inside are dozens of different tools like an interdimensional Swiss army knife. She thumbs through them as she mutters to herself, “That’s the problem with mass production, you know? Freakin’ wizards afraid to get their hands dirty.”

She goes behind the automaton, opens a hatch in its back I hadn’t seen before, and sparks fly as she gets to work. “These guys should know where the tower is, right? I mean, it’s GPS, not magic. You’d think some moronic South African billionaire made these shitty—there!”

Something clicks, and the automaton stands up straight, its eyes glowing with a pleasant blue. Finley pats it on the back like it’s an old friend. “West Tower, amigo. Post haste.”

The automaton hoists my belongings and jogs off.

“There,” Finley says, clearly proud of herself. “Everything just needs a tune-up, amiright?”

“Uh, yeah.” I glance around, half expecting students to gawk at her spellcraft. No one does.

“Want me to show you to your room?” 

“Yes, please.” We ascend a grand staircase that splinters into winding corridors. I try to track our path, but it’s hopeless. The castle runs on magic like a clock runs on gears: mops that clean by themselves, spells to let Merfolk float down hallways and keep Firefolk from setting rugs ablaze, and automatic shades that detect Vampires and block out sunlight pouring through the windows.

“Hard to get used to,” Finley says, probably noticing my awestruck face. “You’ll get it by Yule, but even then, it’s stupidly great.”

“I can’t imagine getting used to.”

“Bet Hell’s the same way?”

“Yeah. Lakes of magma and all that.”

“Well like—oh, watch out.” An Ogre in a well-tailored suit turns with their trunk in their arms. Finley pulls me down before either of us get hit with it. “Hey, pal,” Finley pats the Ogre on the back. “You gotta watch it with the heavy load.”

“Sorry, Finley,” the Ogre says before loping away.

We wind up a narrow stairwell tucked into what I hope is the castle’s western wall.

“Okay, RA spiel time,” Finley says. “Curfew’s ten. Lights out at midnight. You’re not nocturnal, right?”

“Totally diurnal.”

She whistles. “Well, that’s a ten-dollar word if I ever heard one.”

“Sorry.”

“Oh, don’t apologize. May not fit in with the berserkers, but the wizards will eat that shit up.” 

“I don’t think all berserkers are necessarily—”

“Oh, totally. I was just being lazy with my jokes. Tizzy Bumbersnatch, a senior berserker, rages mostly about trolls editing her Wikipedia. Fucking genius gal who could core an apple thirty yards away with a battle axe.”

She stops in front of a door marked with her name, title, and a motor-oil scrawl: Finley’s Fuckups.

“Like it? Threw it up this morning. Not bad, huh?”

I smile. I can’t help it. There is no amount of nerves in the thousand realms that could make someone not smile around Finley. “It’s lovely.”

“You don’t have to be a fuckup to live here,” she says, hand on the handle. “I just like to set the bar low, right? Two weeks in, you’ll all be stressed out of your minds, and when you blow it at the Mabon games or some hottie breaks your heart, you’ll come to me and say you’re a fuckup. And I’ll say—”

“Of course you are,” I finish. “That’s why you belong here.”

Finley grins wide. “You got it, babe. Now let’s meet your new best friends.”

Finley opens the door to the West Tower like she’s revealing Wonka’s chocolate factory. Inside is a cramped hallway buzzing with life. Doors are open as students decorate, chat, haul belongings, and explore. A few drawn by my aura glance my way, ogling me with their eyes, but I keep my eyes down and follow Finley.

“Alright, so you’re in number …” Finley consults her crumpled paper again. “I think that’s pizza sauce.” She scratches at the paper. “I mean, you’re on the list, so I know you have a room, but—”

"Nita Strongclaw," I say. "She’s my roommate. I just don’t remember the room number."

"Oh, easy. W041. Thanks for the assist."

I follow Finley to the end of the hall and have no choice but to appreciate that my neighbors are a bunch of cuties. It doesn't matter if you’re the raven Birdfolk lighting incense in her room, the Cowfolk telling a joke with everyone’s attention, or the one Cyclops with a monocle fixing an Airfolk’s cracked cell phone; all of them are undeniably beautiful. I have to admit that if any of them knocked on my door in the middle of the night, I’d let them in. And if they wanted to touch my hand or my neck, well I’d certainly let them. And if they brought me to the bed or pinned me against the wall, then of course I’d—

"Here we are," Finley says. "W041."

I take a deep breath and peek into my future room. Whoever Nita Strongclaw is, she clearly has a thing for plants. Ivy drapes the walls, and outside the giant window leans a holly tree, its berries half-ripe. On the other bed, sits a woman with rich brown skin, blue spiral tattoos on her formidable arms, and a half-done braid of black hair. She’s wearing tight work-out shorts and a sports bra, so I get a glimpse of her many, many well-developed muscles. 

"Nita Strongclaw," Finley announces. “May I present your roommate, Query.” She points to me like I’m the prize on some game show.

“Hi,” I say nervously. One hoof scratches the back of my other leg.

Nita looks confused. “Uh, what about Sprig?” 

“Sprig?” Finley takes out her paper again. “Sprig who?”

"Just Sprig," says a low, melodic, and earthy voice. The holly tree shimmers, and a Dryad steps out of it, her skin a pale green, her hair red as holly berries, and tattoos of vines covering her skin. She’s in a white crop top with short black shorts. 

"Oh, right!" Finley slaps her forehead in realization. “Dryad. Needs sunlight. I swear they told me … Let me check something.” She takes out her cellphone and steps away, leaving me to freak out in front of the room-that-could-have-been. Because all I can think about is the fact that I have no room. I blink away the tears, trying not to embarrass myself in front of my hallmates. I look at my hooves, knowing that they’re both staring at me. They’re probably concerned. Or worse, pitying me. 

My chest goes tight with embarrassment, and over and over, I tell myself that I didn’t do anything wrong. Somebody else made an error. Maybe it was Finley or this Dryad or some administrative bureaucratic nonsense, but it wasn’t me. I’m okay. I didn’t do anything—

“Hey.” I look up to see Nita towering over me. I’m a tall girl at just over six feet, but Nita still has several inches on me. She pulls her dark hair out of her eyes, and something about the small movement entrances me. Or maybe it’s her smell. She smells like the earth and sunshine and softness and danger and raw meat and sweet honey. 

“We’re still in the same hall,” she says. “And you’re welcome here anytime.” She looks at Sprig. “Right?”

Sprig nods, unreadable. 

“See, Sprig’s on board.” Nita beams at me. “Finley will find your room. I can even help you unpack.”

I look at the side of the room that I now understand is hers. It’s bare except for under her bed. There are some scattered pieces of clothing, workout equipment, and a giant warhammer with feathers decorating the shaft.

“Don’t you need to unpack first?”

Nita glances at her mess. “Looks good to me.”

Behind her, Sprig’s thin lips curl into a smirk.

“Oh, well, yeah. I would love any help unpacking.” 

Nita leans closer to me, sniffing the air. “Hey. I don’t know if you know this,” she says. “But you smell, like, really fucking good.” 

“Oh.” The purple fires of my blush flicker on my horns. “Um, you too.”

“Really?” Nita sniffs her armpits. “Sprig says I stink.”

“I didn’t say that.” Sprig rises from the bed and steps towards us as smoothly as a dancer. “I said you smell like a wild animal.”

“Well, I do,” Nita says at the same time I say, “She does.”

Nita laughs, putting her hand on the impressive abs of her stomach with full Santa Claus energy.

Sprig extends her hand. “I apologize for taking your room. My tree needs the sunlight, and I must rest near her.”

“Oh, I understand,” I say, while absolutely not understanding. “I just figured someone would have let me know.” 

“It was a last-minute change.” 

“Cell phones exist.” My eyes widen as I realize I’ve said something rude. “I mean … sorry.” 

Sprig smirks. “They did it as I moved in. Apparently the faculty thought I was an Aurai, not a Dryad.” She shakes her head, and her bright red hair shimmers as it waves back and forth. “As if all Nymphs are the same.”

I nod, not sure what else to say. Small talk is one of the tortures we use on the third layer of Hell. Instead of engaging in it, I look at my hooves again. Hooves are safe. I like my hooves.

“Okay, but seriously,” Nita says. “If you ever need anything. We’re here.”

“Right, yeah,” I say. “I’ll remember.”

“Alright, seems like we got things sorted out,” Finley says as she reappears. “Query, you’re going to be in the turret.” She points above us. “It’s kind of an adjunct room that—” 

“The turret?” Nita says. “Finley, come on, that’s like an attic.”

“I’m sorry,” Finley says. “It’s that or a different hall.”

“She isn’t going to another hall.” Nita puts her hand on my shoulder protectively. “She’s my roommate.”

“Not anymore,” I say, voice tight.

“Nita and I can help you make the turret nice and cozy,” Sprig says. 

They’re trying. They’re being wonderful. But because my brain is fundamentally broken, that just makes me feel guilty. Finley probably has two dozen other residents to deal with, Sprig has a tree to do tree things in, and I don’t care what Nita says, she obviously still needs to unpack.

“What do you say?” Finley asks. “Wanna see the penthouse suite?” She grips my shoulder. “You’ll be the only one without a roommate.” 

The turret sounds bad, but living alone is the kind of silver lining I can hang my hopes on. “Sure,” I say. “How bad can it be?”

“That’s my Query.” Finley pats my back. “Follow me.” At the end of the hall, Finley leans against the stone wall. It clicks and swings open, revealing a tight staircase.

“Ooooh,” Nita says, apparently coming with us. 

“Major perk,” Finley says. “Bet the automaton already dropped your stuff off. They're programmed with all the hidden spots the dean knows about. It’s fucking dope.”

The stairs spiral tightly, and at the top is a heavy wooden door with an iron handle.

“Welcome to your new home,” Finley says, and opens it.

The turret is a pointy, abandoned attic. There are spiderwebs everywhere, and the beds are piles of rotten wood. The only light comes from narrow arrow slits. Without ventilation, the air is stifling. Hot as Hell. Well, that’s a plus, I guess. My things are waiting for me right next to—

Her.

A silhouette of impossible thinness and sharp angles but curves that flow and bend in a hideously alluring way. My nightmare made of obsidian smoke and finger knives turns to face us. 

“I’ll leave you to unpack,” Finley says with a pat on the back. “Let me know if you need anything.” 

The shadow creature smiles, revealing four rows of sharp white teeth.

“Dang,” Nita says with a whistle. “Shitty, but the no roommate part is pretty sweet.” 

“That’s what I’m saying,” Finley says. “I would have killed for no roommate as a freshman. I lived with this girl, Sarah Whittle, and she …” 

Their conversation fades as they head back down the steps, leaving me with the creature who’s been stalking my nightmares for months. 
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