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      Five men stood in a living room, all prepared to summon a demon to curse their mutual ex-girlfriend.

      Chad stood in the center of the room, the undisputed leader of the group of exes. He wasn’t the tallest nor the most handsome, but something about the way he held himself kept people from questioning him. At first, he butted heads with some of the other exes - namely Diego and Fred - but after a few beers the differences were settled. Chad just had to flex his accommodating communication style, a training he’d been forced to go through because of work. Apparently, the way he spoke to his subordinates put them on edge. It made them feel stupid, like they couldn’t do anything right. Chad was perplexed - he spoke to these people that way because they were stupid, and they really couldn’t do anything right. The classes at least helped him to phrase things better, so he didn’t get in as much trouble with HR. It was a moot point; he was the face of his company (some crypto wallet company called KoinSafe). They couldn’t just get rid of him.

      Chad was going to lead the ritual; they’d decided on him mostly because he was the one who found the ritual to begin with. It seemed a little sheisty to Diego if he was honest. Diego wasn’t sure how a dude from the nicest part of Scottsdale, Arizona was somehow able to get a ritual to summon a revenge demon, but he wasn’t going to question it. Plus, Diego wanted to be as hands off as he could while still contributing to the ritual. He was okay with cutting his palm, maybe giving some semen, possibly a chant or two…but that’s where it ended. If they had to sacrifice something, he was out. He made that clear, and Chad assured him that nothing that sacrificial was going to happen.

      “Apparently summoning demons is a totally normal thing to do,” Chad reassured them. That was last Sunday after the Cardinals game (they lost), where they were finalizing the details of the plan. It’d been a series of smaller meetings that started at a bar in Old Town Scottsdale when Monty and Chad met by chance. Chad was hoping to find some young college girl to take home, and Monty was drinking away his sorrows after a breakup. Monty had no interest in meeting women, and Chad was striking out (he didn’t look like he was in college anymore, and it was really killing his game), and the two somehow fell into conversation.

      Monty was a lawyer at one of the biggest malpractice firms in Phoenix. Chad recognized him from the billboards that plastered his face all along the I-10 and I-17.

      “Hey, you’re Monty the Malpractice Guy!” Chad said, plopping down in a seat at the emptying bar next to him. Monty grimaced. “I don’t give free advice,” he told Chad dismissively. Thankfully Chad was drunk enough to find that comment funny and not insulting, as it was something that would typically set him off.

      “Nah man, I’m not here for advice, just recognized you,” Chad said, motioning the bartender to refill both of their drinks. He gave the bartender a wink, she returned it with a strained smile. “Thanks, sweetheart,” he said, intentionally placing his hand over hers as he took his beer.

      “Thanks for the drink,” Monty said.

      They chatted in the tangential way that men do. It didn’t take Monty long to spill the reason for his melancholy, he was recovering from a breakup. The woman in question was a smoke show, he said. She had long black hair, curves in all the right places, and she was smart and beautiful. Chad thought it sounded like his ex, a woman who stomped all over his heart. They both thought their dates were going well, the sex was great…but it ended the same way for both of them.

      “She said I wasn’t mature enough for her,” Chad scoffed, rolling his eyes. “We went out to a nice dinner, she paid - which honestly she should have, if the bitch was going to break up with me. I just thought it was something special, you know? A woman that could keep up with me at last.”

      Monty, who was now three beers deeper than when Chad sat down, nearly sloshed his beer as he agreed animatedly. “Same! I thought it was going great, I was even going to tell my parents about her…but she broke up with me one morning over breakfast. She woke up and made it for me - my favorite, French Toast with cinnamon butter - and said that it wasn’t working. She said I was too hung up on my last relationship and obviously didn’t trust her. Honestly, I was blindsided.”

      Chad shook his head, “Damn, these women! We give them too much power!” They toasted to this, and it wasn’t long until the phones came out and social media was pulled up. That’s how they found out that both Chad and Monty were victims of the same woman - Stephanie Porter, founder and CEO of Eternal Beauty Systems.

      Diego and Fred knew each other through networking conferences. Diego was in pharmaceutical sales, and Fred sold medical equipment. They travelled in the same circles and were aware of Stephanie, mostly because she was one of the few women in the field. Usually it was a sausage fest, and the conferences and meetings were little more than a frat party excuse for the guys to all get drunk. Stephanie was one of a handful of women who came to these events as a leader. Sure, there were women peppered through other various industries, but they weren’t leaders. They couldn’t own companies; they needed to step away to have kids and stuff.

      They’d attended a conference a year prior. They knew each other from various other conferences, they were both from the east coast and felt displaced in the Phoenix heat. They both loved hockey - a sport that Arizona didn’t seem to appreciate since Gretzky left - and bonded immediately over drinks. Fred, it turned out, had dated Stephanie casually a few months prior. He played it off like it wasn’t too serious, but Diego could tell the man still held a flame for the woman. Fred gave Diego the okay to try to pursue her, and Diego did.

      It was fun until it wasn’t - as in, Diego thought it was going well, but was shocked when she broke up with him after three months. If he was being honest, he couldn’t recall why they broke up, but he had the distinct impression that it wasn’t mutual. He remembered storming out of her condo and walking two miles to cool his head before calling a rideshare to get home. It never sat well with him, that a woman would break up with him.

      Tom…well, Tom was the odd man out.

      While the rest of the crew that currently sat in Chad’s living room were all in sales or entrepreneurs of some sort, Tom was a bit of a slog. He was the nebulous sort of guy who had multiple jobs at once and none of them paid well or were particularly permanent. Right now, he was working security for a strip club by night and was a bud tender at a dispensary twice a week by day. He wasn’t big on the details of why Stephanie broke up with him, honestly spending a few days with him plotting the ritual was enough for them to make educated guesses. They were more interested in what she saw in him, to be honest.

      It was an odd group of men who found each other mostly by chance, realizing that they’d all been jilted by the same woman. It was purely coincidence that they met up at Chad’s Paradise Valley home the first time, the effect of schedules that just happened to line up and a mutual interest in fantasy sports. Arizona had just legalized online gambling, and it was through a mutual agreement that they all met.

      After a few drinks, the topic turned to Stephanie.

      After a few more drinks, the topic devolved to “What can we do about her?”

      “Do about her?” asked Monty, his eyebrow raised. “You’re sounding like serial killers,” he said with an uneasy laugh.

      “Whoa whoa whoa!” Chad interrupted, his arms waving wildly. “No one said anything about killing her. It’s more of like…what if…what if she felt what we did? Like she didn’t even seem upset about our breakup. I don’t feel like I ever really got to know her, but she knew everything about me.”

      “Same,” Fred said with a sigh, his eyes turned up to the ceiling as he took a sip of his beer.

      “Honestly, yeah, she wasn’t really upset about ours either,” Tom agreed. None of the men made a comment about that.

      “What are you suggesting then? An online smear campaign?” Monty asked.

      Chad shook his head. “Nah, that’s so undergrad. What was that website when we were in college? The Gross Grotto? It was the one where you could anonymously send in shit about people with their picture?”

      “Oh, that fucking site,” groaned Diego, shaking his head. “We would refresh it for hours after every weekend. I was always sure I’d end up on it.”

      “I did end up on it,” Chad said proudly. “Three times!”

      The laughter died down and the conversation fizzled a little, until Tom spoke up. “I mean, what would we even do - curse her? Hex her like those witches on TV?”

      No one knew what witches Tom was talking about, and since he was prone to saying the weirdest shit, they just ignored him. Well, except for Chad, who knew a cousin who had a friend whose girlfriend was into witchy shit. It got the wheels turning, and after the guys left for the night, he pulled out his phone and started to text.

      Then he started to research.

      And when he looked up next it was 4am, and he had an idea that was just starting to take form.
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        * * *

      

      Summoning a demon, it turned out, wasn’t that hard or unusual. According to Wikipedia, people had been doing it for centuries with various degrees of success. Chad’s life was fraught with success, so he was sure if he asked the right questions, he could find the right answer. He followed trail after trail, and finally ended up behind a run-down Circle K on 27th Ave and Indian School. Normally, Chad wouldn’t be caught dead in that area but it’s where the contact wanted to meet him.

      To his immense relief he wasn’t waiting long before a black hearse pulled up, its windows blacked out, its paint peeling. Chad was still inside his BMW with the doors locked, waving away anyone who approached his car. He nearly waved away his contact, but she was insistent, pounding on the window until he rolled it down a crack.

      “I don’t have any money,” he hissed.

      The older woman pushed her sunglasses down her nose to stare at him. “You Chad?” she asked.

      “Oh, you’re … Poppy?” he asked, trying not to laugh at her name. She kinda looked like a Poppy, with her unkempt long hair streaked with silver. Her shirt was covered in floral print, and she wore a flowing skirt that went to just below her knees. He realized, with absolute horror, that she wasn’t wearing shoes despite the fact that it was easily 180 degrees on the black top.

      “Yeah, got the money?” she asked. He lowered the window just a bit more, nearly suffocating on the smell of her perfume. It was a hearty mix of weed, dirt, and body odor. Chad fumbled with the envelope full of cash, trying to chuck it at her with enough speed to get this process moving faster. He didn’t want to spend any more time in this shit hole part of the Valley, nor did he want to talk much longer with this woman. She was weird enough in her e-mails.

      “Here you go,” she said proudly, passing him an envelope. He popped it open and pulled out a piece of paper from a book that looked like it was older than the Bible. He squinted at the paper, reading the words on it. “Is this Latin?” he asked.

      “No, it’s in the demon language,” she said, blinking at him like he was an idiot.

      “Of course,” he replied.

      “The translation is on the other paper, but you need to get the words right.” She was reaching into the window as she said it, causing another nauseating wave of her body odor to fill the car. “I got it thanks!” he said, leaning back in his seat and pressing the automatic window button as many times as he could. The window rolled up, separating him from Poppy and the rest of the world.

      That was last month, and since then, it’d taken a bit of finesse, but he’d gotten the rest of the men on board.

      First it was convincing them that something needed to be done about Stephanie. She couldn’t just go through every eligible bachelor (and Tom) in Phoenix and leave them out to dry like that, with no consequences for her actions.

      Then it was convincing them that if they did retaliate, it wouldn’t reflect back on them. They all had careers to worry about, reputations to uphold. They didn’t need to be traced back to starting shit with a powerful woman like Stephanie Porter.

      After that it got tricky - he had to convince them that cursing her was the best way to go about it.

      It turned out to be easier than he could have imagined. The idea of cursing a woman by summoning a demon was so ridiculous none of them thought it would actually work. It was a zero-risk project, and for some of them a way to finally get Chad to shut up about Stephanie. He’d become obsessive, they were worried that he may do something more serious if they didn’t placate him somehow.

      So, on August 5th, they gathered in Chad’s Paradise Valley home, cleared all the furniture from the living room, and started to set up for the ritual to summon a revenge demon.

      Chad stood at the head of the pentagram that was drawn on the ground. “I thought witches were all free love and peace,” Tom asked, his big toe peeking out from a hole in his sock as he brushed the point of his pentagram with it. “It’s symbolic,” Chad shot, getting more and more annoyed with Tom. He had an objection to everything, like why did they need grave dirt? And this seems like we’re appropriating a culture.

      To his relief, the others weren’t objecting to anything - Diego grabbed his share of the items without complaint, Monty showed up thirty minutes early to help Chad move the furniture, and Fred ordered pizza for after the ritual was done. Chad expected it would take no more than twenty minutes, based on his solo trial runs.

      They stood at each point of the pentagram and repeated after Chad in the incomprehensible language that sounded like a drunk Scottish person trying to read Latin. Diego understood some Latin, most medical stuff had Latin origins, but this shit was indecipherable. Part of him felt weird about saying words that he didn’t understand - but what was the harm? It’s not like you could enter a contract with a demon against your knowledge…right?

      The harm, it turned out, was that they actually summoned a demon.

      One moment the candles on the edges of their circle were bright, illuminating the otherwise dark room. The next moment a phantom breeze ran through the room and extinguished them all, leaving the five men in utter darkness. They paused their chanting, shocked by the sudden darkness. Fred laughed uncomfortably, the rest of the guys chuckling along with him.

      That is, until the candles relit and in the middle of the circle stood an honest to fucking god demon.

      He was at least 6’5, not counting his horns, which stood out from his forehead like a goat. They curved back around his head, hidden by dark black wavy hair that fell to just below his ears. His skin was dark red and textured, like a reptile. He was broad, his shoulders defined. He wasn’t so much muscular as he was imposing. He looked like those strongmen on TV that were obviously jacked under their layer of fat. He was shirtless, wearing just a kilt like loincloth to cover him from waist to knees.

      The scariest thing about him, though, were his eyes. They were bright yellow and slitted like a goat, and they rolled with such intensity as they darted between every guy around the circle.

      “Who has summoned me?” the demon asked, his voice a quiet growl in the silence of the room. The silence stretched for another thirty seconds before he spoke again, louder this time. “Do you understand me? Who summoned me?”

      “I did,” Chad said quickly, clearing his throat as his voice cracked. The demon’s eyes locked on him, and he took a step toward him, bringing how strikingly inhuman he looked into the light. He was staring down at Chad, his nostrils flaring.

      “To what purpose?” the demon asked.

      “Revenge,” Chad said, his voice stronger now.

      “Yes of course, I’m a revenge demon. What revenge?”

      Chad cast a nervous glance to the others, who were all staring at the demon with the same look of utter horror on their face. Tom looked more intrigued than anything else.

      “On a woman,” Chad said. “Her name is Stephanie Porter.”

      “And what has this woman done to deserve revenge?” the demon asked. Chad could have sworn he sounded bored, like the fact that he’d been summoned just because of a woman was an inconvenience. As if their very valid concerns were something to roll his eyes at. Some customer service, Chad thought angrily.

      “She used and abused us all,” Chad said. “She’s lied to us, likely cheated.”

      “Ah, a cheater, I see,” said the demon.

      “Well, probably,” interrupted Fred.

      The demon turned to look at him. “Probably?” he questioned.

      Fred nodded. “We don’t know for sure…but it seems likely. It’s the best explanation.”

      “I see,” the demon said, then shrugged. “It’s of no matter, what curse do you wish to give her? And what price are you willing to pay?”

      “We are offering up our souls,” said Chad. The demon tilted his head, considering. “Of course. I will take it. And the punishment?”

      “We want her to have a taste of her own medicine,” Chad said, a smile slowly spreading over his face. “We want her to fall in love with someone she can’t have.”

      “It is done,” the demon said, stepping back into the middle of the circle.

      “Wait,” Chad said, taking a step toward the demon, stopping when its gaze snapped on him. “How will we know that it worked?” Chad asked, halting suddenly.

      “It will,” the demon said, his voice heavy with annoyance.

      The candles blew out again, and when they flickered back to life the five men were alone once more.
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      Rick really hated being summoned by fucking humans.

      He knew he should be grateful - from what he’d heard the revenge business wasn’t what it used to be. The older revenge demons had lots of stories about the glory days - back when you could curse a whole village or ruin an entire royal line. Now? With the cyberbullying and other human advents there was no need for mysticism to really take someone down. Hell, half the time people ruined themselves without any supernatural assistance.

      Still, Rick found himself busier than the other revenge demons.

      He landed in the portal used to transport demons back and forth to the human realm with a groan, feeling his knees buckle at the impact. Getting old was no fun and having to be summoned like that really did a number on your joints. He gritted his teeth as he stepped off the platform.

      “Welcome back, Rick!” said Jerry, the demon in charge of the transport platform. He was a short demon, easily older than time itself, that oversaw all the transports in and out of the demon realm of Anathamea. There weren’t very many, given that interaction between demons and humans was pretty limited over the last few centuries. Something about demons possessing people en masse and getting the human church involved - it was a messy business. Rick heard there were some underground ways to get to the human realm but honestly, he had no interest in spending any more time than he absolutely had to there.

      First of all, he couldn’t just walk around in his demon form. Well, he could, but it would cause a lot of problems. He had to don his human disguise, some piece of magic that was crafted by mages for those in his line of work to let him walk amongst the humans like one of them. Clever, really, but uncomfortable. If you’ve ever been shrunken down nearly a whole foot maybe you’d understand.

      Rick didn’t respond to Jerry, choosing instead to grunt in his general direction. He heard Jerry mutter an insult under his breath. Rick didn’t even acknowledge it, instead turning to stomp out of the portal area and head to his office. He hoped his unfriendly demeanor would keep anyone else away from him.

      Inside the office his annoyance only compounded - it was full of other fucking demons. It was bad enough that he’d been summoned while he was in the middle of taking a nap, now he had to return to a bustling office on limited sleep. He preferred doing his research at night when no one else was in the building to bother him.

      Rick made a beeline for his cubicle and practically collapsed onto his chair, rubbing his temples at the base of his horns. He flicked open his laptop and listened to the whine as it started up, remembering that he needed to send a ticket into IT to fix it before it crashed again. Honestly, human technology was such a pain in the ass sometimes. Why they didn’t use magic for everything in Anathamea was a fucking mystery to him. He cracked his neck and drummed his fingers on the desk while he waited for the impossibly slow thing to start up.

      “Hey Rick…oh, jeez, you look like shit man,” said Zed, his cubicle partner and perhaps only friend.

      “I got summoned,” Rick said angrily, tapping random buttons on the keyboard when the laptop didn’t immediately start up. Zed peered over Rick’s shoulder, tsking. “You still haven’t gotten that checked out?”

      “Don’t have time,” Rick lied.

      Zed gave him a knowing look. “You got summoned? Rad, what’s the assignment?” Zed said instead of pushing his friend any further on his ‘busy schedule’.

      Rick shrugged. “Typical - a group of guys against some woman. They say she cheated or something. Pretty run of the mill.”

      “Ah, what did they want? Warts? A goat headed baby?” asked Zed excitedly. Zed was into old school punishments, it’s why they’d been phasing him out of taking assignments that came through the pipeline. It was rare to be summoned directly as Rick was, that meant a word-of-mouth referral. Otherwise, assignments came from a giant glass tube that spat out paperwork onto Herschel’s desk, where he divvied them up between whoever was free. Lately they’d all been free, which was a problem within itself.

      “No, it was kind of clever. They want her to love someone she can never have,” said Rick with a chuckle. At last, the laptop booted onto the home screen, and he popped open the internet browser.

      “Hell, no wonder your laptop is so slow. What are all these tabs?” Zed exclaimed.

      “Research,” Rick muttered.

      “You know you can bookmark these? To find later?” Zed said.

      “If I bookmark them, I’ll forget they’re there,” Rick argued, feeling his temper flair.

      Zed raised his hands in a mock surrender. “Hey, just trying to help you out man.” He disappeared into his cubicle for a moment, returning on his rolling chair to sidle up next to Rick.

      “Let’s see this girl. You said a group of guys? Exes?”

      Rick nodded and pulled up his social media accounts, typing her name into various ones until he found her.

      “Stephanie Porter, CEO and founder of Eternal Beauty Systems,” read Zed. They found an article of her at a local children’s hospital, presenting a large check to help fund a wing of the hospital. Zed let out a low whistle at the picture. “That’s no girl. That’s a woman,” he said. “Hubba hubba!”

      Rick had no idea what that meant, probably some bit of human culture. Zed was obsessed with bootlegged human entertainment despite it being off limits in Anathamea. Contraband existed, but if Zed was found with any of it, he’d quickly be terminated - or worse.

      Stephanie Porter had a wide smile on her face, mostly hidden by the ridiculously sized check. The number on the check was impressive, Rick noted, and specifically given for the hospital to build a wing. Her face was pretty enough for a human. She had an olive skin tone and dark black hair that fell to just below her collarbones. She had dark brown eyes and thick, pouty lips. Another photo further down showed the trend of thick continuing - she had wider hips and big breasts with strong thighs and thick calves that were accentuated by her heels.

      “I like a demoness with some bulk to her,” Zed said as they looked through her social media, which was mostly just ads for her latest products. It was hardly personal; if anything it was a social media for her company that just had her name and face on it on occasion. “You know, some of these younger demonesses are so frail, it makes me worry for them.”

      “You know why the younger generation is so frail,” argued Rick, rolling his eyes. “This was a bust, it’s impossible to find out anything about this woman from the internet.”

      “Guess you’re going to have to go the old fashion way - some leg work. Want company?” Zed asked hopefully.

      Rick shook his head. “Nah, I’ll go alone. If I need you, I’ll call.” He closed the laptop without exiting out of any of the numerous tabs, making Zed frown.

      “Where you going?” asked Zed.

      “Back to bed,” Rick said, pushing away from the desk.

      “Bed? Like a nap? It’s the middle of the day,” Zed said, his voice dropping to a whisper. His gaze darted to Herschel at his desk just a few feet away. If he knew that Rick was out of the office sleeping instead of researching or enacting the revenge and claiming payment from humans he’d be in huge trouble. Anathamea depended on demons like Rick to collect magic and keep them all alive.

      “Well, I’m tired,” Rick said irritably.

      “Are you tired or are you depressed?” Zed pressed.

      Rick shot him a loaded glare. “I’m not depressed - I just don’t sleep well, so I have to take a lot of naps to make up for it.”

      “I’m pretty sure that’s depression,” Zed argued back. “Is it because of Cass?” he added.

      “Don’t say her fucking name here,” Rick hissed under his breath.

      “Look, I’m just saying - it’s been nearly two years. I get it, you were pretty much bonded. And you have to see her nearly every day…” Zed trailed off. “I told you not to shit where you eat, man. Not that I’m blaming you, just that maybe you’re a little depressed because of the breakup and you never really gave yourself time to grieve. You jumped right into case after case and…well, it’s bound to catch up.”

      “You need to stop watching those human talk shows,” Rick replied, unwilling to admit that Zed was right. The breakup with Cass was still fresh, even though it’d been nearly two years, and every time he saw her, it was another punch in the gut. He’d just gotten to the point where he wasn’t bringing her up multiple times a day or waiting for someone else to mention her so he could talk about her. Not in a negative way. He had nothing but the best things to say about her. He just missed her, was that so wrong?

      “That’s not it, I just don’t sleep well,” Rick doubled down.

      Zed sighed and shook his head. “Alright alright, have you seen a mage about it?”

      “No, I don’t want it getting back to Herschel,” Rick admitted. Trusted mages who employed discretion were hard to come by, but that’s how it was in Anathamea. You needed leverage to get to the top, and if you weren’t at the top, you were at the bottom. Anyone - mage or otherwise - would die to have bad information on one of the revenge demons to leverage. It was a tricky hierarchy that was probably explaining why each generation of demon was weaker than the one before. It used to be that a demon could live to be a few hundred years old, even some of the originals were around for thousands of years. Now? Rick would be lucky to make it to one hundred.

      “Fair,” Zed conceded. “Just…maybe after this case take a little vacation? A week, two tops. Go to somewhere tropical, really refresh and unload. I worry about you, man. Someone has to. You’re not taking care of yourself.”

      “I’m doing just fine,” Rick said without enthusiasm. Maybe he did need a vacation. Work was becoming more of a stressor than a release like it used to be. Even collecting his magical payment wasn’t sparking his interest like it used to. He was one of the highest earners in the office and was well on the way to replace Herschel should he ever retire. None of it brought him joy, not like it used to. Before he was saving up so that he and Cass could get a nice place, raise a few little demon babies, maybe retire in a few years. Now? What was the fucking point?

      “I’ll take your advice, though,” Rick said as he stood, patting Zed on the shoulder. “But I really gotta go, I have work to do.”

      Rick slipped from the office, heading the direction of the portal. At the last minute, he adjusted courses, heading instead to his condo where he face planted onto his bed to take another four hour nap.
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      Stephanie Porter’s alarm clock went off at 5:30am.

      At 5:52am, she was in her car and on the road.

      At 6:15am, she was at the yoga studio she frequented, arriving early enough to get a good spot in the room, but late enough not to be stuck talking to the early morning crowd.

      At 7:35am, she was back in her car and on her way home.

      By 8:45am, she’d showered, eaten breakfast, packed her lunch and snacks and was on her way to her office.

      At 9:05am, she sat down at her desk and started her long day of work.

      At 12:05pm, she took her first break for a snack - seven double stuffed Oreos and water and realized she hadn’t had any water since she arrived.

      At 3pm, she realized she hadn’t had lunch and scarfed down her sandwich while her pasta was heating up in the microwave. She proceeded to burn her mouth on the pasta because she didn’t wait for it to cool down. This altered her mood greatly, because she wanted to swing by her favorite dessert place on the way home to get a cake, and she wouldn’t be able to taste it as well with burnt tastebuds. It was even more frustrating because her sandwich was a little soggy, so the last thing she really tasted was a turkey sandwich on rye bread with mustard and cheddar cheese. Not horrible, but not her creamy pasta with butternut squash sauce.

      At 5:05pm, most of the office started to clear out, but she still had the R&D reports to pour through before the presentation tomorrow. She was expected to come to some sort of conclusion about the products and help to tailor the company in which direction to proceed. Did they want to dive down the rabbit hole of liquid collagen, opening them up to a market the team called “internal beauty” - supplements meant to make your outsides beautiful by working on your insides. Or was this too much of a pivot, another market they’d need to corner that would be outside of their niche? Should they instead focus on bringing old ingredient profiles up to date, maybe focus on reworking their proprietary blend for quicker results?

      At 7:05pm, she realized she wasn’t going to leave the office in time to get the cake anyway and considered if she should order it to be delivered or just abandon it.

      At 8:25pm, she heard a noise that made her look up.

      Then she did a double take.

      She hadn’t heard her office door open, but she’d been so consumed by her work it was likely she’d tuned it out. It wasn’t a new problem - if someone was speaking to her while she was reading, she couldn’t process both. She also couldn’t listen to music and participate in a conversation at the same time, though that wasn’t as much of an issue in her line of work.

      The double take was because there was a tall horned man thing sitting in the chair across from her, his skin a dark red with reptilian scales.

      “The cosplay convention is across the street,” she said, once she realized what she was looking at. Her office was in downtown Phoenix and wasn’t too far from the convention center, where a ton of fandom events took place over the year. She’d seen the hordes of people dressed up as various characters and monsters as they headed for the center, she just couldn’t recall if there was one today or not. She didn’t really even know what day of the week it was.

      “The what?” said the horned man, looking perplexed at her words.

      “The convention center, it’s across the street. I’m not sure how you got all the way up here, but that’s probably what you’re looking for.”

      “I’m not a cosplay,” said the horned man, now sounding annoyed. The way he said the word ‘cosplay’ made her think he’d never heard it before. She thought that was the universal term for it, maybe it was now an insult? She’d have to ask one of her younger employees, she was sure they’d know.

      “Oh, well, you’re clearly lost,” she said. She considered calling security, because if this guy was dressed as some horned demon thing and he’d managed to get into her office and was sitting there all calm he may be dangerous. What normal person would go to the wrong place, be told they were in the wrong place, and instead of apologizing and leaving, just sit there and stare? His contacts were kinda creepy too - yellow eyes that had slits like a goat. It must be from a comic book, or a video game. Stephanie hadn’t been to any movies lately, so she supposed it could be from some new superhero movie…

      “I’m right where I’m supposed to be,” he said confidently, leaning back in his seat.

      “You’re not, so I’m going to call security,” she said. For the first time she felt a bit panicked.

      “I wouldn’t do that if I were you, Stephanie,” said the horned man. Her hand paused in midair, which had been on the way to grab her phone to page security. She supposed it wasn’t weird that he knew her name. He was in her office, her name was on the damn door.

      “What do you want?” she asked, leaning back in her seat. He wasn’t the first pushy man she’d ever dealt with, unfortunately she doubted he’d be the last. If he tried something she had a stun gun in her purse, and she’d gone to a self-defense class a few years ago. She was sure she could remember something or another from it.

      “I’ve been watching you,” he said, steepling his fingers in front of his face.

      She was aware that whatever body paint he used was pretty good, it wasn’t leaving any transfer on her tan chairs. They cost a fortune, she doubted they’d be easy to clean. It’d probably be better to dye the fabric instead of trying to clean it anyway.

      “That’s not creepy,” she replied.

      “I’m just trying to figure something out…you’ve been cursed,” he said, entirely too casual for the topic of conversation.

      “Cursed?” she asked with a laugh. “Like….whooooo?” She wagged her fingers in the air, imitating what she figured a curse or a hex would look like.

      “It’s no laughing matter,” he said seriously, his brow furrowing. “You’ve been cursed by a group of men that claim to be your exes. They say you’ve done irreparable harm to them, and they’d like to see you suffer.”

      That shut her up - suffer?

      “So, you’re here to what, kill me? Maim me?” she asked, her hand going for the phone again.

      “What? No, to curse you,” he clarified.

      “Okay well, get on with it,” she replied.

      “That’s the thing - I’m not sure how to go about it,” he said. “I’ve been a revenge demon for a long time…”

      “…I’m sorry, a revenge demon?” she interrupted.

      He frowned, his annoyance growing at the interruptions and how she wasn’t really taking this whole thing seriously. It was pissing him off. “Yes, a revenge demon. My job is to enact revenge on behalf of those who pay the price. In this case, it’s a group of your exes, who wanted you cursed.”

      “Ah, very Old Testament, eye for an eye sort of stuff,” she allowed.

      “Please don’t talk about that book in my presence, it’s offensive,” he said.

      She raised an eyebrow. “You’re really committing to this whole demon thing, aren’t you? How do I get rid of you? Holy water? A priest?”

      His jaw tightened at the list, and Stephanie filed it away. She had a feeling that the only way to get rid of this looney was to make him think he’d cursed her or whatever, then call the cops the minute he left. They needed to ramp up security for sure. If someone dressed as a giant horned demon could just waltz up to her office, that was a serious breach. Someone was getting fired.

      “As I was saying, I’m not sure how to proceed. Usually they want something more physical, this is emotional warfare they’re trying to declare,” he said.

      “Well, if you tell me their names, I can tell you why I dumped them,” she offered.

      He shook his head. “Unfortunately, I’ve entered into a binding contract with them, and anonymity is part of it.”

      “I’ve no right to face my accuser in a demon court of law?” she asked.

      “Why would you have a right to anything? You’re being cursed, you’re guilty,” he retorted.

      “According to them,” she shot back. It wasn’t outside the realm of possibility that an ex of hers had hired this freak to harass her, maybe scare her. Some of the guys she’d dated were single for a reason - a very, very good reason.

      “Well, they’ve paid the price, so the deal has been made,” he said.

      “What price?” she asked. “I could double it easily.”

      “Not how it works - also, anonymity,” he added.

      “Well…what if I entered my own agreement with you?” she countered.

      “I can’t nullify what has been agreed upon, the magic is in motion. I just direct it,” he said.

      “Well, then let’s not nullify it. You said you’re trying to decide the punishment. How about…I prove to you that these men are the ones in the wrong, not me, and you adjust the punishment as you see fit? If it turns out that they’re insufferable and I broke up with them for a good reason, then you can make the punishment very small. Do you have a time frame to curse me?”

      The man dressed as a demon considered this, tapping his jaw. “They didn’t specify a date, no,” he allowed.

      Stephanie smiled. “Well, there you go.”

      “How do you propose to convince me these men are at fault and not you? I won’t take your word for it,” he said.

      “But you’ll take theirs just because they paid you in what…crypto currency? A first born child? Insider trading information?”

      He blinked at her blandly and she sighed, rolling her eyes. “Fine. I’ll go on a date with my exes, I have a few that I suspect were part of this bullshit. If you think the date is going well, that these men are truly blameless and I’m the problem, then you can enact your punishment as you see fit. On the flip side, if you see what I see and realize they’re absolute pieces of shit then…” She waved her hands.

      “I will adjust the punishment to be lesser. As I said, the magic is already in motion, I only have so much control,” he allowed.

      “What a shitty system, what do you even do, anyway? If the magic exists and is set in to motion independent of you, what’s your purpose?”

      The demon man blinked at her, his expression unreadable. “I have a lot of purpose,” he said after a long silence, his voice low.

      “I see,” she replied, sitting back in her chair. She hoped she’d mollified him enough to leave her be. The minute he left her office, she was calling security. They could apprehend him at the door. Maybe a nice restraining order after a psych eval would do the trick, or at least a big enough bond to crush whatever business he was running. Dressing as a demon, sneaking into an office with a woman at night while she was alone…read the fucking room, pal.

      “Well, is it settled then?” she asked.

      “Fine,” he said, his voice still terse.

      “Fine what?” she pressed. She’d listened to plenty of audiobooks about fairies and demons and how they played tricks with their deals and bargains. No loop holes.

      “I will follow you on a few dates with these men that are your exes, and if they prove to be at fault and not you, I will change the punishment to lesser. If you are at fault, the punishment will be in line with your crimes,” he allowed reluctantly.

      “Wonderful. I didn’t catch your name, as you obviously know mine,” she said.

      “Rick,” he replied.

      “Rick? You’re a demon named Rick?” she said with a laugh.

      “My real name holds power a puny human like you could never understand, and so you will never learn it,” he shot back, standing up. At his full height he towered over her.

      She was glad for the high ceilings. In a normal office his horns would have done serious damage to an older popcorn ceiling. “Are you leaving now?” she asked, unable to keep the note of fear from her voice.

      “I am,” he said. He closed his eyes, and to her absolute shock and horror, he disappeared.

      One minute there was a giant red scaled demon man in her office with yellow goat eyes, and the next minute he was gone.

      She jumped from her desk, her heart racing. His seat had no evidence of red paint on it, and it was still warm from his body. She waved her arms around the air, trying to find a string or a projector or something. She even stood on her chair and felt around the top of her bookshelf and along the top of her curtains, trying to find evidence of some sort of camera. It wouldn’t explain why the seat was warm, why his voice was coming from him but…god, anything. Something!

      At 8:56pm, Stephanie sat on the floor of her empty office, her hand on her chest to feel her racing heart, accepting that she’d just been visited by a fucking demon and had been cursed by her exes.

      Now, she thought, anger replacing her fear. To find out which one of those fuckers did it.
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      At 5:30am, Stephanie’s alarm went off, but she was already awake, staring at the ceiling. She’d replayed the events of the previous night at least four hundred times, each time convincing herself that she hadn’t actually been visited by a revenge demon.

      On her lap was a pen and paper filled with more logical conclusions that read as follows:

      
        
        A) Someone is playing an elaborate prank on me (see: exes in question, with a list of possible candidates)

        B) I’m in a coma from an unfortunate accident, and none of this is really happening (seemed less likely, though how would I truly know?)

        C) There’s a gas leak in the office (I’ve already called the security office to do a sweep, they found no evidence of a CO2 leak or any other sort of strange chemicals)

        D) A revenge demon visited me at my office and was sent by an ex to truly and fully curse me

      

      

      She threw the paper and pen down in frustration, watching as her clock ticked on from 5:30am to 6:30am, and she still hadn’t come to a favorable conclusion. So, she did what any normal person would.

      She ignored the whole thing.

      She finally got out of a bed and showered, packed her food, and headed to her office. She was exhausted so she doubled up on coffee on the way to work, sitting down in her chair for the morning at 8:53am. She was early.

      The rest of the day went off without a hitch. She had her R&D meeting, and they’d come to the conclusion that collagen powder was not the market they wanted to delve into just yet, especially given that research showed it was a different subset of customers. They’d have to redo a lot of their advertising, and they were already trying to cut advertising spending in favor of giving the employees a bigger holiday bonus.

      Lunch came and went, and Stephanie sometimes forgot about the red demon thing that was sitting across from her desk just the night before.

      Dinner came and went, and she left the office with everyone else, not wanting to repeat the interaction.

      Three days passed, and it was Friday evening, and there were no more visits from a mysterious red demon.

      She’d landed on option A - someone played a good prank on her, one that managed to unsettle and anger her. If they wanted to scare her, they did a damn good job, but she wasn’t easily cowed. She’d half a mind to figure out who it was so she could get them back, but it was a little trickier than that.

      A few years ago, she’d been sent a chocolate penis in the mail with a very angry letter. The letter was threatening her life if she left her home, coinciding with a very important conference she was supposed to speak at. She was able to reach out to the company and through the threat of a lawyer find out it was from a leader from their rival company hoping to scare her away from presenting at said important conference. If she backed out, this leader got the spot.

      Needless to say, she didn’t back out, and made sure to gift everyone in attendance with a chocolate logo of the company…except the leader, who got an empty box that said, “I already ate the one you sent - sorry!”

      Friday and Saturday came and went.

      Sunday, she felt normal enough to go back to her typical schedule - a 9am yoga class on a hot Sunday morning was exactly what she needed to fall back into her routine. Solo brunch down the street at her favorite little health cafe was the perfect complement to that, and she even splurged on their chocolate protein drink that tasted more like chocolate than protein.

      By Monday morning any thought of the demon was far, far from her brain…

      …until 6:34pm, when he appeared across from her desk again.

      “Fuck!” she yelled, standing up at her desk quickly. One minute the chair was empty, the next he was sitting in it.

      “Hello Stephanie,” he said, relaxed and reclining in the chair. Stephanie collapsed back onto her chair, shaking her head. “Listen, I don’t know who put you up to this…”

      “I told you, I cannot divulge that, it’s part of our pact,” he interrupted smoothly. She rolled her eyes. “Whatever, I’m calling security this time. I don’t know how you figured out how to get in and out of my office without alerting anyone but…”

      “I portaled,” he said simply.

      “Right, whatever that means,” she said, reaching for the phone at her desk to dial security. When she picked it up, she was shocked to hear no dial tone. No matter how many times she punched the buttons, nothing happened. “What did you do to my phone?” she hissed.

      “We have a deal, the magic will interfere as it needs to,” he said, waving his hand. “Have you started to collect potential dates yet?”

      “Collect potential dates? No, I haven’t. I’m not convinced this isn’t some elaborate prank,” she said.

      He nodded, “Yes, I’ve had this problem before. There are several ways we can square this away and move forward.”

      “Like what?” she asked.

      He shrugged. “That depends on you. Every human has a different threshold of disbelief. I thought portaling would do it for you, but it seems you’re not easily swayed. It makes sense, being in charge of such a large company, especially a scientific one. You need evidence, I understand this need of humans.”

      “And demons just take things at face value?” she argued.

      A look of momentary confusion passed his face, but he shook it off quickly. “We just don’t need to make a fool of ourselves in the process of discovery. Here, I will perform acts of minor magic to show you that I am not a human, and that I am serious about our deal.”

      He stood and Stephanie tilted her head up, observing his full height for the second time. It stole her breath, looking up at his broad bare chest, his scaled skin. He caught her eye, and she thought she saw the flicker of a smile on his face, making her blush and look away. If he wasn’t a fucking demon, he would have been attractive, she supposed.

      “I need you to watch,” he said. “In fact, come closer. There must be no doubt in your mind.” He waved her over at that, nodding along like it was the most logical thing in the world. She frowned before standing and skirted the edge of her desk, sure to keep a sufficient distance between them. He sighed and reached out to grab her wrist, pulling her close to him.

      Stephanie was taller than the average woman at 5’11”, but he still managed to make her feel like a tiny thing. At 240 pounds, she was no willowy maiden, yet against his thick body she felt shadowed. It was a foreign feeling, and she couldn’t help the surge in her stomach at the assessment. He was a man that could throw her around a bit.

      Demon. Whatever.

      He let go of her wrist and nodded, closing his eyes. She expected him to disappear again, but to her surprise he changed…into a human man.

      It was a quick transition, one that made her ears pop as the pressure in the room dropped momentarily. One second, he was a red scaly demon man, the next he was… a human man.

      Not just any man, though. If you’d seen his demon form, you would have understood they were the same. He was still a head and a half taller than her with the same broad frame he had in demon form. He wore a tailored suit that hugged his thick thighs and large shoulders and complimented what she was sure was a plush ass. His eyes were a hazel that weren’t a far cry from the yellow she’d been looking into just moments before. His skin was a light brown, his hair black, loose, and wavy. He was by no means a model, but he wasn’t bad to look at either.

      “Fun trick,” she said, taking a step back. Their closeness was even more overwhelming to her now that he looked like a human man and not like a demon.

      “It’s uncomfortable, but it will do as we go forward with our task. I cannot be seen around in my natural form, it’s forbidden.”

      “But I saw you,” she argued.

      “Yes, because we are in business together,” he replied, his voice patronizing.

      “Not at first, you just showed up in my office and threatened me,” she argued back.

      His jaw snapped shut and his eyes narrowed. “I did no such thing. I was informing you of the curse.”

      “Do you normally do that?” asked Stephanie.

      “Well…no,” he allowed.

      “Exactly. You’re breaking your own rules and then get mad at me for not knowing them,” Stephanie said.

      “Maybe if you listened and let me speak, you’d become informed and prevent yourself from…”

      Her office door opened then and in stepped her assistant Jennifer, who paused at the threshold with a look of surprise on her face. She gave Rick one long, appraising look and smiled at Stephanie.

      “Miss Porter, I’ve got the final report from R&D,” she said, her gaze darting to Rick again.

      “Wonderful, Jennifer, I’ll take those. Head home, it’s getting late.”

      Jennifer took her own liberty with that statement, handing Stephanie the papers and trying to suppress her smile before she turned to leave the office. Great, Stephanie thought. Now here comes a rumor about me fucking people in my office after hours.

      “I was unaware there was anyone else in the office,” Rick said, rubbing his jaw.

      “Did you not scope the place out? Are you new at this?” Stephanie asked.

      “No, I have been doing this for decades,” he shot back, testily. “In fact, I’m one of the most successful revenge demons in my office.”

      “Your office?” Stephanie inquired. “Do you have cubicles? A break room?” The idea of a bunch of demons sitting around a coffee machine waiting for it to brew while lamenting over whatever human they were cursing was too funny to her.

      “Why are you smiling? Yes, I work in an office, just as you do.” He sounded indignant, like her questions were offensive and not completely reasonable for a human to have. “And you’re avoiding discussing our deal. Have you reached out to your exes and coordinated these dates?”

      “I didn’t realize I was on a timeline. I don’t remember agreeing to one,” she said, leaning against her desk.

      A muscle in his jaw ticked his annoyance. Stephanie wondered vaguely if he was supposed to kill her as part of the punishment, and maybe if she pushed him too far, he’d just end it and forget their deal. She had no idea how deals with demons worked, so she decided to let her questioning ride for now.

      “I can send some messages. I have an idea of a few people who might stoop to hiring a demon to do their dirty work,” she said, shuffling back behind her desk to grab her cell phone and start scrolling through it.

      “Stoop to hiring a demon? Dirty work? It was once a great honor to be able to summon a demon, it’s not every human who gets to interact with our kind,” he said, following her around the desk to watch her scroll on her phone.

      She tilted her phone away from him. “Some privacy, will you?”

      He scoffed and made his way back to the seat across from her, plopping down to watch her with unnerving intensity.

      Stephanie pulled up her contacts and scrolled until she found the first alphabetical possible person that may have cursed her… Chad. He was immature enough. She sent a quick ‘Hey, how are you?’ message. A few other guys jumped out at her on her contact list, and she sent them similar inquiries.

      “Wait - you said exes. You mean a group of them got together to do this?” she asked.

      Rick nodded. “Yes, it was a group,” he confirmed.

      “Jesus,” she groaned under her breath, trying to think of anyone who might know each other. The major problem, she realized, is that ‘ex’ was a loose term. Was it a man she met at an event who thought she wanted more, when really, she just wanted to network? Was it a guy she grabbed a drink with who thought it was more than that? Or were they truly exes, men she’d dated and slept with?

      “Can you give me any clues?” she asked.

      “No,” he said quickly. She sighed and sent a total of five messages to five different men. At least one of them had to be one of the exes, they were the most likely to have stooped to that level, or ones that were especially angry at their breakup. Maybe she was creating her own sort of bias by scheduling dates with the worst of the worst of her exes, but it made the most logical sense that they’d be the ones to hire him.

      “Lucky for you my calendar is empty the next few months, summer is a slow season for sales, and we don’t really ramp up for the holidays for another month or two. So, how will you be joining me on my dates? Disguised as a waiter? Bartender? Hide under my bed?” she asked as she set down her phone. He gave a half-hearted shrug. “I have my ways, I will be there and not interrupt.”

      “Good,” she said.

      They stared at each other across her desk, neither of them blinking.

      “How do I get ahold of you when one of them agrees?” she asked.

      “My number is in your phone under Rick,” he said causally. She blinked and grabbed her phone again, scrolling to the contacts. Sure enough, there he was. Rick, with a Phoenix area code.

      When she looked up to ask him how he’d done it, he was gone.
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      “Wow. Summoned? That’s pretty cool.”

      Rick visibly flinched at the sound of Cass’s voice interrupting his mindless scrolling on his laptop. He still hadn’t brought it to IT, and now it was taking more than a minute to open any page he visited. Normally it would enrage him, but he wasn’t looking at anything in particular today. He was just trying to look busy for Herschel and the rest of the team. They were all dealing with petty revenge squabbles and kept trying to interrupt him to ask about his plan with his latest case. Seems that Zed couldn’t keep his fucking mouth shut.

      Adding Cass to the mix was enough to make him want to crawl back into bed.

      “Yeah,” he said lamely, trying to level his stare at his ex and not look like a totally lovesick demon dog. It was hard not to. She was gorgeous. Her long black horns protruded from her forehead and swirled upward, making her look even taller than she was. She had slanted black eyes with short lashes and a wider, oval face. Her hair was a mix of black and deep blue, which fell down her back in a straight curtain. Her skin was a beautiful deep navy blue and so soft, especially compared to his scaled skin. Despite its texture, it was strong, impenetrable even. She had to have a degree of protection given her line of work - Magical Investigations. It used to be a lot more dangerous back when demons were still possessing people and running amok, before the council really cracked down on errant members of Anathamea and regulated the portals.

      Still, it made him sleep better at night knowing she could fend off any human weapon with that skin.

      “Yeah? That’s all you have to say?” she asked. She was leaning casually against his cubicle, arms crossed over her chest, her black eyes fixed on him. Rick noted a few others in the area were lingering nearby, clearly trying to eavesdrop on whatever was being said between the two. Cass’s eyes slid to the front of the office.

      “Wanna go for a walk?”

      He really didn’t, but if he sat much longer, he was afraid he’d become one with the chair. “Sure,” he said.

      He followed Cass out of the office and onto the streets of Anathamea. It was a typical day. The fires of oblivion kept it a perfectly warm temperature, pleasant at 110 degrees. The fires were burning particularly bright that day, making Rick’s eyes burn. He wasn’t spending as much time outside as he probably should. Cass eyed him up as he flinched away from the sun and chose to stroll under the eaves of a nearby building, finding some shade.

      “You okay?” she asked. The concern in her voice made his heart flutter.

      “Yeah, yeah, doing great. You?” he returned.

      She sighed and turned on him, stopping them both in the middle of the sidewalk. “You don’t have to pretend with me, Rick. When I said we could still be friends, I meant it.”

      “Yeah, it’s just not that easy for me,” he said, his voice tight.

      Rick had anticipated the end of their relationship well before it happened. Cass was growing apart from him, sometimes at dinner they just sat in silence with nothing to say to each other. He thought she was seeing someone else but after the breakup, she remained single. He’d had to admit that they were just no longer compatible, and no matter how hard he tried he just made their distance worse.

      “Is it easier if I send someone else to the department?” she asked quietly. She was referring to the fact that the two departments interacted fairly regularly, especially in situations where a revenge demon was personally summoned. The Department of Magical Investigations was tasked with charting the flow of magic and investigating any leaks. “Leaks” of course were ways that magic was stolen from the community, or instances where demons kept magic to themselves. It also investigated summonings, or any work of magic by humans.

      Magic was a hot commodity that was growing weaker and less available as time went on. Even a few decades ago Cass’s department didn’t exist - it didn’t need to, magic was abundant. It was why the younger demons were so frail, why newer demons didn’t live long, and why Rick had to ration his own magic shares whenever he was on an assignment. He had a hunch that they’d start to pull away the magic enchantments that made them look human if it got too dire. That’s why his assignments were so important - they upped the magical currency in the realm.

      “No, no it’s fine,” he said, waving his hands. “This assignment is just…well, it threw me for a loop, I guess.”

      “Oh?” Cass asked. “You’ve always been so good at your job, why is this one any different? And you never gave me more details – Zed said you were summoned?”

      “I think by that weird human witch thing, you know? What’s her name? Sunflower?” Rick said, snapping his claws as he tried to remember.

      “Poppy? Yuck,” groaned Cass. “And she’s not a witch, her coven threw her out. Apparently, she’s been implicated in stealing some demon literature and artifacts, and there’s a whole investigation out on her. You got the name of the person who summoned you?”

      “Yeah, I’ll send it right over,” he said, hesitant to give up the guy who summoned him. He didn’t tell Cass that the particularly summoning spell they’d used was very, very strong and very, very specific. Poppy kept recommending him specifically for some unknown reason and it made him uncomfortable.

      “Great. But what’s so weird about this case?” she prodded.

      “I think…I think the summoner may be in the wrong,” he replied.

      “So? They often are. That’s why they turn to demons. All the human forms of justice fail them because they’re wrong, so they have to turn to the supernatural,” she reasoned.

      “Not always - sometimes the human forms of justice fail because they’re flawed. Remember that woman who cursed her ex-husband? The one where he planted all this fake evidence and made her look crazy to take their kids? And really he was an abuser?” Rick pressed.

      He’d found that women turned to revenge more than men over the last few decades with similar situations. Being a revenge demon helped him to realize the human world wasn’t as black and white as he previously thought. He’d tried to explain that to Cass before, but she waved him off, reminding him that humans were by nature emotional and flawed, not rational like demons.

      “I guess,” she allowed slowly. “But why care now?”

      “This woman, she does a lot of good in the world. I followed her for a few days and she’s pretty harmless, especially for so many guys to form a pack against her. It didn’t sit right with me so…I confronted her.”

      “You CONFRONTED her?” Cass asked, her eyes wide.

      “I did - and don’t look at me like that, it’s not unheard of. The rules of Anathamea say that I can reveal myself to anyone I have a contract with. Technically, she’s part of an unwilling contract. So, I confronted her.”

      “That’s some loophole. I would keep that to yourself, the others at the department may not see it the same way. What did she say?” Cass asked, running a hand through her hair.

      Rick paused, wondering if he should say much else. He was toeing a delicate line that he wouldn’t with anyone else; he was getting dangerously close to illegal territory. Human-Demon interactions were strictly forbidden outside of deal making, most likely due to the messy nature of the possessions and exorcisms of the earlier part of the century.

      “She…countered,” he said carefully.

      Cass barked a laugh. “Countered?”

      “Yeah. She said if the men were in the wrong and not her, I’d have to amend her punishment befitting the crime,” he said.

      “Can you do that?” Cass asked, her eyes wide.

      “I don’t know,” Rick admitted. “I mean, in theory I probably could. I know that once the deal is made the magic is already at work. It would be pointless to have revenge demons at all if we didn’t have some control over it,” he reasoned. It was a line of reasoning he’d been using on himself over and over the last few days.

      “That makes sense,” Cass said slowly, but her brow was furrowed.

      “What are you thinking?” Rick asked.

      Cass shook her head quickly, waving him off. “Oh, it’s nothing. I’ve just been…well, I’ve been chasing my own leads lately. I have a theory I’m working on.”

      “Yeah?” Rick asked. It wasn’t hard to feign interest in Cass’s line of work - she was brilliant. Before being moved to Magical Investigations, she was a head researcher into ancient demon texts. She’d stumbled upon a store of old texts in a human museum and was working on translating them. They were so impressed with her work they promoted her to a field role in Magical Investigations. The promotion came from the council themselves. Cass never saw it as a promotion though, even though the benefits were way better than she had in research.

      “I won’t bore you with it. Just…tell me more about Poppy and the summoning,” she said.

      Rick sighed, shrugging. “Not much to say. She has a specific spell to summon me, I think it’s an adjustment of the general summoning spell. But…it’s pretty powerful. I can feel the pull even if I’m not near a portal. Sometimes I can feel physically drawn by it, like if the caster knew what they were doing I may not…” he paused here, feeling that familiar sensation that he was toeing some line between acceptable demon work and illegal activity.

      “May not what?” Cass asked.

      “Need a portal,” he finished with a wince.

      Cass’s eyebrows shot up nearly to her horns. “That’s pretty serious,” she said.

      There were unregulated portals in the slums of Anathamea, but they were finicky. They were run on illegal, stolen magic that was faulty at best and dangerous at worst. To think that a spell could summon a demon to the human realm without a portal was powerful magic. Demons used to be able to portal on their own, but that magic had long since been drained.

      “Yeah, that’s why I didn’t mention it to the department yet. I don’t know what to do with that information, and you’re familiar with Starshine.”

      “Poppy,” Cass corrected.

      “Yeah, Poppy,” Rick agreed.

      “And this guy?” Cass asked.

      Rick sighed - no use trying to protect the idiot now. “His name is Chad. He was with a group of 4 other men. They were in some living room with candles and a pentagram and shit.”

      Cass snorted a laugh. “A pentagram? Dramatic.”

      “It was,” Rick said with a small smile. Maybe he could be friends with Cass? This easy conversation was what he missed most about her - he couldn’t talk like this with anyone else. Well, maybe Zed, but Zed couldn’t take anything seriously. Maybe they’d fall into an easy friendship, and she’d see what she was missing, and they could get back together.

      “Well, I’ll take this information to the lead investigator on Poppy. They’ll be interested to hear what she’s been up to.” Cass was walking away - now was his chance.

      “Hey Cass,” he said, reaching out to stop her from leaving. She paused, her gaze flickering to his hand on her arm. “Did you want to get dinner tonight, maybe at that place…”

      The look on her face made the words freeze on his lips and remove his hand from her arm. “Rick, I don’t think that’s a good idea,” she started, looking pained.

      To Rick’s immense relief the communicator buzzed in his pocket with a message. He pulled it out, relieved to see a message from Stephanie. “It’s fine, duty calls,” he said, holding the communicator awkwardly in his hand. “Some other time,” he said, turning away from her and speed walking toward the portal, his head bowed against his chest.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Stephanie tried to be subtle about the fact that she was endlessly fretting with the edges of the skirt on her dress, acting like she was using it to adjust a wrinkle and not trying to fan her inner thighs. The Phoenix heat barely dropped 10 degrees when the sun went down. Even at 8pm with the misting system on the patio of the bar and restaurant The Grotto she felt like she was sweating a small river. Waving her dress helped to circulate some air across her lower body but did nothing about the sweat everywhere else.

      The hostess wouldn’t seat her until her whole party was there - she knew this. The Grotto was really strict about their reservation system, and there was no way she was going to get a seat inside until her date arrived. He was - she checked her phone - now thirty minutes late.

      Of the five she’d messaged only two responded. Diego and Frank. The rest of the guys either had new numbers or left her on read. She supposed if she wanted to, she could find them on social media, but she’d let it ride for now. She only needed to prove that the exes that were part of the curse were in the wrong, which may prove to be hard if she didn’t know who they were. Maybe she’d get a clue from the stoic demon, get him drunk or something.

      Did demons drink?

      She shook away the thought as she caught sight of Frank strolling up the walkway toward The Grotto. She waved to catch his attention, which he acknowledged with a mild tilt of his head.

      “Hey, girlie,” he said, going in for a kiss that she diverted last minute, turning it into an awkward hug/kiss on the cheek.

      “Hey, Frank,” Stephanie greeted, waiting for him to apologize for being half an hour late.

      He said nothing.

      The hostess gave Frank a once over before leading them to their table, blissfully inside with air conditioning. Stephanie understood the hostess’ look. Frank was conventionally attractive and usually overdressed. Scottsdale was home to its share of the wealthy, but they usually didn’t dress to the nines like Frank did. It was well over 100 degrees, and he was wearing a blazer with matching slacks, expensive leather boots and a white button up shirt with the top 5 buttons unbuttoned. He had an unmoving, botoxed forehead and salt and pepper hair that Stephanie knew he dyed with grey to make him look more distinguished. He was barely 34, and it was over the top.

      Frank settled across from her at the table and pulled out the menu. The waitress appeared moments later to take their drink order. “Well, aren’t you cute,” Frank said to the waitress, who gave a polite smile. She barely looked old enough to serve alcohol, and with Frank’s attempts to look simultaneously older and younger it just added to his creep factor. “I’ll have a negroni spagliatto, with prescecco,” he said with a wink.

      Stephanie rolled her eyes behind the menu, catching the waitress suppressing a laugh. “And you?” the waitress turned to Stephanie. “A glass of rosé, please. The house is fine.” Once alone, Stephanie turned to Frank. “So, how are you? How’s work?”

      It was a mistake, one that she forgot from their two previous dates.

      Frank made it on her list because of the nature of how they met and also how they separated. Before Eternal Beauty Systems got really big, Stephanie spent a lot of time at conventions trying to get a handle on marketing. She had the startup funds and the general knowledge of what she wanted but trying to build the empire was outside of her scope of understanding. These networking events helped both with the general knowledge from the speakers and through meeting others in the business.

      Frank was in the business… kinda.

      Frank’s father was the owner of at least a hundred random businesses, one of which he was always trying to get Frank to take over. It wasn’t until the trust fund was threatened that Frank rose to the challenge and accepted one of the smaller subsets of his father’s company –  skincare and makeup. Frank wanted to recruit a certain scientist at one of the meetings.

      He didn’t.

      The scientist still worked for Stephanie.

      Frank was livid.

      Frank launched into a detailed description of his current business. He’d dropped the skincare line and was focusing exclusively on makeup, specifically high pigment eyeliners and eyeshadows. He went on - in excruciating detail - about each and every product as if Stephanie didn’t run a successful company herself.

      “We’re currently working on a line tailored to the Zodiac signs,” he said. By now they’d breezed through salads and the main course, and Stephanie had yet to utter a sentence longer than three words. She would have - if he’d let her - mentioned that the Zodiac trend was starting to phase out. They’d released a few highlighters and shadow palettes years ago, but market research told them the trend was tapering out.

      “Wow,” Stephanie allowed. She was on her third glass of wine and feeling the start of a good buzz, which was honestly the only way she could suffer through any more time with Frank.

      “But that’s not even the best part,” he said, leaning forward conspiratorially. “We’ve got an investor that wants to take the product to Germany. I was there just a few weeks ago. We rented all sorts of sports cars and drove on the autobahn, got up to 150 mph. Well, there it’s kilometers, not miles, but you know what I mean. Or maybe not, you were never really into cars.”

      Stephanie gave a stretched smile and contemplated faking a seizure to leave. Thankfully the waitress appeared with the check, which she placed right in front of Frank.

      “Halfsies?” Frank asked. “Since you asked me out,” he added with a wink.

      Once the bill was settled, Frank leaned over the table, his attention solely on Stephanie for the first time that night. “Well, wanna take this party to my place?” he asked. Stephanie and Frank never were intimate, it’s another reason she pegged him as a possible vindictive ex.

      “Oh, I’ll pass. Work in the morning, you know,” she said dismissively.

      “It’s only 10 o’clock!” Frank practically whined.

      When Stephanie insisted, he shook his head and stood, sighing. “You always prioritized work over us. I suppose some things never change.” With that he left, not even offering to walk to her to her car.

      “Bar’s got an open seat,” the waitress said as she collected the check, peeking at the difference in tips between Frank and Stephanie and wincing. “First drink’s on me,” she added.

      Stephanie settled at the bar, gladly accepting another glass of wine from the waitress.

      “Are you intentionally swinging this?” Rick asked, his voice suddenly so close to her ear.

      She jumped, her head whipping toward the voice. She half expected him to be standing there in his demon form, terrifying the patrons of The Grotto. Instead, he was in his human form, settling into the empty chair next to her.

      “Am I what?” Stephanie asked.

      “Swinging this. Revisiting particularly terrible dates,” he clarified.

      “Would it matter? I just need to prove the men who cursed me are terrible,” she countered, taking a sip of her wine. “And given that they were so upset by my existence that they decided to curse me, I can only assume they’re very upset by whatever they think I’ve done.”

      “What did you do to Frank?” he asked. The bartender was hovering just out of sight, waiting for an opportunity to get Rick a drink.

      “I poached a scientist from him. Well, not really - the scientist just picked me. I offered better benefits, relocation bonus, creative freedom. Frank didn’t.”

      “What you having?” the bartender asked Rick at last.

      “Oh, nothing,” he said, waving her away.

      “You gotta drink something at the bar, can’t just take up a seat,” the bartender told him.

      He frowned and waved at Stephanie’s glass. “Whatever she’s having,” he said dismissively.

      “You’re a wine drinker?” Stephanie asked.

      Rick shook his head. “I’ve never had human drinks or food, never had an interest.”

      “I don’t know if you want to start with wine then,” she said carefully, grabbing a drink menu from the counter. “You won’t die if you drink anything here? Get poisoned?” she pressed as she looked through the menu.

      “No, I can eat your food and you can eat mine,” he said with an exaggerated eye roll.

      The bartender returned with the glass of wine. “Actually, could you bring him a mojito? I’ll take the wine, go ahead and open a tab.” She passed her card to the bartender and reached for the glass.

      “I’m sure I’ll enjoy your human drink just fine,” he said, snatching the glass before she could take it. He brought it to his lips and took a large swallow, which he followed with a face of pure disgust. “What is it?” he asked, looking like he was going to throw the glass across the room.

      “Like I said, you probably don’t want to start with wine,” Stephanie said while taking the glass from his hands. The bartender dropped the mojito off a few moments later, and Rick took a tentative, much smaller sip.

      “This is much nicer,” he said with a nod, taking a larger drink and emptying nearly half the glass.

      “So, was Frank one of them?” Stephanie asked, feeling antsy.

      “No,” Rick said, emptying the second half of the glass with another large swallow. Then he took to picking the pieces of mint out with his fingers and chewing on it.

      “Damn. You can’t give me a hint?” she asked hopefully.

      Rick shook his head. “No.” He waved for another mojito. “I am surprised at how good this is,” he said, nearly downing the second at once.

      Stephanie reached out to grab the drink from him, lowering it slowly to the table. “I know you’re a big guy, but if you’ve never had human alcohol before you may want to slow down.” Her hand brushed his, marveling at how soft his skin was. She almost expected to feel his scales.

      “I’ve had spirits before,” he retorted, and she could have sworn she heard the start of a lazy slur to his words.

      “Right, okay,” Stephanie said, raising her hands in a placating gesture. She wasn’t going to argue with him in the middle of a bar, lest he decide to show off his demon self again. It was nowhere near Halloween, so it would be difficult to explain.

      “Well, if you can’t even give me a hint, I suppose I’ll just have to keep calling up all these guys,” Stephanie said with a sigh.

      “Are there many?” Rick asked, chewing on the straw of his now empty mojito.

      Stephanie shrugged. “I guess it depends - I’ve had drinks with guys at networking events, who knows if they thought it was a date? ‘Ex’ is a really loose term you know.”

      “I suppose,” Rick allowed.

      “Do you fact check these people before you agree to a curse? Like, did you see if I actually dated any of these guys? What if they’re really from an opposing company and just want something bad to happen to me so they do better in Q4 sales?” Stephanie asked, her finger sliding along the rim of her wine glass. It elicited a low hum, which drew Rick’s attention for a moment.

      “They have dated you, I confirmed that. And more than just a drink at an event,” he added.

      Stephanie smiled. “Okay, good - see, that’s all I needed! I don’t need you to go back on your contract or whatever, I just needed a hint. You don’t understand the dating world up here. Is it an up, by the way? Are you ‘down’ there?” she asked, her gaze trailing down to the ground suggestively.

      “Yes, Anathamea is down, and technically that makes you up. Dating everywhere is tough, don’t act so special,” he said, waving his hand at her. The bartender was on the way with yet another mojito, avoiding Stephanie’s eye contact.

      “I didn’t say I was. You saw Frank, that’s what I’m dealing with. My list of other guys isn’t much better.”

      “Frank was rather boring,” he agreed, greedily sucking down the mojito. “Far too boring for you,” he added.

      “Not just boring,” Stephanie clarified. “He was rude. He showed up late and didn’t apologize, he didn’t offer to walk me to my car even though it’s late, and he didn’t ask me a single question about myself.”

      “I’m sure someone will curse him soon, he’s the usual victim,” Rick said almost pleasantly.

      “The usual victim?” Stephanie asked.

      “Oh, yes. Most of the revenge demon business is relegated to people who can’t get justice by the human law. Of course, there are exceptions, like in your case, where people are just angry and need a supernatural outlet that doesn’t implicate them. But most of the people I curse are human men because they’ve done something awful.”

      “So, you’re a …good revenge demon?” Stephanie asked.

      Rick shrugged. “I don’t believe in good or bad, there just is. An act that one person would see as evil is justified to another, and sometimes an act is done for the greater good, but it is evil to those who have to suffer. To assign things as good or evil would make my job impossible.”

      “Huh,” Stephanie said, sitting back in her chair as she considered his words. “That’s pretty profound, you know. You basically have to compartmentalize so you can do your job without feeling like shit.”

      Rick blinked at her. “No, I don’t compartmentalize. I just recognize that not every action is as simple as ‘good’ or ‘bad.’ You can’t assign everything that.”

      “Okay,” Stephanie agreed, waving the bartender over to close out the tab.

      “What? No more mo-jitos?” he asked, frowning at his empty glass.

      “I have to get to bed, some of us have work tomorrow.”

      “I am working,” Rick replied indignantly.

      “Yes, well, we can’t all drink at work.”

      “Sounds like you need a new line of work,” Rick shot back. The start of a lazy slur now escalated to a full on one.

      Stephanie rolled her eyes. “Well, you can stay here and down another few drinks if you’d like, I’m sure a nice human woman will pay for them.”

      To her surprise, Rick looked scandalized. “I could never,” he said, his voice dropping. “It’s forbidden for humans and demons to have a relationship. Even friendship is seen as something punishable.”

      Stephanie raised her eyebrows at this. “Really? Yet you can sit at a bar with me and drink after a bad date?”

      “That’s different - this is a business transaction. This is part of my duties. If we were not bound by a contract and the council members found out, I’d be fired, or worse.”

      “Or worse?” Stephanie asked.

      “Stripped of my titles, of my accomplishments, banished from magic. It’s the ultimate dishonor for a demon. You might as well just die, at least then you wouldn’t know what others thought of you.” He shuddered at this.

      “Well, rest assured - I will be happy to have this whole cursing business wrapped up and out of my life. Not that I don’t enjoy your company, I just can’t help but remember what it means.” She signed off the check for their drinks and stood. Rick stood a moment later, swaying a bit on his feet.

      “Do you need escorted to your…er…portal?” she asked.

      He waved his hands. “No, I just need a place where no one can see me disappear.”

      “Well, why don’t you rideshare back to my place and portal from there? I don’t like waiting alone at night anyway,” she said. To her surprise Rick didn’t argue. He squeezed himself in the back of the rideshare with her, his thigh brushing hers. This close Stephanie could pick up his smell - smokey and pleasant. The pressure of his thigh against hers was pleasant, a touch she suddenly realized she missed. He cleared his throat and tried to shuffle away, but it was nearly impossible.

      Stephanie couldn’t help but marvel at Rick’s size. In his demon form he was even larger. As a human he was imposing, and it was rare to make Stephanie feel small. She didn’t mind the close quarters, especially if it meant feeling the press of his large form against her own. A girl could dream, couldn’t she? So it was forbidden for him, didn’t mean she couldn’t look.

      “Do you have any other dates planned?” Rick asked. He meant it as a way to fill the silence. Stephanie shrugged. “I’m sure I’ll have some more lined up. Why, do you have any hot dates yourself?”

      “No,” Rick said, and Stephanie heard the hint of longing in his voice.

      “No?” Stephanie pressed. Rick sighed. “I just…it’s too soon. I’m still trying to mend things with my ex.”

      “Ex?” Stephanie asked. Rick nodded. “Yes,” he said, suddenly tight lipped. He shouldn’t be having these conversations with Stephanie – not just because she was human, but because she wasn’t Cass. If they were ever going to get back together he had to prove he was all in. Having anything more than a business relationship with Stephanie would jeopardize his standing and Cass’s. Talking to Stephanie, sitting this close to her, enjoying the way her hair smelled like vanilla was all a betrayal. Thankfully they were pulling up to her condo.

      She was two steps into her living room when she felt the brush of air that told her he’d disappeared back to his demon realm, leaving her alone to sort through her list of exes.
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      Cass sat at her desk, her fingers toying absently with her hair, staring at the wall. She didn’t even have her computer opened up, the screen was likely to cause too much distraction. This is how Cass liked to think. The empty wall that made up the back of her desk was the perfect backdrop for her thoughts, which zig-zagged weirdly across her vision.

      “Cass!” The voice was loud, too close, the sound of someone who’d been trying to get her attention for quite some time. Cass jerked in her chair, her eyes finding Fee just inches from her face. She was clapping her hands together, trying to get Cass out of her reverie. Cass shook her head.

      “Hey, Fee, sorry. I was just thinking,” she apologized.

      Fee gave her a knowing look. “Yeah, I know that look on your face. Is this about the texts?” Fee asked.

      Cass gave a small smile. “Yeah, you know how it is. I can’t just let things go.” It wasn’t a lie. She was thinking about the texts, just not the ones that Fee was.

      “Well, you’re the last one in the office,” Fee said knowingly.

      Cass blinked and looked around, surprised to see the small office completely empty. “Thanks, Fee,” she said with another small smile, standing to collect her things. To her irritation, Fee followed her out the door and started to walk down the street toward her condo with her.

      “So, what have you been up to? I feel like we never see each other anymore,” Fee lamented.

      “I’ve just been really busy, you know. I’ve been redoing the condo, it’s been looking a little dated,” Cass said. In truth she’d been remodeling the condo since she moved in two years ago after her split with Rick. So far, she’d managed to buy three or four decorations, but otherwise it was in exactly the same condition as when she bought it.

      “That’s exciting! You’ll have to have me over when it’s done,” Fee said.

      Cass nodded, glad when Fee started to turn down the street that led to her home and split from Cass. “Oh, absolutely. Have a good night!”

      Cass walked the streets of Anathamea, swinging by her condo first to drop off her work items and change into something a little less conspicuous. She considered applying the magic charm that would change the appearance of her horns, but she didn’t want to alert any magical security. She’d heard murmurs about the council implementing surveillance through Anathamea to catch anyone using magic in their day-to-day life. It wasn’t forbidden. Your magical allowance was your own business, but Cass knew it wasn’t long until the hammer came down. She settled for exercise clothes so that if she were intercepted, she could just claim she was out for a jog.

      Cass took a circuitous route to her final destination, taking back streets, circling back, wandering aimlessly. She popped into a few smaller stores to grab something to drink, a meal, anything to create a signature that she was out and about in normal society.

      At last, she arrived.

      The streets of Lower Anathamea were empty, the buildings mostly decrepit and crumbling. It’d never been a place of great riches, but it never used to look like this. Cass grew up in Lower Anathamea, back when it was just a few slums and not abject poverty. Homelessness didn’t exist for demons like it did for humans, so there was no one to take care of the crumbling structures. When demons died they just fell apart and became one with the sands of time, worn down by the fires of eternity.

      Cass ducked into the third tallest building, making her way up crumbling steps until she found the room in question. Anyone who took the time to enter the building would know there was something amiss - the inside of it was spotless compared to the outside. On the third floor was a room with a large, heavy door and a keypad on it. Cass pressed a few buttons, sighing as the door slid open and she hurried inside. The door closed behind her with a loud click.

      “Cass, back so soon?” asked the demon just inside. His name was Dread, or at least that’s what he went by. He wore a mask that obscured most of his features and Cass caught the telltale signs of shimmering magic that distorted his true form. Whoever he really was he didn’t want any of his patrons knowing. Cass figured it was a mutual need for security. He knew her name, but if one of them went down, the other would follow close behind. There was no way to explain how you knew that someone was running a backdoor portal to the human realm without admitting some culpability.

      “Yeah, I have some loose ends to tie up,” she said with a shrug.

      Dread nodded, drumming his fingers on the desk in front of him. “I see, well. You know the price.”

      She did.

      She reached into her pocket and pulled out a single item from the human world - a pendant that she knew had magic. It wasn’t much, but Dread didn’t seem to care about amount. Even the smallest hint of magic was plenty for him. His fingers reached out greedily, grabbing the pendant from her and examining it closely. He pulled an item out of his desk to look it over, confirming the magic within.

      She saw a momentary flicker in his magic that made him look a bit like an enforcement demon, but it was so quick she was sure she imagined it. Why would an enforcement demon run a hidden portal to the human realm?

      “You’re free to go. Same place as always?” Dread asked.

      Cass nodded, stepping onto the ramshackle platform that operated as the illegal portal. She closed her eyes, waiting for the jarring sensation of being portaled to the human realm. It was a little bumpier than the official one run by Jerry, but it got the job done, so she tried not to think too hard about what would happen if the portal broke down mid trip.

      When she opened her eyes, she was in the human realm.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Cass!” exclaimed Alice, her arms opened wide as she embraced Cass’s human form. Cass hated wearing the human skin, it made her feel small and unnatural. She shifted a little once out of Alice’s embrace, trying to remember where the edges of her body ended and began. Eric looked up from his spot across the table, his glasses perched on the tip of his nose.

      “Oh, hey Cass! We didn’t expect you today,” he said, pushing back from his chair to embrace her. Cass melted into the hug from the two humans, forgetting how good it felt to be held. Since Rick, she hadn’t done more than casually dated, mostly because she didn’t have time. Well, and she was illegally going to the human realm to research hidden demon texts that were for some reason in a human archive…that would be hard to explain to anyone.

      “Yeah, I had some extra time, I thought I’d stop in,” she said, setting her bag on the ground near the table. She followed Alice through the small room into the back archives of the Phoenix Museum of Antiquities.

      When Cass got the promotion to The Department of Magical Investigations, she was shocked and, honestly, annoyed. She’d loved her projects researching ancient demon texts and journeying to the human world to find them. They always showed up in the most random places, like garage sales or estate sales. She’d travel to the human world with Rick and while he was off doing whatever revenge demons do all day, she’d busy herself with finding the texts and either bringing them back to Anathamea to add to her research or would find a bench and read on her own time.

      Cass finding the texts at the Phoenix Museum of Antiquities was a happy accident. She was at an estate sale looking over some ancient texts when a woman who turned out to be Alice saw her picking through the papers and nearly had a fit. “Don’t touch that!” she practically screamed at Cass.

      “Excuse me?” Cass had said.

      “I’m sorry, I’m a researcher…those are ancient texts, if you could just…” and she watched as Alice pulled out a pair of white cotton gloves and carefully took the texts from Cass.

      “You’ve seen these before?” Cass asked, shocked. That’s when Alice told her she was an archiver at the Phoenix Museum of Antiquities, and informed Cass that she was going to have to take the texts from Cass because that’s where they belonged.

      “You’ve other texts like this?” Cass asked, her disbelief only growing. Alice nodded emphatically, trying to pack the texts away in some sort of sealed device. “Yes, quite a bit. The museum is full of such things, whenever I see them at these sales, I always bring them back to the museum. It’s where they belong,” she reiterated.

      “How funny. I’m a researcher myself,” Cass told her. It wasn’t a lie, but the rest of her elaborate backstory was. She claimed to be a researcher for Sumerian texts. Alice thought that was the origin of the demonology texts, so she quickly garnered herself an invite to the museum. From there, Cass found the short list of texts that she had no idea existed, entire pages that had been hidden away in a human museum and far from the demon eyes they belonged to.

      When Cass petitioned her department to remove the texts from the humans and add them to the Anathamea library she was essentially shot down. And then, just a few days later, promoted to a department where she would have absolutely no reason to try to get the texts again.

      It didn’t sit right with Cass. Any time she was in the human world, she dropped by to see Alice and Eric, usually tying it to the end of her work missions. Then, suddenly, she was no longer being sent to the human realm to investigate magical breaches. Fee took over her investigations into Poppy and her group of magic-yielding humans while Cass was “promoted” to mostly investigate magical issues within Anathamea.

      Using Dread was a necessity, one that didn’t sit well with Cass. What did the demon council not want her to know?

      “Anything new?” Cass asked, following Alice deeper into the labyrinth of texts. Most of them were from other cultures – Greek, Roman, Norse, all sorts of other ancient tomes. The demonology texts were often mixed with the Sumerian ones, near the back of the office. Alice already had made a few comments on how she thought they weren’t really Sumerian but promised to save her investigating for whenever Cass stopped by ‘on loan from the Canadian museum.’ It was the only way to explain her sporadic ability to visit the couple.

      “No, just the same texts as last time. We haven’t had luck deciphering anything else,” Alice said truthfully. The rooms where the ancient books were stored were windowless, and when no one was in them the lights clicked off to preserve the texts. It was climate controlled, and while Phoenix rarely worried about humidity, it was controlled against the heat. It was cleaned twice daily to prevent dust, and it was in the center of the building away from any pipes that may leak and cause mold or other damage to the texts.

      Alice donned her cotton gloves before she pulled some of the papers off the shelf, the same ones they worked on last time. In the center of the room sat a lone table with 2B pencils and papers for copying or photographing. She arranged them carefully in the way that only Alice would - precise, delicate, ensuring the material couldn’t be injured or maimed. “Eric ran some tests,” Alice added slowly, her gaze darting to the door to the room they’d just gone through. It was clear the couple had argued over whether they should tell Cass their findings.

      “Oh?” Cass asked, genuinely curious. She’d seen the various machines and tests the humans ran on papers to determine the age or the origin. It was a way for them to break down the material used, trying to date it or narrow down where it came from.

      “Yeah…it’s not Sumerian,” Alice said. Her eyes were locked on Cass as she said this, her tone accusatory.

      Cass knew this day would come. She’d been visiting the couple on and off for two years, it was only a matter of time before they found some piece of information that ran counter to what Cass told them. Thankfully Cass had prepared for this.

      “Can you keep a secret?” Cass asked Alice.

      Alice froze, her eyes wide.

      “Not from Eric, I wouldn’t ask that of you,” she added hurriedly.

      Alice nodded immediately, her gaze unwavering on Cass as she sat down across from her.

      “I don’t think these texts are Sumerian either, I have a suspicion they involve demons.”

      Alice’s eyes widened even more, a look of shock crossing her face. Then, just as quickly, it was replaced with skepticism. “Demons?” she barked out.

      “Or, at least, demonology. Look, we’ve started to translate some of it - right? Based on its close affiliation to Latin and some ties to ancient Sumerian. What if…what if there’s a group of people who worshiped demons? Or at least believed in them?”

      Cass knew she was walking a delicate line. Rick could be more open with his clients about his origins. It was necessary in order to gather magic to power Anathamea and complete his assignments. Cass? Cass had no reason to open the door to this line of questioning. She ran the risk of exposing both herself and the humans to demons that might find their proximity to this information too much. It could spell their death.

      “I suppose…” Alice allowed. She wasn’t convinced - it was too soon.

      “It’s just a thought,” Cass said with a shrug, trying to summon a believably dismissive smile. She could tell Alice didn’t buy it.

      “So, what did Eric’s tests show?” Cass added, clearing her throat. Alice wheeled her chair over to Cass’s side, shifting through the papers until she pulled one of out and placed it on top. She moved closer in the process, her leg resting against Cass’s. Cass felt the familiar tingle of warmth whenever Alice or Eric was that close to her, their grazing touches always causing her stomach to lurch a little. If Alice felt the same way, she didn’t let on, instead diving into her explanation on the findings.

      “The paper used? It doesn’t match anything in the known world,” Alice said.

      “What do you mean?” Cass asked, though she suspected she did know. Anathamea was like the human realm, but not quite. Cass wouldn’t call it a mirror, more like a shadow version of the human realm. Sure, Anathamea had trees that were used to make paper - but those trees were nothing like the ones in the human realm. In fact, the ink was made from a sea creature that would put the human notion of squids to shame. If the texts originated in Anathamea, then their signature would be unrecognizable here.

      “Exactly what I said - he put it through that spectrometer upstairs, and it created a chemical profile that doesn’t fit anything. We compared it to databases of other sorts of textiles, including cloth because sometimes cultures wrote on cloth…no hits. There were some similarities, but no known actual composition. It did, however, match some texts from another library,” Alice added.

      “Oh?” Cass said, genuinely curious. She’d been unable to track down any other texts since she was banished to Magical Investigations. What other library would have demon texts?

      “Yep,” Alice said, nodding her head.

      “Well…where is it?” asked Cass.

      “That’s just it - we’ve never heard of the museum before. We have no idea where it is!” Alice said, throwing her hands in the air. “It’s called the Museum of Wolfred, but there’s no address, no location, no number – nothing. Eric went down a rabbit hole trying to search for it online and got nothing in the process.”

      “Do you think it’s an old name?” asked Cass.

      “That’s just it - the entry for the chemical composition was added to the database 6 months ago. Even if it did change its name, there’s no way all that information would just be gone. The internet is forever,” Alice added, mimicking Eric’s mantra and voice.

      “Are there other entries for this museum?” asked Cass.

      Alice nodded. “We tried to find their internet library to see if they had uploaded anything else. It’s so weird, it’s a bunch of…well, it doesn’t make sense, I guess. It’s audio files that are silent, no actual texts, and a few random chemical compositions.”

      “Did you add the chemical composition of this text to that database?” Case asked, feeling her blood run cold.

      Alice shook her head. “No, we haven’t had time.”

      “Don’t add it,” Cass said quickly.

      Alice narrowed her eyes. “Why not? It’s an important discovery, if we upload it then maybe the Museum of Wolfred will reach out to us once they know that we have it! We can compare notes.”

      That was Cass’s fear.

      “I just…isn’t it weird? A museum with no information, that happens to have a chemical composition of ancient text that doesn’t match anything else in the known world?” she pressed.

      “Hmm,” Alice considered, her chin resting on her hand as she stared at the wall. Alice absolutely could not be bothered when she looked like that. It would interrupt her train of thought. After a full three minutes, her eyes slid to Cass and she nodded. “Okay - but just for now! I don’t want to keep this from the community, if there’s an entire civilization that used a type of paper that isn’t known anywhere else…that’s a big career find.”

      “And yet they didn’t publish it,” Cass added.

      “You’re sounding like Eric,” Alice groaned.

      Cass smiled a bit. “Is that so bad? I’m just worried. It sounds fishy. I would hate it if something happened to you guys…”

      “Happened to us?” Alice interrupted with a laugh. “This isn’t the mafia, it’s just some ancient texts. What’s the worst that could happen?”

      Cass had a very good idea of the worst that could happen. Instead, she just smiled and shrugged. “Let’s just get more information together, okay?” She bent down over the text, covertly inhaling the smell of Alice’s hair in the process. It always smelled like strawberries and cream, which elicited a sensation of joy in Cass.

      “This passage has been eluding me,” Alice admitted.

      Cass looked it over, racking her memory for the latest list of words she’d managed to translate. Since she was removed from the research department, her access to the lexicon was revoked. She had to do things the old way – comparing texts that she did know, mixed with her memory of the lexicon that was growing weaker and weaker as the years dragged on. She’d had a break when she discovered an old text on her laptop from the start of her research into the demon texts and was able to extrapolate a bunch more words.

      Cass pulled out her own stack of papers and rifled through them. “I’ve been doing some more translating,” she said, comparing her paper to the passage. They puzzled over it for awhile, finally translating the paragraph.

      The magic that comes from the human realm is the strongest, as humans and demons are considered halves of a whole. Demon magic is strong with humans, as human magic is strong with demons. Unified, they create a greater magic, which can both make and undo.

      “Maybe you’re right,” Alice said, leaning back in her chair, cracking her back with a sigh. “This does sound like a worship text, or at least something religious. You’re sure that word is ‘demon’?” Alice asked, tapping on the word daemogallus.

      Cass nodded, “Yeah, it makes the most sense - daemon is used in Latin, and gallus was used in Sumerian, so the word being a mix of the two fits with the rest of our research.”

      “Technically, a daemon is a guardian spirit in Latin,” Eric said from the doorway. Their heads both snapped toward him. Cass didn’t even hear him come in - she’d been so absorbed in their work.

      “You guys have been in here for hours,” he said, plopping down in the chair on the other side of Cass.

      “Have we?” Cass asked.

      “Yeah, and most people don’t delve deeper into the word because it looks so much like the English word for demon, so they assume it’s synonymous. It’s not.” He leaned over Cass, sending goosebumps down her arms at their closeness. If she pushed away, she’d just be leaning closer toward Alice, a thought that was both distressing and welcome.

      “Wow, that’s a weird passage,” he remarked, settling back onto his chair.

      Cass sighed, realizing she’d been holding her breath.

      “Cass thinks that these texts may be related to a group that worships demons, or tries to summon them,” Alice said suddenly. She gave a half-hearted smile to Cass. “Sorry, I couldn’t hold it in any longer, especially after this translation.”

      “I told you it was fine to tell him,” Cass said, glad that Alice was at least on board with her thoughts. Maybe this would help them to understand the gravity of what they were getting into, that if they weren’t careful and the demon council somehow found out…

      She couldn’t think about that.

      “Well, this does sound like worship, or at least like a religion. Half and whole, getting magic by unifying. What do you think they mean by ‘unified’?” asked Eric.

      “It’s not a direct translation, the word was clunky but it made the most sense,” Alice admitted. “Cass wanted to use ‘conjoined,’ but we settled on unified instead.”

      What Cass didn’t want to admit is that she understood the word to mean something else, something more sexually explicit. It was another warning bell that rang in her head when she realized the gravity of translating these texts, in contrast to the laws of Anathamea.

      Cass knew she was cutting her time here close, she needed to get back to Anathamea before someone noticed she was gone. They didn’t have cameras in Anathamea like here on the human realm, but that didn’t mean no one was watching her.

      “I’ll see what else I can figure out,” Cass said, shouldering her bag. She’d scribbled down a few other passages to decode at home. She didn’t dare take pictures or create an electronic trail. She didn’t trust that no one would hack her phone. Handwritten was best, if she needed to get rid of it, she could simply magic the entire collection on fire in a matter of seconds.

      “When will you be by next?” Alice asked.

      Cass tried not to read too much into her words, tried not to over interpret a sense of longing in the phrase. She shrugged. “I’m not sure - my schedule is so crazy these days. Is it still okay that I pop in unannounced?” Cass asked.

      “Any time,” Eric said, smiling at her.

      Cass left the building and headed to a quiet area to portal back to Dread, trying not to replay Eric’s smile and Alice’s request to see her over and over again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      From what Rick could see, this date was going just as swimmingly as the first one.

      Stephanie was at another bar restaurant – Rick wondered why every date had to involve food and alcohol – in the busy district near her condo. Rick was sitting close enough to eavesdrop on the entire conversation with his enhanced demon hearing, but far enough away that it wouldn’t be obvious. He considered ordering another of the mo-jito’s that he’d had last time, but the headache that came the next day was not one he wanted to repeat. He looked at the menu without a lick of understanding, instead deciding to order whatever Stephanie did. Except she was ordering wine again, and he’d decided that he did not like it.

      William was not one of the men that summoned Rick, though he easily could have been. From what Rick was gathering, he was a local real estate mogul who owned his share of rental properties as well as flips. He capitalized on the high inventory and low mortgage rates in Phoenix a few years prior, and then when the mass move to Phoenix happened, he jacked up his prices and made a killing.

      He’d been talking about it for – Rick checked his watch – forty-five minutes uninterrupted. In his defense, Stephanie didn’t even try to interject, and if Rick wasn’t getting to know her, he would have thought she was interested in what he was saying. But she had little tells, just like everyone else, and she wasn’t watching him the same way she watched Rick when he spoke. This guy thought she was enamored with the breakdown of interest rate hikes by the feds…what an idiot. Didn’t this fool see the way her eyes constantly roamed the restaurant? Or the way she nearly jumped with joy when the waitress came to interrupt?

      Stephanie definitely dressed up for the date. Rick couldn’t keep his eyes off her when she first entered the restaurant. She wore a plunging shirt that showed off her nice, full breasts and a tight pair of jeans that highlighted all her curves. She wore her hair the way Rick liked it – pulled back and off her face. It showed off her expressive eyes, which he tried to catch and throw meaningful looks at whenever they met his. It was clear she was trying to pay attention and failing horribly.

      Even Rick was having trouble following William’s rambling.

      “Sir?” The waiter was standing inches from Rick, trying to get his attention. It was Friday night, and the place was clearly trendy, he’d nearly been escorted from the premises when he said he didn’t have a reservation. They allowed him a seat at the bar if there was an open one, which Rick would have had to wait for if it weren’t for his persuasive nature. He wasn’t breaking any rules by using his magic to have a glass of wine spill all over someone’s very clean, very white outfit. He needed that spot to do his job.

      The council would never find out.

      Stephanie ordered something called pasta, and when it arrived Rick thought he was looking at worms. He took a tentative bite and found that it was actually very good. The more time he spent in the human realm, the more he was enjoying their little things – mostly the food. And the weather. Phoenix was a temperate 108 degrees that day. It felt like vacation weather.

      “So, you see, the feds try to curb inflation by increasing interest rates, so the sellers that missed the low mortgage rate window are now sitting on property that’s not meeting the comps in the neighborhood,” William continued.

      Rick rolled his eyes. Did anyone find this sort of information interesting?

      “A savvy buyer right now may be able to get a good deal on a home in a higher priced neighborhood because of it, though who knows when or if it’ll rebound. Remember 2008?” he said with a laugh.

      “We were just out of high school,” Stephanie countered. “I don’t think we could conceptualize being a real estate agent in 2008,” she added.

      William paused, and Rick turned his head to watch the man blink at Stephanie, his face changing quickly from the congenial smile he wore while blabbering on to one akin to rage. Rick had to do a double take.

      “Are you calling me stupid?” William asked.

      Stephanie raised her eyebrows. “No, I’m just saying that you can research something all you want, but if you weren’t a buyer or seller in 2008 there’s no way you could understand.” She took a long sip of her wine then, her eyes never leaving William’s face.

      “I remember it,” William shot, crossing his arms over his chest. “And I understood it at the time. Don’t project your lack of knowledge onto me.”

      Stephanie’s fork dropped with a clatter onto her plate, her eyes boring into William with an intensity Rick had never seen. No wonder she was a CEO of a successful business with a look like that.

      “In 2008, I was two years out of high school, living on my own. My parents were dead and left me their house and their trust, which I was struggling to get access to because of some bullshit lawyer. When the crash happened, the house had a half-million dollar mortgage, but the bank wouldn’t pay more than $100,000 for it. I was upside down, couldn’t go to school and pay the bills, and having to reconcile with selling my childhood home that had all my memories of my dead parents. I’m not projecting anything.” Her voice was low, cold, and angry.

      Rick was now full on staring at the scene, his fork full of the worm-looking pasta paused half way to his mouth.

      William was not cowed. “Sounds like your parents made a poor investment,” he said with a shrug.

      “Not nearly as bad as the one your parents did,” Stephanie countered, standing and collecting her purse.

      “Oh, c’mon, calm down. It’s just a joke, don’t get all crazy,” William said, waving his arms.

      Stephanie said nothing as she gathered her purse and speed walked out of the restaurant. Rick was hesitant to leave his unfinished meal, but he needed to keep a tail on Stephanie. With a sigh, he left the bar area to weave through the crowd after Stephanie.

      He found her making her way down the street at a fast clip. From behind, Rick couldn’t help but be drawn to Stephanie’s curves in her fitted jeans. He shook his head, picking up to a jog to catch up with her.

      “Ugh, I forgot how awful William was,” she said. He thought he saw her swipe at her eyes as if she were crying, but he couldn’t be sure, so he asked.

      “Are you crying?” he asked.

      Stephanie stopped and turned on him, the fury from before plain in her eyes, except now it was directed at Rick. “So what if I am? You going to call me crazy too?” she asked. People nearby were staring, either stopping to openly watch or pretending to be on their phones.

      Rick winced, nodding for them to keep walking. “That’s not what I meant, I was just surprised,” he offered.

      “Surprised?” Stephanie asked, falling into step next to him. He watched her swipe at her eyes a few times from the corner of his vision before she shook her head and straightened her shoulders.

      “Well, yes, I’ve not seen you cry before,” he said.

      She laughed. “We’ve known each other like a week, how would you?”

      “I’ve been following you longer than that,” he said with a shrug.

      Stephanie stopped and turned on him. “You’ve been what?” she asked.

      Rick nodded. “Very standard to follow the cursed person, a little research. I’d been watching you for two whole weeks before I approached you. It was enough time to learn about you and give me questions.”

      “What did you find out about me?” Stephanie asked, curious.

      Rick shrugged. “You work all the time. But when you’re not at work, you’re at home or at a fitness studio. You haven’t gone on any dates, you like to speed when you drive, and you are very punctual. It was hard to direct the magic for the punishment with that information alone.”

      “That explanation isn’t any less creepy,” she said.

      He shrugged. “You perform research for your job, I perform research for mine. I did not know that about your parents. I wondered how you had the money to start your business despite being a college drop out.”

      Her cheeks turned a deep shade of red, and she looked away, crossing her arms over her chest. “I don’t really want it to get out, you know? I don’t pretend to be a self-made millionaire. I wouldn’t have any of this without my parents money, but they had to die for me to get it. Doesn’t seem like a fair trade.”

      “No, it doesn’t,” Rick agreed. His own parents were still alive, living just a few towns over. They’d needed a lot more help over the last few years and relocated to an elderly community to help take care of them and not impose on Rick. He couldn’t recall the last time he visited them.

      “It took a few years, but I got the money. By then I had foreclosed on my parents’ home, nearly failed out of school, and was inches from homelessness. I worked at a makeup store and realized what I wanted to do, saw the potential for growth in the industry. Even during the recession, women were buying skin care and makeup as though they weren’t pinching pennies. Some of the products that people loved…it made no sense to me, they were made with the worst ingredients and half of them were comedogenic. Before I dropped out, I was going to be a pharmacist. I had taken a lot of the prerequisites, but chemistry was my true love. I figured I could merge the two, so I took a huge gamble and started Eternal Beauty Systems.”

      “That’s impressive,” Rick said, and Stephanie turned back to fall into step with him.

      “Thanks,” Stephanie said, a little sheepish. “The official company origin story is that I found a calling and wanted to marry science with beauty, to bring people clinically tested products with proof that they work. It’s not a far cry from the truth…it just leaves out the unpleasantness.”

      “Don’t you think if people knew the truth, they’d be more appreciative?” Rick asked.

      Stephanie shook her head. “No, that sort of history is a sign of weakness. People are always looking for me to fail, I can’t show too many cards. If people know too much about you, they can use it against you. I’d rather keep it to myself.”

      “I see,” Rick said, even though he didn’t. Cass knew everything about Rick, so did Zed. Rick was an open book. With the rest of the demon realm? Well, showing weakness was never advised.

      “You think I’m being ridiculous, but the rules probably aren’t the same for you in Anathamea. Here, on Earth, women don’t get a lot of respect. People are cutthroat, and all it takes is the wrong asshole to know something and go public with it to entirely tank my brand.”

      “Yes, I know how these things work in the human realm,” he said with a glower. “This social media trend of ruining someone has really put a damper on my business. Now a days you can just find some old piece of internet history and post it everywhere or make up a story on video and it will go virus. It used to be you summoned a demon to do the work for you.”

      “Viral,” Stephanie said with a small smile. “Though virus does sound better, since that’s what it is.”

      “Yes, whatever. It’s become more and more rare for my kind to be summoned, and we’ve made a lot of cuts in the department over the years. People have found their own ways for revenge,” he said with a shrug.

      “Except my group of exes…please tell me William was one of them? I can’t stomach the idea of going on more of these dates, they were all ex-boyfriends for a reason.”

      “He was not,” Rick said. “You should be glad. I would expect his idea of punishment to be very serious.”

      “Is the one that’s been chosen for me…not serious?” Stephanie asked tentatively.

      Rick shrugged. “I suppose it depends on how you look at it. Some would say it’s life-shattering, others would call it mild. I once had someone cursed to never see their stuffed bear ever again – to lose it and it never get returned. I thought it was a small wish for a big price. Turns out the stuffed bear was a gift from a dead relative, and it meant a lot to them.”

      “That’s kind of fucked up,” Stephanie said.

      Rick nodded. “Yes, some people are clever, others are just cruel. I’ve disfigured people, caused car accidents, all sorts of things.”

      “And it doesn’t affect you?” Stephanie asked.

      “What do you mean?” Rick asked. By now they were heading to the edges of the business district, further and further way from the bustle of the bars. Stephanie stopped in front of an ice cream place. “Well, you have to do all this awful stuff to people, doesn’t it put a damper on you? Like after you’ve caused a car crash or stolen an heirloom do you just go about your life as though nothing’s changed?”

      Rick blinked at her. A memory of coming home to the condo he shared with Cass suddenly came to the forefront, one where he’d slammed the door to the bathroom and didn’t come out for three hours. Cass finally picked the lock and found him sitting in the long since cold bath water staring at the wall.

      “I mean, sometimes, I guess a little,” he said, unsure what to do with his hands.

      Stephanie watched him for a moment. “Have you ever had ice cream?” she asked.

      “Is it like the worm pasta?” he asked.

      Stephanie raised her eyebrows. "The what?” she asked.

      “I ordered the pasta because you did. The menu was too overwhelming. It was delicious, but it does look like worms,” Rick explained. Stephanie couldn’t help but smile at this. For a demon whose job it was to curse humans he sure was ignorant of the human world. The fact that he trusted her taste enough to try what she was eating was oddly flattering.

      “Ice cream does not look like worms, and it is delicious, but not like pasta. C’mon,” she said, leading him into the ice cream store. “My treat.”
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        * * *

      

      Rick walked down the emptying streets of Phoenix that night, still able to taste the cold bite of the ice cream on his tongue. It was sweet, much like most of the food in Anathamea, but had a strange coldness to it so unlike anything he was used to. Food was always warm in Anathamea, so something like ice cream would have melted.

      The human realm was full of so many strange joys, it made sense why demons in the past did things like possess humans. The idea of staying here a bit longer was appealing. Knowing that his time with Stephanie was limited did put a bit of a damper on it, but there would be other humans to curse. Other opportunities to explore the human realm more. Revenge is a busy business.

      He meandered the empty streets, heading toward a clandestine location to portal back to Anathamea. There wasn’t really any requirement for where he had to be when he was summoned back, just that he shouldn’t be seen. He knew that portaling from Stephanie’s office was a bit of a risk and – if found out – would have likely ended in reprimand. What they didn’t know wouldn’t hurt them.

      Rick found that he enjoyed walking the streets, liking the solitude that came with it. He had a lot to piece together, especially when it came to what to do about Stephanie. He was leaning toward the thought that maybe Chad and the other men were in the wrong, but two bad dates weren’t quite enough for him to make a decision. It wasn’t as though Stephanie didn’t have her faults. He’d had to literally portal into her office to get her attention outside of work.

      He decided to take a seat on a bench across from one of the many downtown buildings in Phoenix. The architecture looked strange and out of place in the middle of a desert. All around them were towering mountains, covered in cacti and scrub plants. Here, in the downtown area, trees that were not native to the landscape tried to grow from overwatered spots on the concrete. Rick marveled at all the year-round grass that he found around churches and other establishments, a true testament to the hubris of man. And not even native grass! Most of it was shriveled in the summer heat, requiring insane amounts of water that pooled on the ground and refused to get sucked into the clay dirt below.

      Truly, a wonder anyone would be so ridiculous.

      He was watching the building in front of him with a detached sort of wonder, thinking over his last few days with Stephanie. With Cass he sometimes had to walk on egg shells when it came to how he was feeling, especially about work. She didn’t talk to him the way he wanted her to. He appreciated that Stephanie wasn’t aloof – she wanted to tell him about her day, how she felt, what she did - and wanted to know about his. He longed for that in a relationship.

      He shook his head to clear the thoughts. He needed to stop thinking about Stephanie as something other than work. Sure, she was funny and smart and easy to be around, but she was a human. Their interactions would stop once his job was done. Plus, he loved Cass. When they got back together they could work on communication.

      A familiar woman hurried from the museum. She was tall with black-blue hair and…Cass? He nearly jumped to his feet in shock. What was she doing in the human realm?

      He watched her gather her bag close to her and hurry along the side of the building, her eyes darting up to look at the cameras overhead. Rick stood and followed her, jogging to keep up. She turned a corner, and he felt the tell-tale pop in the air of someone portaling back to the demon realm. It made the pressure in the air drop a bit, his ears ringing and vibrating against the change. When he came around the corner she was gone.

      If he portaled home now, he could catch her.

      Jerry was snoring loudly when Rick appeared in Anathamea, his head tilted back. He jumped at the sound of Rick landing on the platform, his eyes bleary as he looked over at Rick.

      “Oh, hey,” he said, wiping a film of saliva from his chin. “Must of dozed off, been a little slow lately…” he mumbled.

      “Have you seen Cass?” Rick asked, his gaze darting around the portal platform. She was just seconds ahead of him, there was no way she could have cleared the platform and been gone already. Plus, Jerry was asleep…unless she slipped past him.

      “Cass? Uh…no,” Jerry said, the look on his face clear evidence that he didn’t know who Cass was. As far as Rick knew, her new position was mostly investigating magic within Anathamea, not outside of it. There was no reason for her to be there, especially so late at night. What was she doing?

      And, more distressing, how did she get there?

      “She must have forgotten, I told her to meet me here,” Rick said quickly, covering for Cass. Whatever she was doing was clearly top secret, and he wasn’t about to blow her cover. “Get some rest, Jerry,” he added, waving as he stepped down the platform and headed to his condo.
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      Another day, another bad date.

      This time it was Jon, one of the string of lawyers Stephanie met and dated a few years ago. She was building her legal department and was invited to a series of mixers that ended in a date or two. None of the men she dated were the type of lawyers she’d employ with her company. She’d never try to mix work and play, but that’s how she ended up dating Monty, Jon, and a few others.

      Monty, she suddenly remembered, would be another ex to consider. She added his name mentally to her list of people to reach out to.

      “That was painful,” came a voice from next to Stephanie at the bar. It wasn’t Rick - she saw him sitting in the corner, chowing down on pasta and ordering more mojitos. He was always just on the edge of her vision, somehow close enough to hear what was going on and far enough not to interact or interfere.

      The man next to her was handsome - he had dark brown hair and light hazel eyes, his five o’clock shadow clearly intentional and well kept. He wore a white button up shirt and slacks, looking like he was having a drink after work.

      “You overheard?” Stephanie asked. She was, of course, talking about the fact that Jon spent almost an hour talking about the upcoming elections and how he felt that women shouldn’t vote. Stephanie didn’t remember him being that radical before, but it’d been a few years since they last spoke and the political climate in Arizona had shifted considerably. Stephanie always forgot there were people who existed on the fringe, and for some reason they were always the loudest. Stephanie sometimes felt like she was too harsh and too quick to break up with the men she dated. Then they’d do something stupid like that, and she’d remind herself that a biological clock only ever seemed to apply to women and not men.

      “Everyone did, it’s why the bartender gave him flat soda for his jack and coke,” he said, nodding to the woman behind the bar who shook her head.

      “Honey, I’m surprised you stayed as long as you did. I would have punched him and left.”

      Stephanie smiled at them, having the exact same inclination. “Normally I would, however I’m proving a point. Well, more so, I’m in a bet,” she added.

      “What sort of bet involves going on dates like that?” asked the man next to her.

      Stephanie laughed. “A cruel one, and one that I didn’t necessarily instigate. Funny, isn’t it? I’m Stephanie,” she added, extending her hand.

      The man shook it, his hand warm and calloused under her fingers. “Cooper, and for what it’s worth, I don’t think we need to set the clock back to 1920. I’m a bit more progressive than that,” he added.

      “I should hope most people are that way,” Stephanie said with a shudder.

      “He’s probably one of those incels,” said the bartender, leaning against the counter. “It’s always men who can’t get laid, so they take it out on women.”

      “Anything but go to therapy,” Cooper echoed.

      “I’ll drink to that,” Stephanie said, raising her glass.
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        * * *

      

      The night wasn’t a complete loss - Cooper was actually a lot of fun. He was an investment banker that moved to Phoenix just a few months ago. He lived a building or two away from this bar, where he liked to come after a hard day at work and get a drink or two. He was originally from Texas, but when the boom happened and everyone relocated, he ended up in Phoenix.

      “I prefer the dry heat,” he told Stephanie. By now they were sitting closer together, having moved their chairs to be just inches from each other. Stephanie’s knee was brushing against his, and his gaze kept darting to her lips.

      It may not be one of her exes, but if she came out of this unscathed, then she should start dating again. Cooper was one of the better dates she’d ever been on, and it seemed like the feeling was mutual.

      He even walked her to her ride share, gave her a chaste kiss on the cheek, and asked to see her again.

      To her surprise, Rick greeted her as she stepped out of the ride share in front of her condo. She forgot that he knew where she lived, and that he’d basically admitted to stalking her in the weeks leading up to confronting her. The idea was unsettling, but it made sense in the name of research, she supposed. It was something she could understand.

      “Do you run really fast, or can you teleport?” Stephanie asked.

      Rick gave her a half smile. “I left the bar over an hour ago. It wasn’t part of our deal, you going on dates with non-exes.”

      “Yes, well, I figured if I’m going to be cursed, I should have one last fling. What am I looking at? Disfigurement? The fall of my business?” she asked. She was heading toward her condo, opening the door to the lobby to Rick.

      “No, not quite,” he allowed.

      “Please tell me Jon was one of the exes,” she asked. “All these awful dates are giving me anxiety, it’s like PTSD,” she added.

      Rick shook his head, following her into the elevator to her floor. “No, he wasn’t. Cooper seemed nice,” he added.

      Cooper seemed nice. The words felt like acid on his tongue. The truth is he left the bar because he hated the way Stephanie was laughing and smiling at the man, who was a human and the exact type of man that Stephanie should be dating. He wasn’t sure why he felt that odd flare in the pit of his stomach watching the two interact.

      Seeing her go on three bad dates now wasn’t proof that the men were the problem exclusively. Stephanie could have easily said something or done something to get a rise out of them, something to ultimately spell the end of their relationship. Just because she picked the worst exes doesn’t mean she wasn’t the problem. But seeing her with Cooper? That was like whiplash, because it was evidence to the contrary. Maybe she just had awful taste in men?

      Stephanie stepped out of the elevator and punched in the code to her condo, opening the door to let Rick in. He paused at the threshold, aware of the intimacy of it. He was going into her home, just the two of them. It was different than the crowded living room at Chad’s place, or the other times he’d been summoned to do his revenge work. This was something more, and it made his stomach flip.

      “I know you like those mojitos,” Stephanie said, slipping off her heels and heading into the kitchen. “I don’t have anything to make one…but I do have some seltzers?” she offered.

      Rick shrugged and stepped inside. He had no idea what that was.

      While she was retrieving the drinks, Rick had a moment to look around. Her condo was spacious but homey. Her kitchen cabinets were a deep hunter green with gold accents, with floating shelves that displayed her mismatched dinnerware. The plan was open concept, the kitchen spilling into the living room and dining room. The far wall of her living room was painted black, and the art that hung there was a mix of macabre and weird, including things like realistic crows in shadow boxes and dried flowers. Her couch was a plush sectional, the same color green as her cabinets. Rick’s own apartment lacked any decorations. The contrast was inviting, and it made Rick feel more comfortable as he sat at the island bar in her kitchen.

      “Here,” she said, sliding the drink across the island to him. He popped it open and took a sip, finding it pleasing. He didn’t gulp it like he did the first time he had the mojito, taking measured sips. He remembered the following morning’s headache all too well.

      “I have a few more guys lined up…I feel bad dragging you to all these dates. I’m sure you have better things to do, other revenges to serve,” she added.

      Rick shrugged. “Not really, the business has been slow lately.” He fumbled with the edge of the can, finding his next words spilling out quickly. “What do you know about the Museum of Antiquities?” he asked.

      Stephanie paused, blinking at him a few times. “The what?” she asked. She was trying to piece together how they got to this line of questioning and was coming up short.

      “It’s a museum in downtown Phoenix. It was a few blocks away from where we were the other night. I…” he sighed, considering if he should tell her. What was the harm? She was a human. She’d never go to Anathamea, and she’d never meet Cass. He couldn’t talk to Zed about what he’d seen, and he’d been trying to get ahold of Cass, but she was ignoring him or blowing him off. He knew that asking her out to dinner was a bad idea. It destroyed whatever progress they’d been making.

      “I saw my ex walking out of it,” he added.

      “Your ex?” Stephanie said, her eyebrows raising. “I’m going to need a glass of wine for this.” She turned to grab a bottle from on top of her fridge and poured herself a glass, sitting next to Rick at the kitchen bar. He shifted his weight uncomfortably.

      “I thought you couldn’t date humans,” she asked.

      “She’s a demon. She works for the Department of Magical Investigations. We broke up a while ago…anyway, there’s no reason for her to be here. In fact, I don’t think she has clearance.” The words were spilling out now, comforted by the fact that it was unlikely anyone would know he’d said them. It was only a matter of time before Stephanie stumbled upon one of the right exes, and he had no excuse to visit her. She was a good listener, so he’d take advantage of it while he could.

      “Clearance?” Stephanie echoed.

      “Yeah…to come to the human realm you need clearance. There’re only so many approved platforms to get here, and since it takes a bit of magic, they try to ration it for business only. I saw her leaving the museum, and when I tried to follow her, she disappeared. Portaled away. I was right behind her, but when I got to Anathamea, she wasn’t there. That means she used an illegal portal, which means she came here for something she doesn’t want the council to know about.”

      “Or,” Stephanie countered, “she’s on a secret mission for the council, and they want her to use discretion. They may not want everyone else to know she’s coming and going.”

      Rick had never considered this, his mind immediately jumping to a conclusion that put Cass in the wrong. It wasn’t the first time. He had a sudden memory of Cass yelling at him for always seeing the worst in her, for always anticipating the worst in a situation. It was hard being a revenge demon, you were always exposed to how awful the world could truly be.

      “Do you trust the council?” Stephanie asked.

      “Of course, I do,” Rick said, taken aback. “They’ve been in charge for centuries, and they’ve kept us all safe and thriving,” he added, though the words felt dead on his tongue.

      In his short life, he’d seen the rapid changes in magic and allocations, how the quality of life for the average demon was slowly being squeezed away. It was hard to come to the human realm and sit across from Stephanie and drink her delicious seltzer and follow her on dates to restaurants knowing that Anathamea had no such luxury. Would there even be demons in Anathamea in just a few decades time?

      “Do you trust your ex?” she asked.

      Rick hesitated, fumbling with the seltzer can again. “I don’t know. I mean, I do…but something happened back when we were dating that I can’t shake. See, she was part of research, and she loved it. She was looking into ancient demon texts, and suddenly she got this huge promotion to Magical Investigations. But…she wasn’t happy about it. In fact, she was furious. Every time she got a promotion within the department, it just made her madder, not happier.”

      “What were these promotions?” Stephanie asked.

      “Oh, just making it so she didn’t have to travel as much. It’s hard on a relationship when one of you is always portaling away. She would come with me sometimes on my trips here to do her own business, but sometimes we wouldn’t see each other for weeks. So her promotion meant she spent more time in Anathamea and didn’t have to come here as often. We saw way more of each other.”

      “Did she ask for less travel, or to be considered for a promotion?” she asked skeptically.

      “Well, no. She didn’t really ask, but who likes to travel that much? And who wouldn’t want a promotion?” Rick explained, though it sounded hollow.

      “I see,” Stephanie said, though her tone showed she very much did not see.

      “I guess it comes down to this,” Stephanie said. “Do you trust your ex, or do you trust your council? And once you answer that question, you’ll know what to do. Maybe you should check out this museum yourself, see what it’s about? Here.” She stood and crossed the area to a desk that sat against the far wall, grabbing a laptop and bringing it over to them. She opened the internet browser and began to type.

      “Your computer is so fast,” Rick marveled.

      Stephanie paused, eyeing him. “Do you use computers in Anathamea?” she asked.

      Rick nodded. “Of course. We have our own network, but we also use a VPN to access the human realm. We have a deal with a tech company founder from a few years ago that really improved our ability to do business.”

      “Hmm,” Stephanie said, pulling up the website of the museum. “Looks like it’s what you’d expect. A mostly academic museum where a lot of research takes place. Mostly ancient texts, though there’s some cool exhibits and stuff. Ooh, looks like they have something going on Monday with a new exhibit!” She continued to scroll, fascinated at what was offered.

      “You said ancient texts?” Rick asked, leaning closer to look at the computer screen.

      “Yeah,” Stephanie said, scrolling back up. “Looks like they have a whole library for research. You need special permission to see the archives, but they have some stuff on display. Damn, it’s extensive.”

      “Cass was doing research on old texts when she was promoted,” Rick said.

      “See? There’s your answer, she’s probably at the museum for that sort of work.”

      Rick took a big, final swig of his seltzer, feeling that same buzzing feeling he felt after the mojitos. It was now compounded by the noise in his head as he puzzled over Cass. The sound of Stephanie snapping her laptop shut made him jump.

      “Do you have another one of these seltzers?”

      Stephanie passed him another, watching as he shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “Do you mind…” he started, then stopped, unsure of himself. “Do you mind if I take off my human glamor? It’s very uncomfortable.”

      “Is it easy to put it on and off?” Stephanie asked, curious. She had so many questions about the magic of the demon realm, but she’d never really asked. She watched as Rick closed his eyes and suddenly grew nearly a foot. He shook his head as if to clear it, his horns and scales on full display. Stephanie reached out to touch his arm, to feel one of those scales under her fingers.

      Rick held very still, his gaze pinned to her fingers as she ran them over the edges of the scale. It sent a shiver down his spine and made his stomach lurch. He had to stop this. It was bad enough that he was drinking a seltzer in Stephanie’s condo. Now she was touching him…and he liked it.

      “Hmm,” she said, pulling her hand away at last. “So how does it work, this magic?”

      Rick cleared his throat, glad to focus on something other than himself. “Demons need magic to live. It’s an intrinsic part of our life force. Many centuries ago, magic was abundant in Anathamea, but as time wore on, it dissipated. We get most of our magic from deals with humans, and it’s put into a community pot to supply us all.”

      “You need it to live, but you’re not born with it?” Stephanie asked, tilting her head.

      “We are, we just share it,” Rick said.

      “Share it? With who?”

      “It’s extracted and spread through the community,” Rick explained.

      “But there’s a shortage,” Stephanie pressed.

      Rick nodded. “Yes. Demons used to live for centuries. Now we don’t. The demons born lately don’t live long if they survive to leave the womb at all. Carrying a demon child is a big drain of magic, and most demons aren’t comfortable with the idea of a carrier dying.”

      “Wow,” Stephanie said. “And you can’t just like…create it?”

      “No, we must harvest it. The human realm has potent magic made from deals with humans. They offer their souls, and we break the soul down and turn it into magical components.”

      “Who determines who gets the magic?” Stephanie asked.

      “The council,” Rick said, matter-of-fact.

      “The same council that you don’t trust as much as your ex?”

      Rick narrowed his eyes, taking a bigger swig of his drink. “You are very distrusting of them,” he said.

      She shrugged. “Well, you’re saying that magic is a hot commodity, and that they get to take it all and distribute it as they see fit. Demon babies don’t live long, but the council is thousands of years old. It just seems…odd.”

      “The council is thousands of years old because they hold knowledge well outside of what we young demons know!” His voice was raising a bit, he felt his pulse race. To her credit Stephanie didn’t look cowed by his words, she just looked more skeptical.

      “Huh. Well, at least they’re up front about being demons in charge of the government.” She raised her wine glass to Rick, to which he toasted automatically, though he didn’t understand what she was saying.

      Hours later, Stephanie pulled a blanket over Rick’s prone body, which was spread over her sofa. He didn’t fit, his horns projecting dangerously into the walkway, his legs hanging off the other end of the sofa. The seltzers hit him hard, and after a few hours of talking, he collapsed onto the couch and quickly fell asleep.

      Stephanie tucked the blanket around his sides, smoothing parts of it. Her fingers lingered on one of his scales, feeling the warmth of it under her fingers. She blinked because for a moment, she thought the scale her finger lingered on was glowing gold.

      It must have been her imagination, she thought as she crawled into bed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      Rick could feel his pulse in his brain as he walked. The seltzers were no better than the mojitos when it came to the day after. He’d also remembered, with a cringe, that he’d removed his magic glamor in the middle of the night. Stephanie, to her credit, didn’t even flinch. It was the third time she’d seen him in his demon form. He usually reserved it for instilling fear and dominance when dealing with humans. He’d never just…walked around with it. There was no real reason to.

      The eternal fires were burning especially bright that day. Rick shaded his eyes as he headed to the office from his condo. He needed to give Herschel an update on how things were going with Stephanie. The old demon let him do his own thing, but at the end of the day he was still his boss. It was better to head him off on an update instead of sitting back and waiting to be summoned.

      He saw Cass exiting the grocery as he rounded the corner. It physically pained him, but he jogged across the street, waving to her. “Cass!” he said. She froze, her gaze meeting his. He saw a flash of something unpleasant across her face. Whatever, I need to talk to her, he thought, annoyed.

      “Hey Rick,” she said, giving him a tentative smile. “Look, I’m a little busy…” she said, starting to turn from him.

      “Yeah, that’s what I wanted to talk to you about, but you’ve been dodging me,” he said.

      Cass sighed. “I haven’t been dodging you, I’m truly really busy.”

      “Been to Phoenix lately?” he asked. He intentionally kept his voice quiet in case anyone was listening.

      Cass’s eyes widened, darting around the space outside the store. “Fine,” she hissed, jerking her head to get him to follow. He knew the direction they were heading. It was to her apartment on the opposite side of Anathamea as his. She’d done it intentionally after they’d split so there was no way they’d accidentally cross paths.

      “Wait here,” she said just outside the door to the building. He frowned. It wasn’t like he was going to memorize her apartment number and show up unannounced. Besides, her apartment number was public record anyway, all he’d have to do is search it.

      Which he hadn’t in over a year.

      Cass reappeared a few minutes later without her groceries and motioned for him to follow her. He did so in silence, weaving through the streets of Anathamea until they got into the shadier parts of town. Here the streets were sparse, most of the buildings empty. Nature was starting to take back over, with the Sands of Time leaving a fine layer of dust on the ground.

      “You can’t be saying things like that out loud,” she said, her voice low.

      “Well, you weren’t answering my calls. I had to get ahold of you somehow.”

      “So, what do you know?” she asked, rounding on him.

      “Nothing, just that I saw you leaving…” Her angry glare made him pause then rush forward. “I saw you leaving a place in Phoenix but couldn’t catch up with you before you portaled. When I made it back here…well, you didn’t use an official one.”

      Cass took a deep breath, her eyes closed. “Did you tell anyone?” she asked, her voice quiet, resigned.

      “Like who?” Rick pressed.

      “Anyone! Zed, Jerry?!” she exploded. “Did anything leave your mouth and enter some other demon’s ears about what you saw?”

      “No,” Rick said, cowed. “I didn’t say anything to any demon. I wanted to talk to you first. Cass, no matter what happened between us I would never…” he trailed off. “Look, I had a feeling it was something secret. Just, are you in trouble? Do you need help?”

      “Fuck, Rick,” Cass said with a shake of her head. “Don’t do this. Don’t act like you can protect me. I’m a big demon. I can take care of myself. What I’m doing is none of your business but,” she added, raising her hand between them, “I would appreciate it if you didn’t say anything. To anyone.”

      “I haven’t told any demons,” he repeated.

      Cass quirked a knowing brow. “What, you told some human?” she asked, a playful smile on her face.

      Rick shifted uncomfortably and stayed quiet, looking everywhere but her.

      Cass’s face fell. “Are you fucking serious? Rick, what are you doing?”

      “I don’t know!” Rick erupted, his arms waving. “Listen, I’m just having some trouble with this case, is all. It’s…she’s…” he continued to wave his arms, unable to put a word to his thoughts.

      “You like her?” Cass asked.

      Rick was unsure what her tone implied. It was curious but oddly nonjudgmental. If he’d admitted something like this to Zed, his friend would laugh at him or threaten to lock him up in a mental institution until he got his mind right. It was forbidden, for starters.

      “I mean, I don’t… it’s not like anything could… it’s just a thing that it’s hard to, you know. You know how it is sometimes, it’s just a hard…” He sputtered, unsure how the conversation went from confronting her about her illegal activities in the human realm to suddenly about him and Stephanie. Scratch that – there was no him and Stephanie. It was just a job, and she was that much closer to going on a date with one of those awful shit head pricks that summoned him. She had two of them on her list, it was a matter of time before she proved they were useless and not worthy of her.

      Then he’d be gone.

      “Looks like we both have secrets that need to be kept,” Cass said.

      Rick narrowed his eyes at her.

      “That’s not what I meant. I’d never do something like that to you,” Cass shot, offended.

      Rick’s shoulders sagged. “I just have to finish this assignment, and I’ll be done. Maybe I’ll hunt down Peppercorn and kill her or something, make her stop selling my summoning spell.”

      “Poppy,” Cass corrected.

      “Whatever,” Rick countered.

      By now they’d made a loop through the slums and were heading back toward the main offices, back toward where Rick was heading when he’d run into Cass. “Just be careful,” Cass said, pausing at the street that led to her apartment.

      “You, too,” Rick offered before turning away from Cass to head to the office.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Why do you smell so funny?” Zed asked when Rick finally made it into the office and plopped down in his cubicle. He was leaning over Rick and inhaling sharply, his nose wrinkling in the process.

      “What do I smell like?” Rick asked, lifting his arm to smell himself. He didn’t smell anything strange.

      “It’s like…sweet,” Zed said. “I’ve no idea, it’s just different and it’s potent. Where were you last night? Did you shower? Were you out at the bars and didn’t invite me?”

      “Yeah, that must be it,” Rick replied. He had a suspicion Zed could smell the sweet vanilla scent that Stephanie sprayed in her house and on her clothes. Rick noticed it after her second date, and some of it transferred off on him after they got ice cream. He’d been hesitant to shower, waiting until the scent faded before finally doing so.

      “Ugh, and not even an invite,” Zed lamented. “Tell me about your latest case, I’m dying. The pipeline has been silent for the last week.”

      Rick’s eyes flickered to Hershel’s desk, which was noticeably empty. “Where’s Herschel?” he asked.

      Zed shrugged. “Dunno, he’s been out a few days. I heard someone say he’s sick, but I don’t know. He’s a pillar, he’s been around forever. Can you imagine him sick?” Zed asked.

      Rick could. Rick saw how quickly his parents deteriorated once they stopped working and their magic was rationed further. Herschel shouldn’t be rationed that much already, but he was older, and he was probably used to higher levels of magic than Rick or the others were.

      “You think that’s why the pipeline is silent?” Rick asked.

      Zed shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ve heard the Department of Magical Investigations is cracking down on the distribution of magical items in the human realm. There’s a rumor they’ve been raiding various witches and mages, taking anything that may deal with magic. Apparently, they’ve caught a few mages that have been siphoning from the stores and selling it above ground.”

      “Selling it?” Rick asked, taken aback. Was this part of Sunflower or whatever and her papers? Did this mean that Rick would no longer be summoned personally, instead have to wait in line with the other demons for scraps of small cases? The thought chilled him.

      “Yeah, I guess they’re going to trial in the next few weeks. The council takes theft really seriously, especially when they’re taking from Anathamea,” Zed said with a shake of his head.

      “But…sell it for what?” Rick asked.

      “Huh?” Zed asked.

      “Sell the magic for what? What would the mages want that’s more powerful and important than magic?” Rick pressed. He may have disliked almost every mage demon he met, but even he had to admit they weren’t that stupid.

      Zed stared at him, blinking slowly. “I guess…I didn’t really think of that. I don’t know. Scary, though, right? To think there’s something more valuable than magic out there.”

      “Yeah, absolutely,” Rick added, unconvinced.

      To Rick’s immense relief Zed left him alone after that. Rick felt his headache returning, compounded by the new knowledge he’d acquired. He was left thankfully alone to scroll his computer for a few hours until it was acceptable to leave and head back to the human realm. His electronic device buzzed in his pocket and his heart leapt, knowing exactly who it was.

      
        
          
            
              
        Stephanie

      

      
        Date with Cooper tonight. Next week Diego. Am I getting warmer?

      

      

      

      

      

      Rick felt his stomach drop. A date with Cooper? They just met! And already he was calling on her…the next day? He shook his head and was about to type his reply when he read the second half of the sentence.

      Diego.

      She’d finally landed on one of the exes.

      He was a week away from being done with this case, from going back to his normal life. No more sitting in bars and restaurants watching Stephanie struggle not to strangle some idiot. No more mojitos and seltzers after the date fell apart.

      No one to talk to, again.

      Why did Rick suddenly feel so tired? This aligned with his goals. Finishing this job would be a huge payout for him. If he kept this up, he’d get Hershel’s job. This is exactly what he wanted.

      Why did he suddenly feel so sick?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            
              
        Stephanie

      

      
        Got a date with Cooper tonight, pushing back date with Diego.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Rick

      

      
        We have a deal

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Stephanie

      

      
        I need a few more good dates to balance out what is sure to be a disaster. Pretty please?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Stephanie

      

      
        *gif of a begging puppy*

      

      

      

      

      

      

      Rick tilted his head back, groaning.

      It’d been almost a week since he last saw Stephanie. During that time Rick had done the following:

      
        	1. Showed up in increasing increments of lateness to the office to scroll through the internet

        	2. Realized his laptop was on the verge of collapse and took it to IT, who sent it to the human realm to fix, thus eliminating his way of wasting time and looking busy

        	3. Went to the bars with Zed after work on Wednesday, realized that demon mead tasted like dirt and attempted to explain the benefits of a mojito to an increasingly drunk Zed

        	4. Went – and he wasn’t proud of this – to the human realm to spy on Stephanie’s date with Cooper and wondered if he shouldn’t just kill two birds with one stone and enact the curse on Cooper

      

      Honestly, it was a good solution. Except it would spell the end of their interactions and Rick wasn’t ready for that. Plus, he promised her that he’d give her the benefit of the doubt and at least watch her on one date with the exes. Actually, now that he thought back to it, the deal didn’t include a limit on the dates he’d have to eavesdrop on…

      The buzz of his communication device pulled him from his reverie, seeing that he hadn’t replied to Stephanie, and she’d sent another gif of some animal on the human realm. He frowned at it, having no idea what it was.

      
        
          
            
              
        Rick

      

      
        Fine – but don’t think you can push this back indefinitely. I have a lot of work to do.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Stephanie

      

      
        Does revenge have seasons?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Rick

      

      
        What?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Stephanie

      

      
        Do you have a busy season? Do people want more revenge in the winter or the summer?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Rick

      

      
        We don’t have seasons in Anathamea

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Stephanie

      

      
        Apparently you don’t have a sense of humor either. Are you completely banned from coming up here if it’s not on business?

      

      

      

      

      

      Rick felt his palms go clammy. Was she asking him to visit her? To hang out? It’s not like it’d be a date, after all. That was off limits. Technically so was friendship with a human, but this was a business transaction. He was nervous of getting caught and them misinterpreting their relationship, he decided. He needed to make it very clear that this was about their deal.

      
        
          
            
              
        Rick

      

      
        Why would I come to the human realm for any other reason?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Stephanie

      

      
        I have to go to a mixer for some medical company tomorrow night and I have to present. My ex, Fred, will be there. Cooper can’t make it, maybe you could come with?

      

      

      

      

      

      Fred – an ex. That made it business! It wasn’t a date. It was a mixer event she didn’t want to go to alone. She was there for work. She was doing a presentation. And since it wasn’t a date with Fred, he didn’t have to use it as evidence for their deal.

      Sometimes it paid to be a tricky revenge demon.

      
        
          
            
              
        Rick

      

      
        Sounds boring.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Stephanie

      

      
        It will be, but there will likely be an open bar.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Rick

      

      
        What does the bar do?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Stephanie

      

      
        It means free alcohol. More mojitos and seltzers.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Rick

      

      
        What time?
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        * * *

      

      Rick looked at his reflection in the mirror in the bathroom of the convention center. He had to admit the outfit Stephanie had ready for him was outside of what he would normally wear. The human body was uncomfortable enough, adding some of their even more constricting attire to it wasn’t something he was interested in. If he wouldn’t have stuck out so much at the restaurants and bars Stephanie went to wearing the type of clothes humans called “pajamas”, he would have worn them exclusively.

      Somehow Stephanie found him something comfortable and flattering. He looked like a business human, like the circle of exes that cursed Stephanie just a few weeks prior. He tried to swallow down that thought as he exited the bathroom to head back to Stephanie’s side.

      Stephanie was standing alone on the edges of the room. Over the last hour they’d been introduced to at least a few million people, none of which Rick could remember. When asked what he did for a living the first time he was honest. “Revenge.”

      “Ah, a divorce attorney!” laughed the patron. Stephanie laughed along with them, giving Rick a frantic look in the process.

      “You’re lucky you’re funny,” Stephanie said once the patron left.

      “I am uncomfortable lying,” Rick said.

      Stephanie gave a half smile. “Well, that’s admirable. Most men think it’s a muscle that should be exercised daily.”

      “Human men are not like demon men,” he said with a shrug.

      Stephanie raised an eyebrow. “What are demon men like?”

      To her surprise Rick laid a hand on her wrist, twirling her around to face him. She was just a breath away now, her head tilted up to look into his hazel eyes. “A demon man worships his lover and knows that they are his equal as well as his partner.” His other hand trailed along the side of her cheek down to her neck, eliciting a line of red heat in its wake. “He would also make sure his partner was always satisfied.”

      Stephanie’s lips were parted as she looked up at him, her breath coming quick. Rick’s eyes flicked to her breasts, which were concealed behind her high neck dress, before releasing her wrist. “I’ll be back,” he said, ducking away to take a lap around the room.

      What the fuck is wrong with you, he thought, trying to act casual as he returned to Stephanie’s side a few minutes later. Her eyes flicked over him quickly, a small smile pulling at her lips. He was about to open his mouth to speak when he heard a familiar voice.

      “Stephanie,” said the man, “You look great.”

      Rick looked up to see Fred standing there, a drink in his hand, looking uncomfortable but hopeful. The panic in Rick’s chest transformed into anger. This was the very same man that cursed her, and now he was telling her how good she looked? Rick’s brows narrowed suspiciously.

      Fred noticed, taking a small step back. “Uh, I’m Fred. You are?”

      “This is Rick, he’s…”

      “I’m her date,” Rick interrupted, feeling his chest tighten. He tried to keep his voice level but even he could hear the edge in it. “Nice to meet you, Fred,” he said, extending a hand. Fred offered his own tentatively, sucking in air as Rick gave him a bone-crushing shake.

      “Do I know you? I feel like we’ve met before,” Fred asked Rick. Rick shrugged evasively. “You must not have been very memorable for me,” Rick said.

      “It was great to see you, we should really get our seat,” Stephanie said, her hand closing on Rick’s wrist as she dragged him away from an open-mouthed Fred. Once out of ear shot, she turned on Rick, her face the picture of anger.

      “What the hell was that?” she hissed.

      “What?” Rick asked.

      “You’re my date? You looked at him like you were some sort of dragon! I thought you’d start spitting fire!”

      “Dragons don’t spit fire,” Rick said defensively.

      Stephanie rolled her eyes. “It’s an expression. Seriously, though, what’s your problem? Is this about Cass?”

      Rick paused. He hadn’t thought about Cass much that week. After running into her, he’d decided to give her space to do whatever it was she was doing. If it was illegal, he didn’t want to be dragged into it, and he didn’t want to do anything that might give her away. He kept her little journey to himself hoping she’d keep their conversation secret in response.

      “No, I haven’t thought much about her this week,” he admitted.

      “That’s good. So, what is it? Why did you look like you wanted to kill Fred?” Then, her eyes widen and she asks, “Is he one of the ones that cursed me?” She dropped her voice to a whisper, her gaze darting around.

      Rick felt the lie on the tip of his tongue. It would be so easy to just say no, to tell her that he’d never seen Fred before in his life. Or, better yet, that he’d cursed Fred for something unforgivable in the past. Give her a reason never to speak to him again.

      “Yes,” Rick admitted between gritted teeth.

      “Were you defending my honor?” Stephanie asked, amused.

      Rick turned to look at her, surprised to see the hint of a smile on her lips. Her hand was pressed to her chest in mock modesty, drawing his eyes once more to her breasts.

      “Look, I can fight my own battles. I appreciate you driving him off. He’s absolutely infuriating. I should have known he was one of the exes. I swear he comes to these things just to find a way to talk to me. We literally went on two dates, if you can even call them that! Suddenly he’s at every conference and is always ‘bumping into’ me. It started to get a little stalker like. I couldn’t prove it, but I think I saw him outside of my office a few times.” She shook her head. “Fucker. Listen, I’m not going on a date with him, I don’t care if he’s one of them. Leading him on would be dangerous.”

      Rick felt a rush of relief.

      “Okay,” he said, unable to form any other words. He could have easily told her that it was proof enough, Rick’s visceral reaction to Fred proved that he was in the wrong and Stephanie was in the right. Deal complete! Instead…

      “C’mon, I don’t want to miss the food, it’s the best part.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Rick felt the buttons on his pants straining against his stomach. He’d eaten everything placed in front of him with vigor. The food in Anathamea just didn’t taste the same. The longer he spent in the human realm and drank their drinks, ate their food, and sat in their sun, the more alive he felt. He hadn’t taken a nap in days. He slept through the night fully. The few days he’d been separated from Stephanie and stuck in Anathamea were the hardest for him. It was like whatever energy he’d gathered from the human realm was drained the moment he stepped foot back into his office.

      Stephanie slipped away a few seconds earlier to head to the stage to give her presentation. She hadn’t told Rick anything about what she was speaking about. It’s not as though he would understand anyway, any time she explained R&D or whatever other acronyms she used for work he felt like an absolute idiot.

      “Hello everyone, thank you for coming today. My name is Stephanie Porter, I’m the CEO and founder of Eternal Beauty Systems. Today I’m going to talk about a topic that you’re all familiar with – salary.” Rick heard the crowd murmur a bit at that announcement. Behind Stephanie was a large screen with words on it. Stephanie stood in front of it with a microphone headset and a clicker in her hand, looking entirely at ease in front of the crowd.

      “Eternal Beauty Systems is a top 100 beauty company. When we went public our stocks opened at $120 a share, which is the lowest they’ve been, even with the recent dip in the market. Our products have been featured in magazines across the globe,” she said as she scrolled through images of the stock prices, clippings of newspapers, and internet articles about her products.

      “There is a place that we’re noticeably absent,” she said. The next slide was a magazine of Phoenix Under Fifty, articles about the highest paid CEOs in the beauty industry, all of which didn’t feature Stephanie. “You’ll never see our CEOs, presidents, VPs, or sales directors in any of these magazines. That’s because we have a certain formula that we implement in order to ensure our employees are happy and well paid.

      “First,” she said, pulling up a slide showing three tiers. “We have three tiers to our company with respect to pay structure. The first level is support staff, the fuel that helps the company run. This includes maintenance staff and cleaning crews – they are not employed through a separate company, they are part of Eternal Beauty Systems. If they work at least 20 hours a week, they have 401k matching, stipends for child care, fully-funded health care, and other benefits, such as one year paid maternity leave, six months paid paternity leave.

      “But the most important part of this tier is they are the basis of our pay scale. Because the tier three,” she used her pointer to circle the top of the three tiers, “will never make more than five times what the lowest paid employee in tier one makes.”

      The silence that followed was deafening. Rick was pretty sure he heard a few people gasp.

      “Now, I know what you’re thinking. You’re reaching into your mind to try to figure out what your salary would be if you multiplied your janitor’s income by five. I’m assuming for some of you that number would not be six figures. Many of you would argue that a salary that low is not conducive to life. You’ve worked hard, you went through school and got a degree…or, you know, you didn’t. I don’t have a degree. I’m a college drop out. If you don’t think you could live on anything under six figures, how do you expect your staff to live on twenty percent of that?”

      Stephanie turned back to her screen, paging over to the next image.

      “So, where does the money go? Let’s do a breakdown. Here’s our raw figures for last year. Here we subtract cost of doing business – buying products, research, replacing things that break. Now we subtract paying employees, benefits…and here’s what’s left.”

      Rick heard a few people whistle at the number. Human money never made sense to Rick and the value changed every time he came to the human realm anyway. Still, he could agree the number did have a lot of zeros.

      “We take fifty percent of that and reinvest it in the company. Every quarter there’s a voluntary meeting in which any member of the staff can recommend changes or improvements to the company. This includes new products, new product lines to initiate, new benefits. The money that’s reinvested goes to these changes and improvements to keep the company healthy and moving forward. The other fifty percent is spread through the staff based on an equation similar to the one that determines pay. The highest ranked member of the company cannot receive more than five times what the lowest paid member of the company earns as a bonus. We use things like time in the company to help make bonus decisions because we want to reward loyalty. We also give bonuses for recruiting, submitting ideas – even if they’re not used. These bonuses are distributed in chunks every quarter.”

      Rick started to hear murmurs in the back of the room. He resisted the urge to turn around and shush them very loudly. Rick hadn’t the faintest idea what Stephanie was going on about, but the way the room was reacting, he had a feeling it was a monumental success.

      “Let’s talk about retention,” she said, flipping to another slide. “In the last six months, we’ve had two employees in the entire company leave. This includes people in all tiers of pay structure. One employee moved to another state, the other retired.

      “I don’t give this presentation because I am under any great illusions that this will catch on. I know what some of you are mumbling or texting – if we’re not paying our CEOs and CFOs and VPs and all those fancy acronyms millions of dollars, we’re a doomed company. The fact of the matter is that we are replaceable. I am nothing special. There are hundreds of more qualified women who can and will do my job, and likely do it better than I ever could. You know who’s not replaceable? My chemist that created a patented proprietary blend that has won countless awards. Our maintenance crew who keeps our company running, the security that keeps us safe, and the countless other people who want to make a good living and support their family doing what they love.

      “I hope this presentation inspires you to rethink your pay structure. Change like this can happen all at once, but you can also make meaningful changes without adopting it immediately. I’ve included a copy of suggestions in the binder on your table, which lists different ways you can implement an employee-first pay scale and benefit structure step by step. I truly believe this is the driver of success for our company, and I don’t think I’ll be sad to see your company go under if it’s because you don’t pay your employees well. Because someone else will.

      “Thank you so much for your time, I hope you have a wonderful evening.”

      As Stephanie stepped off the stage, the applause was scattered. Rick’s was the loudest and echoed through the room, followed by a few of the wait staff along the edges of the crowd. Mild tittering claps echoed through the over full room as Stephanie exited the stage and sat down next to Rick with a nervous smile on her face. Rick had never seen her smile like that before, like her face was stretched uncomfortably to the edges. He noticed that her hands were shaking as she placed them in her lap. The others at the table, who previously engaged in animated conversation with Stephanie, now avoided her gaze.

      “I don’t understand the silence,” Rick said.

      Stephanie laughed and shrugged. “Oh, I do. I expected even less clapping, so I’m pleasantly surprised. I gave this same speech two years ago at a networking conference, and I got booed off stage.”

      “Booed?” Rick asked.

      Stephanie shrugged. “Most of the people in this room have never made under a few million dollars a year. They think a two-million-dollar salary is poverty. The idea that they would need to pay their janitor nearly half a million dollars to keep that up makes them physically ill.” Stephanie’s gaze darted around the room.

      Rick followed her gaze, seeing the hostility of the others in the room. Most were ignoring her, but a few others were whispering to each other and pointedly looking at her. One maintained eye contact as they dropped the binder Stephanie mentioned onto the ground. Rick resisted the urge to listen in to their conversations. He barely avoided a fight just an hour ago, but he wouldn’t be so forgiving again.

      “How much longer do we have to be here?” Rick asked.

      “Let’s just wait until it’s over. I refuse to be seen as sneaking out,” she said.

      So, they stayed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Rick spent the night at Stephanie’s again.

      When he stumbled through the portal to Anathamea the next morning, Jerry was rubbing his eyes awake, nodding to Rick. “Late night?” he asked.

      Rick shrugged. “You know the best revenge plays the long game,” he said by way of dismissal. It wasn’t a lie. He’d once spent four months enacting a very specific type of revenge on someone that involved inopportune moments of diarrhea. It culminated with a blow out at the altar as he married his mistress. One of his best works, really.

      Rick was late to the office, so he decided to swing by the IT department to check on his laptop before heading in as an excuse for his tardiness. The demon behind the IT desk tapped away on his computer, shaking his head. “Nah, hasn’t come back from the human realm. Strange, usually these fixes are pretty quick. They really work those humans up there,” he added with a laugh. “What a shitty life.”

      “What do you mean?” Rick asked.

      The demon shrugged. “Oh, you know, they have to work forty hours a week, usually more, just to get paid next to nothing. And no magic either.” He snorted and shook his head. “I’ll keep an eye out for your laptop. In the meantime, you want a loaner?”

      Rick shook his head. He had no idea what the passwords were for any of his programs, anyway. The loaner computer would just be a desk decoration.

      “No, I’m fine. I can do a lot of work without it. It’ll get me out of the office, actually,” he said pleasantly. The demon shrugged, and Rick made his way to the office.

      “Geez, Rick, you’re looking rough,” Zed said with a frown. Rick looked down at himself, realizing that he hadn’t cleaned himself in over a day. He knew he smelled like Stephanie’s apartment, and the fuzzy feeling in his head told him that his breath probably reeked of the sweet alcohol and dessert they’d consumed while talking until the early hours of the morning on her couch. It didn’t help that he was in his demon form for most of it, so the smell stuck to his skin instead of the magic human glamor.

      “Yeah, late night,” he said with a shrug.

      “Really? Out at the bars again?” Zed asked with a frown.

      Rick shook his head. “Nah, human realm.”

      “Again?” Zed said, his tone incredulous.

      Rick shrugged. “You know how some of the assignments are, they take a lot of footwork.”

      “Yeah but…” Zed looked him over, frowning. “Is this the same one? With that human woman CEO?”

      Rick suddenly wished he did have a laptop, then he’d have something to occupy his hands as he evaded Zed’s line of questioning. “Yeah, it’s just complicated a bit. I told you she struck a deal with me, so it’s a balancing act.”

      “Huh. So, you’re…spending time with her?” Zed guessed.

      Rick nodded. “Yeah, as part of the deal. Proving innocence or guilt to tailor the curse,” he added.

      “Can you do that?” Zed asked with a frown.

      Rick shrugged. “I don’t see why not. Why else would we be allowed in the human realm to investigate the victims to enact the curses if we didn’t have some control over it?”

      “I guess,” Zed said slowly. “I just assumed it…well, the magic did all that for us, you know? The groundwork was mostly to make sure it actually got done and to collect the magic at the end.”

      That can’t be right, Rick thought. “I don’t think that’s how it works,” Rick said, feeling unsure. His eyes flickered to Herschel’s empty desk. Was he still out sick? What the hell was wrong with him?

      Zed followed his gaze and sighed. “Yeah, Herschel would know. I guess I fell asleep during that lecture at the academy,” Zed laughed with a shrug. “Anyway, if you’re up for it, wanna go out tonight? There’s a new bar downtown that just opened, and I want to try it out.”

      “Uh, maybe,” Rick said with a shrug.

      Zed eyed him up again. “You okay? You’ve been acting…weird.”

      “Yeah, just busy,” Rick replied.

      Zed watched him again before stepping away from his desk. “Okay, cool, whatever. You don’t have to tell me,” he added with a mumble.

      Rick watched him go and tried to figure out what else to do with his time in the office. Luckily his communicator buzzed, alerting him to a message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Stephanie

      

      
        Make it home okay?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Rick

      

      
        Yep, back in the office *gif of a dead horse*

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Stephanie

      

      
        What the hell kind of meme is that?!

      

      

      

      

      

      Shit. Rick had no idea how the moving images worked, just that Stephanie would send them from time to time.

      
        
          
            
              
        Rick

      

      
        It’s a dead horse.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Stephanie

      

      
        Where did you even find it?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Rick

      

      
        Internet

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Stephanie

      

      
        I still don’t understand how you have cell reception in hell.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Rick

      

      
        It’s not Hell, it’s Anathamea. Hell is the opposite side of the realm.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Stephanie

      

      
        Is that a joke?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Rick

      

      
        Was it funny?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Stephanie

      

      
        Anyway. I have a date with Cooper tonight. I’m inviting him over! Then tomorrow I have one with Diego. Can you make it?

      

      

      

      

      

      

      Rick rolled his eyes skyward again, feeling a pit open up in his stomach. Tonight, Cooper would be coming over to her place, sitting on her couch, drinking her wine or seltzers. Then tomorrow, he’d watch her slog through a date with Diego, one of the exes who cursed her. Then it would be over. He would have the evidence he needed per the deal to lessen her punishment. Not that he needed anything else. Stephanie was wonderful. Sure, she worked too much, and she kept everyone at a reasonable distance, but who could blame her?

      Rick felt a pit open in his stomach at the thought of not seeing her again. Who would he tell about his day? Who would ask him about the antics at the office? It felt like a piece of him was getting cut off.

      Stop that, he thought. She was a human, he was a demon. That was the end of it.

      
        
          
            
              
        Rick

      

      
        Sounds like a horrible time, can’t wait.

      

      

      

      

      

      “Hey Zed,” Rick said, popping his head over the top of Zed’s cubicle.

      Zed jumped, angling his laptop screen away from him. “Uh, yeah?” he asked.

      “What time are you leaving for the bars?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      At 5:30pm, Stephanie made it home. She left the office a bit earlier to prepare for her date with Cooper, feeling a rising wave of excitement. She’d wanted to text Rick some more about him, but she didn’t know what to say. If he were a human man, she could ask some reasonable questions, like what type of beer to serve or if she should make dinner or just order in? She knew what he would say – pasta and mojitos. The demon was consistent.

      Would making food seem too desperate, too Suzy Homemaker? No, Rick would find it fascinating to watch her cook. He’d likely try to help and burn something in the process.

      Would cooking set the expectation that she was going to stay home and cook and clean all day? Or would it show that she wasn’t just a workaholic and did, indeed, have some self-sufficient skills? Rick would have tried anything Stephanie ordered.

      Stop thinking about Rick like he’s someone you’re dating, and not just a demon that’s supposed to curse you.

      At 5:45pm, she decided that it would be less stress to order in.

      At 6:28pm, she greeted the food delivery driver in the lobby of her condo and lugged the food and a case of local beer up to her room.

      At 6:49pm, exactly 11 minutes early, Cooper knocked on the door to her condo.

      “Hey,” he said, leaning in to kiss her in greeting. Stephanie returned the gesture, motioning him to come in and shutting the door behind him. It was the first time they were hanging out in private. Their other dates involved the movies, dinner, even a light show at the zoo with a symphony and wine pairing. Stephanie normally had hesitations about inviting men to her place, she instead would go to theirs first, but it felt easier with Cooper. She felt like she could trust him.

      “Wow, it’s colorful in here,” he said, his eyes roving over her place.

      “Yeah, green’s my favorite color. It apparently doesn’t do well for marketing, so I avoided it for the brand, and that leaves my home as the only place I get to be creative.”

      Cooper nodded, his face unreadable. Rick loves how colorful it is, Stephanie thought.

      “You hungry?” she asked, heading toward the kitchen.

      “Starving,” he said, taking a seat at her island bar.

      She pulled one of the beers out of the fridge and handed it to him, opening the containers for the food buffet style on the island. “This is one of my favorite local places,” she admitted. “The owner is from Tucson, but his parents were Chinese immigrants. He makes the best Chinese food in Phoenix, I swear.”

      “Oh, you didn’t cook?” Cooper asked.

      Stephanie shook her head. “No, I didn’t really have time. This just got here, but if it’s not warm enough I can microwave it.”

      “Oh, no, it’s fine,” Cooper said, serving himself the fried rice.

      Stephanie piled some beef onto her plate and chow mien, taking a seat next to him. “It’s good, right?” Stephanie said hopefully, eyeing Cooper up as he ate.

      “Yeah, it’s great for takeout,” he agreed.

      The night moved smoothly from there. Cooper helped her wash up the dishes and load the dishwasher. He laughed about her awkward speech at the conference when she mentioned the smattered applause she got.

      “Did you find someone to go with you?” he asked.

      She nodded, taking a sip of her drink. “Yeah, my friend Rick.”

      “Rick?” Cooper asked, an edge to his voice. “You brought a guy with you?”

      Stephanie nearly laughed at that. How could she explain Rick to him? He wasn’t a guy. Guys were human. He was a demon sent by her exes to curse her for god knows what. He was also fun to be around, easy to talk to, and looked damn good in a suit.

      “Yeah, he’s a friend. He’s only in town for a little bit, I figured he’d like to get out of the house and dress up a little.” It was the easiest way to explain Rick, she supposed, as someone just in town for a bit. And they were friends, weren’t they? Despite the business transaction nature of their relationship, she’d certainly spent more time with Rick than anyone else lately. Hell, he’d fallen asleep on the very couch they were sitting on. Twice!

      “Huh,” Cooper said, sitting back, clearly upset.

      “I didn’t realize it would bother you. When you said you couldn’t make it and told me to invite someone else…” She trailed off.

      “Yeah, I didn’t mean another guy. Don’t you have a girlfriend you could have taken? Someone from work?” he pressed.

      She shrugged. “I suppose I could have. He just seemed the most reasonable choice.” She opened her mouth to apologize, then shut it. She wasn’t going to apologize for taking Rick, she decided. He’d just have to get over it. She also realized she couldn’t think of a single friend she would have taken in Rick’s place. Did she even have friends outside of work?

      “Why?” Cooper asked.

      “Why what?” Stephanie replied.

      “Why did he seem the most reasonable choice?” he pressed.

      Stephanie didn’t have the answer to that. Rick was who she’d message through the day whenever she thought of something. After horrible dates, he was the best person to rehash the details with. Plus, learning about his life in Anathamea was fascinating to her. Despite being a demon, he was really pretty sweet and a good listener. He remembered everyone’s names and how they were related to her life. It was endearing. She knew the conference wasn’t going to go well, between running into Fred and the nature of her presentation. Having Rick’s comforting presence there helped give her the courage to step on stage.

      “I don’t know, maybe because he wouldn’t read too much into it? He’s just a friend,” she said, though it felt heavy on her tongue. Rick was quick to remind her of the business nature of their interactions. It was illegal for his kind to form relationships with humans. Not only would it be ridiculous to have a demon-human relationship, it would be dangerous for him. He wouldn’t read anything into her invitation because any relationship between them couldn’t happen, no matter her personal feelings on the matter.

      What even were her personal feelings on the matter?

      “Hmm. Well, I’d like to meet this Rick and make my own decision about him,” Cooper said.

      Stephanie raised her eyebrows. “Are you trying to…approve of my friends?” she asked. “Like I said, he’s just in town for a little bit.”

      “Why don’t you want me to meet him?” Cooper pressed.

      Because he’s a literal demon who sometimes wears human skin to pass as one. “If our schedules align, we absolutely can.”

      “Perfect. It’ll be a double date,” he said with a strained smile. Stephanie wasn’t sure how that would happen, unless he somehow convinced his ex girlfriend out to dinner with them. There’s no way he would say yes to that.

      “Sounds good,” Stephanie replied, her smile pulled tight. It was only a matter of time before they had their first fight. Honestly, it wasn’t a bad one. Of course Cooper would be jealous of a man she took to the convention in his stead. She should have been more up front about the fact that it was a man. She just kept forgetting that others would see Rick as a human, not as an unattainable demon.

      Cooper set his drink down on the coffee table next to the coaster, leaning back on the couch. “I can’t get over how colorful your home is,” he said, his eyes tracing the walls. “And the decorations are…unconventional,” he added.

      Stephanie followed his gaze to the dried flowers next to the taxidermized crow on her floating shelves. “Yeah, I liked the dark academia of it all. Makes me feel like I’m in college, like I actually finished my degree.”

      “I didn’t know you didn’t,” Cooper said.

      “Yeah, I had some trouble in my personal life. My parents died, I took a leave of absence that I just…well, I never went back.” She shrugged. “I think it worked out for the better. I’m not sure a chemistry degree would have done much for my business.”

      “That’s impressive, I always figured you had a business degree or something,” Cooper said. “I’m sorry about your parents,” he added, putting a hand on her thigh. He leaned closer to her, tilting his body toward her. Stephanie felt goosebumps erupt along her skin at his sudden closeness, knowing exactly where this is going.

      So what if he made a comment about Rick? Maybe it was cute that he was jealous. And he wasn’t necessarily saying anything bad about her condo – just that it was different. If things went well and one thing led to another…she always knew she’d need to redecorate when she moved in with someone else. Life was about compromises and concessions and getting rid of a black painted wall wasn’t that big of a deal. She was single at her age because she didn’t give men a chance and threw her walls up right away, right? This was her relaxing those walls.

      Cooper tilted his lips down to hers, capturing her in a soft, slow kiss, stilling her racing thoughts. Her hand landed on his on her thigh, running her hand up his arm, her fingers digging into skin. Cooper’s grip tightened on her thigh, increasing the intensity of their kiss. He pulled her just that much closer, their bodies touching. His other hand went to her hair to thread behind her neck, his fingers running along her scalp. She groaned at the feeling, pressing her breasts into his chest as they continued to kiss and pull closer on the couch.

      Cooper didn’t break the kiss as his fingers moved down to her breasts, kneading them from outside of her blouse. His fingers trailed downward to the edge of her shirt, slipping under so he could return to touching her. She groaned into his mouth as his fingers slipped under her bra and started to caress her nipples, getting them hard and peaked. His lips left hers to trace down her jaw, her neck, stopping at her collarbone.

      “Is your bedroom as colorful as the rest of the condo?” he asked against her skin. She stood, reaching her hand out to his to lead him to her bedroom.

      Once inside the threshold he grabbed her hips, turning to pin her against the wall as his mouth met hers again. His hands were grabbing for the edge of her blouse, pulling it over her head. Her own fingers fumbled with the buttons on his shirt, undoing them in a rush. She wanted to feel his skin against hers, she wanted to feel his mouth on her.

      He helped her out of her bra, then went for the buttons on her jeans to help her out of those. She backed up to the bed, wearing nothing now but her panties. He followed her, shucking off his jeans and boxers in the process. His cock was on the smaller side but wide, standing out from him proudly as he advanced on her. She dropped to her knees in front of him, taking his length into her mouth. His precum was salty on her tongue as she slid her lips over the head of his cock, taking just the tip in first. His fingers slipping into her hair, grasping a little too tightly.

      Stephanie wanted to go slow. She wanted to work him up with long, erotic licks along his cock. She felt his fingers tighten against her scalp as his cock went further into her mouth, and he pushed her head roughly down on the rest of his length. She felt the choking sensation suddenly, pushing him back by the thigh until his cock popped out of her lips.

      “Sorry,” he said. “You just…feel so good,” he groaned from above her.

      “Keep your hands to yourself then,” she teased, and he pulled his fingers out of her hair, putting them behind his back.

      “I’ll behave,” he said.

      “I hope so,” she retorted, going back to sucking him off. Her right hand wrapped around the base of his cock, her left cupped his balls. She felt them tighten in her hands, heard him groan. She smiled. This was what she liked about sucking dick. She liked hearing the men groan as she brought their full length into her throat, swallowing down all she could. Her tongue traced along the base of his dick, flicking along the underside.

      “If you keep that up, I’m going to cum,” he warned.

      She backed off then, standing to pull him back onto the bed with her. “Do you have a condom?” she asked.

      “Oh, yeah, sorry. I didn’t bring any,” he said, not slowing as he crawled over her.

      “I have some,” she replied, reaching over to her bedside table.

      “You have condoms next to your bed?” he asked skeptically.

      Stephanie shrugged as she pulled one out and handed it to him. “They come in handy,” she said. She watched him appraise the condom in the low light of her bedroom, his eyes roving from her to the packet in his hand.

      “I just…I just don’t normally use them,” he said.

      “Well, all the more reason to use it now,” she replied.

      He watched her for a few more seconds before tearing the wrapper open and fluidly slipping it on. He pushed her on her back, spreading her thighs and climbing between them. He lined his dick up with her entrance, slowly pushing himself into her.

      She would have liked a little bit more foreplay, but she was so horny she didn’t care. It’d been weeks since the last time she had a man over. She’d hoped that by inviting him over that night he’d have gotten the message that she was hoping for sex.

      She just was hoping for…better sex.

      Cooper finished his slow thrust into her, bottoming out with his balls flush against her ass. She started to move her hips, trying to get him to get going. He started to thrust back, but the rhythm was all off. His thrusts were frantic, untimed, jerky motions that were not particularly pleasurable. She tried to match him but any time she thought she’d figured out his rhythm he was suddenly pulling out instead of thrusting back in. It was too fast, then too shallow, then suddenly he was all the way in her again and crying out.

      “Oh god,” he said, his body tightening over her.

      Really?! She thought, staring up at his closed eyes and pinched face. He looked so fucking weird when he came. She couldn’t think of anything else as he gave another small thrust and groan, his body stilling over her.

      That was it?

      Cooper slid off her and made his way to the bathroom. She heard the toilet flush, the sink run, and the light click off. She watched him make his way across her bedroom to collect his clothes and start to put them on.

      “Are you leaving?” she asked.

      “Oh, yeah, I have an early morning,” he said, slipping his pants on over his boxers.

      “I didn’t cum,” she said plainly.

      He walked over to the bed as he started to button up his shirt, dropping a kiss on her forehead. “Maybe next time,” he said.

      “Yeah, probably not,” she said, climbing out of bed to grab a robe.

      “What’s that?” he asked, turning at the doorway to her bedroom.

      “I don’t think there’s going to be a next time,” she said with a frown. “You’re nice and all it’s just…”

      “Well, it is what it is,” he said, interrupting her.

      She blinked at his retreating form as he headed for her front door.

      “I don’t think it would have worked out anyway. I mean, you didn’t even cook for me. It just shows how little you respect me.” He grabbed his keys off the counter as he walked by. “Maybe call me if you want another fun night. I’m always down for friends with benefits, much less work if you ask me.”

      And just like that he was gone, closing the door behind him, leaving Stephanie to stare at the door in shock.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      The bar was just as annoying as Rick thought it would be.

      Zed was drunk off his ass, rolling around on the table in the center of the bar, singing along to whatever song was blasting over the sound system in the bar. There were probably five other demons in the building, most of them sitting at the bar and sending death glares to Zed. This was clearly their peaceful place to unwind after work and Zed’s off tune singing was putting a damper on that.

      As the night dragged on Rick found himself less and less able to pretend that he was having a good time.

      At first it was a matter of spite. Stephanie was having a good time with Cooper, why couldn’t Rick have fun with his best (only) friend?

      And, at first, he did.

      He listened to Zed talk about this demoness who lived in Hell he’d met through a dating program and how he was going to marry her. She just couldn’t commit right now but appreciated the fact that he’d send little bits of magic to her to help her get by. Apparently, things were even more dire in Hell. You needed a lot more magic than in Anathamea. He showed Rick a photo of her on his communication device, staring lovingly into the screen as though she were the most precious creature he’d ever seen.

      She was pretty, Rick would allow that. But not as pretty as Stephanie.

      Fuck.

      Those thoughts were so dangerous he didn’t even dare tell Zed about them. He remembered the noise Zed made when he first saw Stephanie and wondered if, maybe, he could admit his feelings about Stephanie to him. Zed was certainly sympathetic to humans. He’d been watching those bootlegged movies and TV shows from the human realm for a few years now. Plus, he’d been placed much, much farther down the hierarchy for promotion because he was especially sympathetic to the plight of humans. He’d even turned down a few revenge cases he thought were too harsh - something he confided to Rick about, but lied and told Herschel the summoners didn’t want to make the payment for his services.

      Zed was drunk off mead, rolling around on top of the table, spilling his heart out to some song about unrequited love and distance. Rick’s stomach lurched at the lyrics.

      Now that the night was winding down, Rick felt any semblance of patience or fun he had draining from him. Zed’s gyrating on the table was slowing down, his eyes looking more and more glazed. The bartender gave Rick a look of annoyance that probably mirrored the one on every demon siting at the bar. With a sigh Rick stepped in, shouldering Zed to help him up off the table. He slumped against Rick, his horns bumping Rick in the forehead. Rick cursed and led him toward the exit to a sound of enthusiastic cheers from the remaining patrons. Rick tossed them a vulgar gesture as he opened the door to the warm fires of eternity.

      “We going home?” Zed slurred, finally finding his feet and lumbering along next to Rick. He would occasionally bump into him, requiring Rick to reach out and steady him. “Yep, it’s about time to tuck it in,” Rick replied, heading down the nearly empty streets toward Zed’s home.

      “You going to visit that human?” Zed asked.

      Rick glanced around. The streets were empty, and as far as he knew the demon council hadn’t installed cameras yet to spy on the citizens like the humans had. “If she summons me for work,” he replied.

      “Mmm, work,” Zed echoed with a laugh, swerving a bit. He raised his hands to place air quotes around ‘work,’ which upset his balance enough.

      Rick rolled his eyes and grabbed Zed’s elbow, steering him back onto the sidewalk. “It won’t be for much longer. She’s got a date planned with one of the original men who cursed her. Then the deal will be done, and we’ll go our separate ways.”

      Zed said nothing, his eyes trained at his feet. He continued in silence until they got to his condo, where Zed flopped down on his bed face first. Rick turned off the lights and slipped out of the condo, breaking back into the warm night.

      His communication device felt heavy in his pocket. He knew he shouldn’t bother Stephanie since it was late in the human realm - later than it was in Anathamea. He pulled it out, frowning at the empty message box. He really shouldn’t bother her, this had nothing to do with their agreement…

      
        
          
            
              
        Rick

      

      
        How was your date with Cooper?

      

      

      

      

      

      Too late. He hit send, the message was out into the world. If she was with Cooper she wouldn’t respond - she always set her phone to the side, or even turned it off whenever she was with Rick or on a date. She said it was rude to check your device when with someone else, even if they were just an acquaintance. She’d get the message in the morning after she’d let Cooper out of her apartment, after he spent the night and…

      His brain couldn’t handle the thoughts, he shut it off instead.

      To his surprise his communication device buzzed a response within a few seconds.

      
        
          
            
              
        Stephanie

      

      
        eh.

      

      

      

      

      

      Eh? EH? Rick felt his palms sweat, his heart racing. Eh wasn’t good. It wasn’t bad either, but…

      
        
          
            
              
        Rick

      

      
        Eh?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Stephanie

      

      
        eh. *gif of a creature spewing green things from its mouth*

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Rick

      

      
        What in the hell is that?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Stephanie

      

      
        Vomiting.

      

      

      

      

      

      Did she have a poisoning? Was she sick? He knew humans vomited, he’d enacted revenge involving vomit before, he was unaware that their animals did too. Foul.

      
        
          
            
              
        Rick

      

      
        Are you sick?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Stephanie

      

      
        Of men and dating? Absolutely. Please tell me I’m getting closer? And would it be cheating to call Fred since I know he was one of them? I cannot stomach another one of these awful dates.

      

      

      

      

      

      When Rick looked up, he was in front of the transport platform.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      It was 9:35pm, and Stephanie was about to head to bed.

      Rick stopped responding to her messages, likely because she was prying about their deal. She knew he couldn’t tell her anything, but damn, she was going to try.

      A big part of her wanted to invite him over. She could use a friend after Cooper. How could he be so cool, then suddenly…awful?

      She’d headed to the shower the moment Cooper left and scrubbed every inch of her skin, feeling annoyed at herself about the entire night. She was sick of listening to other people’s advice about giving men the benefit of the doubt or ignoring little red flags. After 30 everyone has baggage. Yeah, well, it shouldn’t be so unheard of for her to expect that baggage not to hit her in the face like that!

      She was in her robe, her hair drying down her back, when she heard the tentative knock on her condo door. She paused, considering not opening it, it was far too late at night for someone to just be coming over. To her surprise she saw Rick’s human form through the peep hole.

      “Rick,” she said, opening the door.

      His gaze roved over her robed form before snapping to her eyes, making her cheeks warm. “I hope you don’t mind, I…” he trailed off. Why was he so sheepish? Stephanie was suddenly aware of the fact she had on nothing under the robe.

      “No, it’s nice to see a friendly face,” she admitted with a small smile, snapping him back to attention. She stepped back and waved him in.

      He stepped through the threshold and glanced around. “So, Cooper’s gone, then?” he asked, his voice light. Too light.

      “Yes,” Stephanie sighed, moving to the couch to collapse on it. “For good, I think,” she admitted.

      Rick wandered to the opposite end of the couch and settled onto it, his bulk taking up most of the space. When he turned to her, his knee brushed hers, and neither of them pulled away.

      “Hmm,” he said.

      “Yes, hmm indeed,” she said, running her hand through her drying hair. It was in its natural form, a mass of waves and curls that differed depending on where they were on her head.

      “I didn’t know you had curly hair,” Rick said, his gaze lingering on her hair. His fingers ticked, like he was trying to keep from reaching out to touch her hair.

      “It’s from my father’s side of the family. They were Greek. My real last name is Persopoulos, I changed it when I started up the company. No one could pronounce it, and no one tried to be honest. I wanted a new start, so a new last name made the most sense.”

      “I understand,” Rick said. “Rick isn’t my full name.”

      “I figured,” Stephanie replied with a shrug. “The fact that you’re a demon from another realm with a human sounding name seemed a little off.”

      “A demon’s name is sacred,” Rick said.

      “How so?” Stephanie asked.

      “With a demon’s name you can do a lot. You can summon them, you can even control them if you’re so inclined. It’s like a magic spell, a secret password,” he said.

      Stephanie raised her eyebrows. “Wow! Does anyone know your real name?” she asked.

      “Cass – my ex – did,” he said, shifting uncomfortably on the couch.

      “Wow, and you know hers?” Stephanie asked.

      Rick looked at the ceiling and she swear she saw a blush color his cheeks. “Well, no,” he admitted.

      “Oh,” Stephanie said awkwardly. The silence stretched between them until Stephanie cleared her throat. Why did she suddenly feel awkward? Rick didn’t talk about Cass nearly as much as when they first met. At first their post-date nights were filled with rehashing details about previous relationships. Stephanie thought it would help prove to him that she wasn’t the problem. Well, not the only problem. She hadn’t heard Cass’s name in a while and it made her stomach churn.

      “Cooper…well, we were hooking up and he….he left after he finished.” She gritted her teeth as she spoke, feeling her own embarrassment raise to the surface. It felt like the right time to bring it up - a confession for a confession. Normally a conversation like this about a date or an ex with Rick wouldn’t make her feel uncomfortable. Talking to him was so natural, she often forgot he was a demon. Now? It felt strange, uncomfortable.

      “Such a human man thing to do,” Rick said, his gaze still at the ceiling.

      “What? Do demon men stay and cuddle all night?” Stephanie joked. To her surprise, Rick turned his gaze on her, and it was heated, any traces of his previous embarrassment gone.

      “I cannot speak for all demon lovers, but yes. If I reach that level of intimacy with a partner, I do not just abandon them. I make sure all my partners are thoroughly satisfied, however long that may take.” His gaze was unwavering on her, his eyes refusing to back down from her own.

      She wasn’t sure who moved first, or if it was mutual, but one moment he was watching her with that heated gaze, and the next moment his lips were on hers, her hands tangled in his hair. They both let out a collective groan at the sensation, his arms pulling her against him, their bodies flush. His lips were soft but insistent, pressed against hers with a need that matched her own. It felt so right, so perfect, she felt her breath hitch in her chest.

      Rick’s hands went to the tie on her robe, untying it with deft fingers. His fingers slid inside her robe, his warm hands a welcome shock against her heated skin. She could feel herself already getting wet, even without foreplay, and that was something she’d never experienced before. Normally, it took a while to get her started and in the mood, and she wasn’t usually the one to initiate any sexual encounter. This, though? It felt like the last few weeks were all foreplay, like him sitting on the couch with her, the promise in that sentence, was all one a long attempt to warm her up for him.

      His fingers slid along her abdomen, bypassing her breast to push her robe off her shoulders. The chill of the air conditioning hit her skin, sending a shudder through her. “Wait,” she breathed.

      He stopped immediately, sitting back on the couch to give as much space as she might demand. He was breathing heavy, his lips parted, his eyes drinking in how she looked. Her wet hair was plastered against her flushed cheeks. Her gaze was heated beneath her heavily lidded eyes. Her naked chest heaved and he resisted the urge to touch her again. She clearly said no, he had to stop. What was he thinking?

      “Not like this,” she said. Rick nodded, swallowing and starting to stand. Her arm snaked out, her fingers closing over his wrist. “Not with you like a human…I want you in your true form.”

      Rick stopped inches off the couch, his eyes widening in surprise. “In my…demon form?” he asked.

      Stephanie nodded, her robe still spilling off her shoulders, exposing her breasts to him. She could see him thinking over the situation, considering.

      “My anatomy isn’t…exactly the same as a human man,” he admitted.

      Stephanie raised her eyebrows, intrigued. “I don’t want you in a disguise. I want you as you are.”

      That was all it took. His eyes flashed, and she watched that strange transformation from human to demon. It was quick, if she blinked, she would miss it, the way he instantly grew in height, his horns protruding from his forehead, his skin turning that deep red with the reptilian scales. One moment, she saw the handsome human man that watched her dates and went to a conference with her, the next moment, he was the demon that lounged on her couch and drank all her seltzers. He was the demon that listened to her and made her laugh.

      He settled back onto the couch, suddenly quiet, bashful even.

      Stephanie couldn’t have that.

      She slid her robe the rest of the way off her shoulders, dropping it on the floor next to the couch. Any hesitation on Rick’s part disappeared as he advanced on her. His lips were on hers again, his skin brushing against her. The feel of those scales against her sensitive nipples elicited a shock of pleasure through her, her thighs parting slightly. Rick slid right in between them, his claws raking along her sides. Her lips parted, and she felt his tongue prod at her, realizing that it was thicker than a human’s and forked. The thought of that on her pussy sent another bolt of pleasure straight through her, eliciting a groan.

      Rick left her mouth to trace his kisses along her jaw, chasing them with little bites and nibbles in the process. She felt that forked tongue snake against the side of her neck, right along where her pulse hammered erratically. His teeth brushed that pulse point, and she could feel how sharp some of them were. His kisses continued downward, stopping at her collar bone to place a firmer bite there. Stephanie yelped, jumping a bit at the sensation. She’d never been bitten before, the mix of pleasure and mild pain a sensation she didn’t hate.

      Rick’s muscular tongue was now trailing between her breast, heading down to her navel, then he was between her legs. She could feel his warm breath against her inner thigh, his horns scraping against the soft mound of her abdomen. She felt his forked tongue snake out to slip between the lips of her pussy, spreading them apart. His tongue traced from the bottom of her slit to the top, pausing at her throbbing clit. The fork of his tongue wrapped around her clit like a vice, the sudden sensation so overwhelming Stephanie cried out, her head tilting back.

      Rick’s tongue vibrated against her, a quick quivering movement that felt like her favorite toys. The sensation was intense, and her thighs clenched, tightening against his head. She felt his clawed hand slide over one thigh, gripping it hard against him, his claws digging into the soft fat of her thigh. His other hand joined just below his tongue, slipping between her lips, coating in her now flowing juices.

      She’d never been so wet before. She often needed lube for sex, but something about his tongue set off a cascade in her. Her back arched as his finger slid into her slowly, gently. She was surprised not to feel his claw scraping at her insides, just the sensation of his warm, thick finger as he worked it into her.

      The vibrating around her clit was slowing down, a maddening sensation given how close she felt to cumming. Whatever he was doing was shoving her toward an orgasm faster than anyone else ever had. This type of sudden orgasm usually only happened when she was alone with a vibrator and a dirty story. The fact that he could bring her there with a few bites and that tongue was mind numbing. Any rational thought she had was gone along with any reservations about fucking a literal demon, or the fact that it was actually forbidden for him. But he wasn’t stopping. If anything, he was taking it further, sliding another finger into her.

      The vibrating of his tongue was speeding up again. She felt the orgasm start to coil in her lower abdomen, the feeling of it coming to a head as she squeezed his fingers with the walls of her pussy. When he backed off again, she whimpered in protest, her hands reaching for his horns to shove his face deeper into her.

      He groaned into her as her hand closed on his horns, his fingers curling inside of her. He pressed his horns into her hand, clearly enjoying the sensation. The movement loosened his tongue from her clit, but he quickly found it again, wrapping the edges of the fork around her, the vibrating sensation starting up again.

      This time he didn’t stop as she got closer and closer to orgasm, his fingers pumping into her with a slow and steady rhythm. She writhed on the couch, her breath coming in heavy pants, interspersed with an occasional whimper as she rode his face.

      When her orgasm hit, it was hard and fast.

      She felt the sensation start low and then spiral outward, making the muscles in her thighs tighten against his head, her hips bucking harder into his face. His hand that didn’t have fingers inside of her grasped her ass, his claws digging into the soft tissue of it as he held her tight against his face, not slowing down as her orgasm hit her.

      Her head tilted back off the side of the couch, her back arching as it hit her. She cried out, pushing his face harder into her by his horns. He didn’t stop, only slowed as her orgasm started to taper off, backing off her overly sensitive clit as she came down from the orgasm.

      When her eyes opened again, he was sitting back on his haunches, watching her. She was sprawled out on the couch obscenely, one foot on the floor, the other draped over the cushions. “You look so beautiful like this,” he groaned, his gaze taking her all in. “Spread out for me like a present, like a treat. I can’t wait to devour you.”

      Stephanie felt her breath hitch in her throat. She’d never had someone talk to her like that. His voice was a whispered growl, a guttural sound that she’d never heard from him before. His didn’t stop staring, his gaze burning lines along her skin. It was like being marked by him, claimed. She’d never let a man get the upper hand on her but Rick? He wasn’t a man.

      Stephanie’s eyes went to the material he wore around his lower half, some sort of kilt-pants hybrid that fell just below his knees. She could see the outline of his cock straining against it, leaving an impressive bulge there. He saw her look to it, and when her eyes darted back to his face, she saw a slow smile spread over his lips.

      Rick leaned forward then, collecting her in his arms like she weighed nothing. He pushed open the door to her bedroom with his foot, nearly breaking it as it hit the far wall with a loud bang. He placed her on the edge of the bed and started to step back when her fingers reached out for the material around his waist, working the clasp and tie until it fell away.

      His cock was similar to a human’s, but with some notable exceptions. The head was bulbous, dark red, and weeping thick precum, which was starting to travel down the length of his dick. The ridges around the head were deeper than a human’s and marked with raised edges that spiraled along his length. The length was impressive and ended with a bulge at the base. Under that bulge were his balls, heavy and the same red color as the rest of him.

      She reached out to touch it, collecting the precum from the tip to slide it down along the length. Each of the ridges bumped along her fist and she couldn’t help but imagine that inside her, each ridge hitting different parts of her, making her come undone like she did on the couch. She slid forward of the edge of the bed, her tongue darting out to taste the liquid she’d spread over the head. It tasted similar to human cum but thicker, less salty. Of course, the carb loving demon would have sweet cum.

      Her mouth covered the tip of his dick, tracing her tongue along the bottom, feeling that deep recess as her tongue curved upward. She heard him suck in a breath above her. She chanced a glance up to meet his gaze, finding his lips parted and his eyes burning with lust. Stephanie went to work on his cock, hoping to elicit even a fraction of the pleasure he gave her on the couch.

      Her tongue moved along the raised ridges along his shaft, tracing them as they spiraled down to the base. She could fit about 2/3 of him into her mouth before she felt dangerously close to gagging. She backed off and swallowed before dipping her head down again. Her hand moved to the base of him, her fist gripping him just above that growing bulge and started to slowly jack him off as her head bobbed over his dick.

      His clawed fingers slid along her cheek, a gentle touch that left a trail of fire on her skin. She heard him groan as she lowered her head deeper, feeling that thick tip bump against the back of her throat. She did this three more times, each time swallowing a little bit more of him, his thick precum adding to the moisture in her mouth. Her hand worked his base just above that strange bulge, squeezing and massaging as she worked.

      “Stand up,” he ground out, his cock twitching in her mouth. She stood, her eyes trailing up his thick frame to his face. His eyes held that same heat as before, searing into her, watching her like she was the only thing he desired. She’d never had someone stare at her like that before.

      His hand reached out to the corner of her mouth, wiping away the saliva and cum that had accumulated there. His movements and face held no signs of hesitation, nothing but absolute reverence.

      “On your back,” he growled, his voice low.

      Stephanie scooted back onto the bed, crawling back on her elbows to watch him. He slid his hand along her right calf as he advanced on her, moving up along to her thigh as he crawled up the bed. He stopped short, lifting her right leg over his shoulder as he lowered his face to her pussy again. He gave a long lick of that tongue, making Stephanie arch her back into his mouth.

      “Good, you’re still wet for me,” he murmured into her. He dropped her leg off his shoulder and straightened, closing the distance between them. His height made the angle a little awkward, so he grabbed one of her pillows and placed it under her hips.

      She felt the head of his dick against her, sliding along her slit slowly, spreading both his precum and her wetness. Rick’s jaw clenched, his teeth gritted. The muscles along his thick arms bulged as he gripped the base of his dick, moving his hips forward to push just the tip into her. They both let out a sigh at the same time, their eyes meeting. Stephanie could have sworn she saw his skin glimmering in the low light of her room. More likely she was hallucinating in the aftershock of her orgasm.

      Stephanie felt something more than just the press of his cock, or the intense sensation of his head pushing into her. There was a sensation of her ears popping, like the pressure in the room was dropping, before her skin felt hot, tingly. It was like having a pleasant wine buzz, or the feeling she felt at the end of a particularly great yoga class. Rick must have felt it too, she saw his eyes glaze over, saw the muscles along his arms tighten and then relax. Maybe this was just part of having sex with a demon?

      Then, he was pushing into her farther, filling her up inch by inch. She was right. The sensation of the ridges along her inner walls was like nothing she’d ever experienced before. Rick withdrew a little, then pushed onward again, and the backward sweep of his deeply grooved head dragging along her walls was its own euphoric sensation. She’d never been one to find vaginal penetration to be all that pleasurable compared to clit play. It was like her pussy just couldn’t feel the way her clit could. This? This was an entirely different story.

      She’d never be able to have sex with a human ever again.

      Rick bottomed out in her. She could feel that bulge at the base of his cock against her as he paused, his chest rising and falling rapidly. Stephanie couldn’t stand the lack of motion, she rocked her hips against him, causing him to groan loudly and his clawed fingers to dig into the flesh of her thigh.

      He didn’t need further encouragement, and he started a slow rolling and snapping of his own hips, driving into her. He started slow, his pace and depth building, driving her into a writhing mess. One of his hands moved across her thigh to her clit, where he started to slowly circle it with the pad of his finger.

      This was all that Stephanie needed. She was already building to an orgasm. The feeling of that ridged cock along her inner walls set her off, hitting whatever spots inside of her that she’d only been able to reach before with toys and odd angles. Something about it felt just right, like the shape of his dick was made specifically for pleasuring her.

      Once his finger slid over her clit, she was done for, her walls tightening on him as she came, her eyelids fluttering.

      “Open your eyes, I want to see them when you cum,” he said, his hand not slowing on her clit.

      She tried to maintain eye contact as he picked up his pace, feeling her clit become overly sensitive under his soaked fingers. She bucked against him as her orgasm subsided, and that heady, euphoric sensation only intensified. She saw Rick’s nostrils flare, his eyes widening slightly. In Stephanie’s orgasm drunk haze, she thought his skin was glowing more than before, but it must have been her imagination.

      To her annoyance Rick stopped thrusting once her orgasm subsided, watching her carefully.

      “Don’t stop,” she whimpered, feeling overstimulated but not ready to end what was quickly becoming the best sex of her life. A smile started at the edges of his lips as he slid out of her, his smile only widening at the sound of her protest.

      “Roll over,” he said. “I want you on all fours,” he added.

      Stephanie felt a flush over her cheeks at his words. Doggie was one of her favorite positions. She loved having her hands free to touch herself, and the ability to collapse downward when she grew tired. Plus, the angle?

      She didn’t hesitate before flipping over onto all fours, her ass facing Rick. She felt his claws rake over her cheeks, stroking and grabbing the flesh there.

      “I’ve been picturing you like this for days,” he breathed. She heard his mouth open as if he were going to say something else, but he didn’t. Instead, she felt his head prodding her from behind, opening her up to another wave of new sensations as the head of his dick slid deeper and deeper into her. This time there was no give and take, just a steady push until he was buried as deep as he could. Stephanie could have sworn that the bulge at the base of his dick seemed bigger, seated right against her as he bottomed out.

      Rick moved quicker now, his claws digging lightly into her hips as he held her and thrust. His thrusts became more erratic, and Stephanie knew she wasn’t imagining that the thing at the base of his dick was swelling. To her surprise she felt another orgasm starting to build in the base of her abdomen, the pressure growing and accumulating with every thrust of his dick from behind. She reached a hand between her thighs, trying to rub her clit. It was slippery with her own wetness and Rick’s, making the sensation higher and more intense.

      Her third orgasm came quickly, the hardest one yet, causing her to cry out and drive back hard against Rick. She felt the swelling at the base of his dick bump hard against her, stretching her a little in the process. That’s all it took for Rick to groan and give a few more stuttering thrusts into her, his claws tightening against her hips.

      They came together, Rick’s orgasm lasting what felt like several minutes. He was pressed deep inside of her, his claws digging into her hips. She felt him pulse in time with her as her walls clenched him. At last, he slid from her, his hand catching whatever cum came with it. Stephanie was flopped on her stomach, still trying to catch her breath as she watched him head for her bathroom and heard the sink turn on.

      Stephanie had a sudden, panicked moment - what if he left just like Cooper? Did she want him to stay the night? What would he think?

      Her thoughts were quieted when he returned with a wet washcloth to hand her, giving her privacy as she headed to the bathroom. When she turned out the light, she found him sitting on the edge of her bed, still naked. He reached out to her, bringing her close to him, before dragging them both down into her bed. To her surprise, his arms wrapped around her, bringing her pleasantly close against his chest. Then he tensed, loosening his grip a little.

      “Is this okay?” he asked. He sounded nervous, like he expected her to kick him out.

      “This is more than okay,” she breathed, rolling over to bury her face in his chest.

      “My full name is Rickaderonian,” he whispered into her ear.

      They fell asleep like that almost instantly.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Rick couldn’t make sense of what happened last night.

      No, not the sleeping with Stephanie thing - that made total sense. Perfect sense.

      It was what happened during sex. One minute, he was plowing into her, having the best sex of his life. The next, he felt his skin tingle with the telltale sensation of magic. Magic! From nowhere!

      But why? How? Was it just because he and Stephanie had a deal, one that he’d let sit by the wayside in exchange for spending time with her and then fucking her? That was the only thing that made sense. All deals ended in demons collecting magic. Usually, it was in the form of their soul or whatever else the person bargained in order to get their revenge. Rick would then take that magic to the demonic council, who would add it to the stores to distribute to the population. Rick got to keep a little for himself as payment, which he could use to buy things or add to his own life or health.

      That must be it. It was payment, delivered directly into him instead of in a form he could bring back.

      The alternative – that having sex with humans gave demons magic – would make no sense. If that were true then it wouldn’t be forbidden. Demons and humans interacted very little over the last century after the possessions were reigned in. Rick doubted he was the first demon to have sex with a human, in fact he knew he wasn’t. The human myths from before Christianity involved human interactions with demons, and they were often mistaken for gods. They sometimes had children together. Of course, this was taught with absolute disgust in school. It was an affront to nature, a sign of a weak population of demons. The current demons were smarter, more civilized.

      But the current demons also didn’t live as long.

      Rick couldn’t stop thinking about this as he left Stephanie the next morning. When her eyes flickered opened and he stared down at her beautiful face all he could think about was when he could come back. He kissed her, loving how soft her mouth felt against his. She didn’t even shy away from his true form. In fact, she demanded he shed his human magic to look like his normal self. That’s all it took for him to turn his reservations off. She wanted him as he was, not how he looked as a human.

      Rick knew better than to portal from her condo. It was bad enough he’d broken multiple laws last night, the last thing he needed was to bring any attention to where he was. So, he turned on his human disguise and wandered through the empty streets of Phoenix until he found a secure location and portaled back to Anathamea. In the meantime, he puzzled over what he was feeling. The magic that coursed through his veins was more than he’d ever held at any point in time. Was their deal that strong? Why was it directly in him?

      Jerry was sitting at the helm of the portal as usual, his eyes widening as he saw Rick step through.

      “Oh, hey, Rick,” Jerry said, his eyes darting around the platform.

      “Morning, Jerry!” Rick greeted pleasantly. Nothing could bring his mood down, not even the weird portal keeper. Maybe he’d be able to get his laptop back from IT and go back to pretending to work. He’d made his decision, Stephanie was not the problem, those horrific human men were. Once he figured out an ideal counter curse, he’d turn their curse back on them. Forget lessening Stephanie’s punishment, he’d completely negate it.

      Love someone she can’t have, hah! He could think of countless other ways this curse could play out. He just needed some time to figure out how he could spend more time in the human realm with Stephanie once he finalized the details of the new curse. He was puzzling over this when he heard his name, this time from a voice he didn’t recognize.

      “Rick?” It was a male demon. Rick frowned and turned around, seeing a group of three enforcer demons. He looked around the nearly empty street. Surely they weren’t talking to him? He was just steps from his office anyway, what were they doing there?

      “Me?” Rick asked.

      The enforcer demons looked between each other, then nodded at him. “You’re Rick, aren’t you?”

      “Of course, I’m Rick, who are you?” he retorted. It was a stupid question. All enforcer demons looked the same. Rick often wondered if they were all bred to be big, stupid, and strong. Good thing Rick was also big and strong and, he liked to think, not stupid.

      “You need to come with us,” one said.

      By now a small crowd was forming, including Zed, who was watching the development with horror. His eyes were a little bloodshot from the night before.

      “What’s going on?” Zed asked, moving through the small crowd to the front.

      “None of your business, go back to your work,” said another of the enforcer demons. He was easily twice the size of Zed.

      “Don’t worry about me Zed, I’ll be back in the office this afternoon. It must be something stupid,” Rick added, glaring at the demons. “Lead the way, let’s get this over with.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Rick, it turned out, was the stupid one.

      The enforcer demons all grabbed him and portaled him – he didn’t even realize you could portal within Anathamea! – to a dark building that felt like it was underground. It was cold compared to the warmth the streets outside, clearly the eternal flames didn’t penetrate this deep. They let go of him with a shove, making him stumble a few feet.

      “Hey, what the fuck?” he retorted. To his surprise, another of the demons grabbed his arm and secured his hands together with cuffs. Rick jerked, trying to break them, annoyed to find they were stronger than him.

      “Rickaron,” said the enforcer demon, who clearly didn’t know Rick’s actual name.

      He was glad he’d been smart enough to keep the full name off public records. His parents both told him to register with the demonic council with a name close to his real one, but not exactly the same. Giving the demonic council that much power wasn’t something his parents felt comfortable with. He never understood that until now. They only had power if you’d done something wrong, otherwise they wouldn’t hurt him. Right?

      “You are to come with us. You’re under arrest for unlawful interactions with a human,” the enforcer continued. The other enforcers around him looked disgusted, like Rick was the lowest of lows.

      “Unlawful interactions?” Rick asked, his eyebrow raised. He was trying to stay calm. How the hell did they know? How could they find out so soon?

      “Your trial will be this afternoon,” the enforcer continued. He nodded to the other two, who each grabbed Rick by the shoulder and muscled him through the underground chamber to a cell. Rick felt the first trickle of fear start up, trying to dig his heels into the rocky ground below him.

      “What the fuck!” he hissed, trying to throw an elbow back at one of the enforcers. The enforcer hissed out a breath and faltered, giving Rick just enough freedom to try to deliver another blow to the other demon. He was faster, his hand closing over Rick’s quickly moving elbow, stopping him. His claws dug into Rick’s scaled skin, trying to find a space between the scales to hit flesh. The pain was instant, but the adrenaline coursing through Rick’s veins overrode it. He threw his whole weight against the enforcer, loosening his grip enough for Rick to break free and head for what he thought was the entrance.

      Pain, so sudden and blinding, cracked up his arms from his wrist where the cuffs held him. He fell to his knees on the rocky ground, his vision going black for a few seconds. The third enforcer demon stood over him, a wide grin on his ugly face.

      “Come now, don’t make me put it up to level three,” he taunted. He grabbed Rick and forced him to shaky feet, shoving him the last few steps toward the cell. He pushed Rick into it, laughing as he fell. He could hear them chortling behind him as they left.

      “Human sympathizer,” and “Disgrace.”

      Then the door closed, and he was alone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      Stephanie took her time getting ready that morning.

      There was no watching the clock, no worrying about making it someplace by a certain time. It was a Saturday morning, she had nothing to do until her date with Diego that night. Even having to sit across from him in a restaurant wasn’t enough to upset her good mood.

      She ate breakfast when she was hungry, went to yoga when she felt her food had settled, and then showered, enjoying the way the water felt on her skin. Something felt different. She wasn’t sure if it was just a side effect of the multiple orgasms or something else, but she felt alive, energized. Maybe it was just a good mood? Whatever it was, it didn’t fade as the day went on and she got ready for her date with Diego.

      She opened her phone and texted Rick.

      
        
          
            
              
        Stephanie

      

      
        Meeting Diego at The Backdoor around 7pm. See you there?

      

      

      

      

      

      It was in part a question, in part an invitation. Did sleeping with him mean things were different? Was that his way of saying that he believed her, that he’d mitigate the curse (whatever it was) and she’d be free of it? With a sudden lurch in her stomach, she realized that if that was the end of their deal, that it may be the end of seeing him.

      No, there was no way. She didn’t misread the way he held her close, or when he whispered his real name to her as they fell asleep.

      The hours dragged on and she hadn’t heard from Rick. He must be busy, she reasoned, getting ready for the night. She wasn’t some high school student texting their crush on a weekend, they had separate lives in entirely different realms. He was busy, it’s not like they messaged all the time before they slept together.

      Plus, Stephanie wasn’t that needy. She was often without her phone, maybe he had business meetings all day or something.

      On a Saturday.
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        * * *

      

      Dinner time arrived and she was on her way to The Backdoor, feeling her smile falter a bit as she walked up to the hostess stand. “Stephanie Porter, for 2,” she told the hostess.

      “Oh, yes, your date is already here,” the hostess said with a conspiratorial smile. Stephanie figured it was because Diego was very, very good looking. He was in pharmaceutical sales, specifically for skin care. He was also very put together. His beard was trimmed and never dirty looking, his eyebrows plucked just enough to be shaped without being obvious. He had smile lines along the corners of his face that he hated, but only made him seem more handsome.

      The hostess led Stephanie to a table in the back of the restaurant where Diego sat with a full bouquet of flowers. Stephanie raised her eyebrows at the gesture. They only dated a few months before they broke up, but during that time, he never brought her flowers. If anything, he was standoffish, even moreso than Stephanie was known to be in the early stages of a relationship.

      “Ah, Stephanie,” he said with a nervous smile, standing to slide out her chair for her. Another weird gesture, something he never did while they were together. She regarded him cautiously before taking a seat, trying not to be rude. Maybe this was a new Diego, turning over a leaf or something. It’d been over a year since they dated, that was plenty of time to figure out your life and what you wanted.

      “Diego,” she greeted. She took the bouquet of flowers from him with a tentative smile. “Wow, these are beautiful. Thank you.”

      “I’m glad you like them,” he replied, and he sounded genuine. Gone was the evasive, sometimes flippant Diego that made Stephanie feel like she was chasing a ghost.

      “So, how have you been?” he asked, leaning forward. Stephanie was trying not to compare old Diego to new Diego, but never once did he ask about her during their time together. No ‘how was work?’ or ‘Wow, you do yoga! Tell me about it.’ It was always about Diego and the Diego show. She blinked a few times before shaking the weirdness off. Diego wasn’t a bad person, he was just a shitty person to date if you wanted something deeper than surface level.

      “Oh, busy. You know how it is ramping up for the holidays,” she said with a shrug.

      Diego nodded. “I do, but I don’t mean about work…how are you?” His gaze was intent, like he was asking a very specific question.

      Stephanie’s eyes roved the restaurant from her vantage point, catching no sight of Rick. He was usually close enough for her to see, so this was a weird change for him. The first pang of worry hit her, and she shoved it down.

      “Me? Oh, you know how my life is. I am my work,” she said with a laugh and a shrug. Diego nodded, his gaze too sharp on her while she picked up her water glass and took a sip. To her relief the waiter showed up and took their drink order. Diego ordered them a bottle of wine without asking what Stephanie wanted - well, some things never changed. She gave a small smile to the waiter as he retreated.

      “So, you’re still married to the office, then?” Diego asked.

      Stephanie shrugged. “No more than you were. We’re both workaholics,” she said.

      Diego nodded and took the glass offered to him by the returning waiter, taking a sip of the wine he’d ordered. Stephanie let her gaze roam the restaurant again. Still no Rick. She shifted uncomfortably.

      “This wine is delicious,” he said, setting the glass down. “I’m just glad you’re doing well. I worry about you sometimes.”

      Now Stephanie was really surprised. Diego worried about no one other than himself. He was never mean about it, it was just obvious after a few dates. He picked the restaurant. It didn’t matter what Stephanie liked or didn’t like. Diego picked the dates, he paid for things, he talked about himself. It’s not that he didn’t listen when Stephanie talked about work or her friends or her family, it’s just he never asked. She always had to offer it up.

      “Why would you worry about me?” Stephanie asked, tilting her head.

      Diego averted his eyes quickly, looking suddenly guilty. The look was so strange on his face it sent a jolt of electricity down her spine. Could Diego be one of the exes? When Diego didn’t answer, Stephanie pressed a little harder.

      “Is there a reason you’d be worried about me?” she asked. She reached forward to take a sip of her wine. It was too sweet for her taste, she liked it more dry. She set it down on the table with no intention of picking it up again.

      Diego shook his head, still unable to meet her gaze.

      “No? Just a general curiosity?” she pressed, leaning over the table a bit. She saw Diego’s eyes widen as she leaned forward, swallowing.

      “Look, I just…” he trailed off.

      Stephanie nodded animatedly. “You just what?”

      “It was just a pleasant surprise when you reached out, I wanted to make sure everything was okay with you. We haven’t spoken in some time,” Diego said carefully.

      “You made it very clear you didn’t want to speak again,” Stephanie reminded him.

      He must remember a much different breakup, one where Stephanie poured her heart out about wanting more from him and he just shrugged and avoided her, nearly running from room to room in his condo to get away from her. It ended with Stephanie crying, something she tried very hard not to do in front of men, and Diego looking at her like she’d just vomited all over his clean sheets. She didn’t remember his exact words, but it was something along the line of, “Don’t call me until you get your emotions in check and stop being so selfish.”

      It stung Stephanie so deeply she didn’t consider Diego as a possible candidate for an ex that might curse her. After all, hadn’t he kind of broken up with her? How did she get the blame for this one? It only infuriated her more. Even when she wasn’t the one doing the breaking up, she was still held accountable! She felt the rage burning under her skin, a sudden wave of fury that overrode her normal calm demeanor.

      “It was you,” she hissed, her fingers digging into the edges of the table.

      Diego at least had the sense to look ashamed, chewing his bottom lip. “What was me?” he asked, unconvincingly.

      Her eyes narrowed more.

      “C’mon, Stephanie. Don’t make this a whole scene. We’re in public,” he added, his gaze darting around.

      Stephanie followed his gaze. No one was watching them, no one was even looking in their direction. She still didn’t see Rick.

      “Cause a scene? Like summoning a fucking demon?” she pressed.

      Now Diego was truly terrified. His eyes widened, his tan face blanched. That was all the confirmation she needed.

      “You mother fucker,” she said, her voice raising a little. The nearest couple two tables away glanced over, not hiding their interest in the quarreling couple. “So you accepted this date and gave me flowers out of what? Pity? Guilty conscience?” she pressed.

      “Would you lower your voice?” Diego hissed between clenched teeth, leaning over the table to whisper. “Look, I wanted nothing to do with it. I haven’t spoken to any of them since it happened. It didn’t feel right. I’m sorry, okay, I just…I got caught up in it.” His apology was toppling out of his mouth, and he was standing, backing away, waving his hands at her. When she stood, he turned and bolted, running at a full sprint out of the restaurant.

      Stephanie threw down the napkin that slid off her lap and turned to follow him.

      “Hey, ma’am!” the waiter called, reaching out a hand to stop her. “You gotta pay for that wine. It was a $300 bottle.”

      By the time Stephanie paid, Diego was long gone, and Rick was still nowhere to be seen.
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        * * *

      

      It took Stephanie about four laps around the block in the sweltering heat before she felt calm enough to sit down on a bench. She pulled out her phone and sent a text to Rick.

      
        
          
            
              
        Stephanie

      

      
        You missed Diego running away from me like I was the grim reaper. Is he real, by the way?

      

      

      

      

      

      

      Silence.

      
        
          
            
              
        Stephanie

      

      
        Is everything good? It’s not like you to go radio silent like this.

      

      

      

      

      

      Nothing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      The demon council was just as old and terrifying as Rick remembered from his youth. In school they’d toured the demon council building at least once. It was a way to familiarize the youth about the hierarchy and government in Anathamea. The bottom were the lowly workers like Rick and others who contributed to the magic in the realm. Enforcer demons and others of more importance made up the middle of the pyramid. At the top sat the council of demons, which were five old as the devil demons that helped to shape the realm over the last few centuries.

      The oldest, Beck, sat in the middle of the table of five. His gaze was just as sharp as it was when Rick was a young demon, sitting in the gallery watching the council meeting proceed. Back then, the young demons mostly watched small things, like the council’s yearly reading of the laws of Anathamea and voting to keep or remove any of them. As far as Rick knew, no new laws had been passed in nearly half a century, and no old laws had been thrown out in recent memory. Sometimes the children would witness a petty squabble between neighbors that the council needed to settle.

      It was nothing like what Rick was going through now.

      The gallery was empty, a fact that made Rick’s heart sink. Zed wasn’t even there to watch and give support, the betrayal cut deeper than Rick wanted to admit. He would have thought Cass would be there, she was a member of Magical Investigations after all. His gaze trailed over the door to the chamber for another few moments hoping that one of them would burst through the door. Nothing happened, though, and he was left to face the council with just the three enforcers at his back. The one he’d elbowed earlier had a staff with a prod at the end that Rick was sure would electrocute him if he tried anything. Hopefully they hadn’t figured out that they didn’t have his true name, that would cause even more problems.

      The enforcers nudged Rick forward, bringing him deeper into the chamber of the council room. Rick’s gaze darted from Criton on his far left, to Seph the only female demon, to Gred on Beck’s right, and finally Ynnia, a particularly infamous demon. Ynnia was known for inventing awful types of torture for rule breakers, even for minor offenses. It was also known that the others overrode him most of the time.

      Usually.

      “Rickaron,” read Beck, his eyes squinting at the scroll in front of him with Rick’s name on it and his alleged crimes. “You stand accused of unlawful interactions with a human.” Beck’s gaze turned to Rick then, his eyes widening a bit at the sight of him. Rick was on the larger side for a demon since most revenge demons had to have a bit of bulk to get their jobs done. Still, Rick knew he was an imposing figure. But he was nothing against the enforcers and the ancient demons in front of him, and he knew it.

      Rick said nothing as Criton leaned to the side, his clawed hand stroking his wrinkled chin. “How do you plead?” Criton asked.

      “What evidence do you have?” Rick asked. This was the crux of defending himself. What did they consider unlawful? Fucking Stephanie was 100% unlawful, and he’d likely earn a dock in his magic and maybe probation. Worst case scenario, he’d be stripped from his position as a revenge demon and sent to do something else. The thought of losing access to the portal sent a jolt of fear through him. How would he see Stephanie? She probably already felt like he was no different from her exes, sleeping with her and then abandoning her.

      “Your lap top,” Seph said, splitting the single word into two separate ones. The council never got used to the technology and obviously disapproved deeply of using the human inventions. Rick was surprised they even understood how they worked.

      “My laptop?” Rick echoed.

      “Yes, it was reported that you’ve been conversing with a human woman in a very friendly matter,” Beck said, reading from the scroll.

      The realization hit Rick. The messages he sent Stephanie would have shown up on his laptop as well in the messaging app. He tried to think back to anything they spoke about. It was never explicit. It was always about her next date. Even the conference, where he technically went as her date, she’d mentioned that her ex was going to be there.

      “She is part of my recent assignment,” Rick said. “She had a counter deal for a curse that some human men cast on her. As part of the deal, she needed to prove they were in the wrong.”

      “That’s not your job,” hissed Ynnia from the end of the table, leaning over it as if he were seconds from clearing the table to attack Rick.

      “It was part of my research. She was more clever than the men,” Rick said carefully. He was treading dangerous ground, but if he was cautious this would all be dismissed. He’d have to find some other way to communicate with Stephanie where this sort of thing wouldn’t happen again. How could he be so stupid to forget that his laptop was linked to his communication device? He just needed to keep a level head for another few minutes and then this would be over, and he could punish himself all he wanted. Then maybe yell at Zed for leaving him out to dry against the council alone.

      “It is within the role of a revenge demon to investigate and alter curses as they see fit, though it hasn’t been done in some time,” Beck said to Ynnia, flashing him a glare to try to silence him. Good, at least the eldest was on his side.

      “Our transport says you’ve been spending a lot of time in the human realm,” Ynnia continued, undeterred.

      “Yes, part of the deal involves me watching her go on dates with these exes to prove they’re the problem. Between the time difference and the nature of these dates I’m often in the human realm very late,” Rick said. It wasn’t a lie, he was just leaving out the fact that he often slept on her couch.

      And last night slept in her bed, with her naked body pressed against his.

      “Hmm,” Beck said with a nod, as though that settled it. Ynnia wasn’t convinced. “Approach the bench,” he said quietly. Rick turned to look at the enforcers on either side of him. They shrugged, trudging along next to Rick as he took a few steps forward.

      “Closer,” Ynnia pressed. His eyes were boring into Rick like he could cut him in half, his large nostrils flaring. As Rick got closer, he noticed Seph take a sharp breath in, her eyes widening. Gred, who’d been silent until then, raised his hand to his mouth to cover it. The last few steps brought about a look of horror from Criton and a steely, satisfied look from Ynnia.

      Beck’s expression, to his credit, did not change. He simply watched Rick slowly approach the council members, ignoring them as they gasped and guffawed around him. Rick had no idea what they were making all that noise about when he suddenly realized something very, very awful.

      He’d gone straight from Stephanie’s condo to Anathamea.

      It was when he was headed to his condo that he was intercepted.

      He hadn’t showered, and he smelled like Stephanie. He just hoped that her vanilla scented body spray overpowered whatever other smell on him. He couldn’t promise the vanilla spray wasn’t damning enough, it meant he was close enough to her for it to transfer off, or at least in her home long enough. He couldn’t lie, he was awful at it, they would know if he tried to…

      “Rickaron,” Beck said at last, pulling Rick from his spiraling thoughts. “You have done far more than interact with that human woman. You have committed the greatest travesty against your kind. You have lain with her. Do you deny this?”

      The enforcers on either side of Rick stiffened, one of them gasped. Rick couldn’t bring the words to his lips. He simply shook his head. There was no use denying it, and if he did? They’d know they didn’t have his real name, and he’d be double fucked.

      “Traitor,” hissed Ynnia from the end of the table, spitting on the ground just inches from Rick’s feet. The other demons at the council table did something similar, either spitting at Rick or uttering their own choice words.

      Rick wanted to argue back. He wanted to point out that it was an antiquated rule and fucking stupid. What did it matter anyway? Did they really want demons to procreate and use up more of the limited magical resources Anathamea had? The current young demons were so frail it was unlikely they’d live to reproduce anyway. So what if he was fucking a human? It’s not like anything was going to come of it! They were a different species. He couldn’t forget the feeling of being with Stephanie, the way he felt alive and energized for the first time in who knows how long. It wasn’t just the sex. It was being around her.

      He cared about her, he realized. Deeply.

      He was about to say that – open his mouth and let them have the brunt of his angry thoughts when Ynnia smiled widely and spoke.

      “Rickaron, you’ve been found guilty of unifying with a human, which is strictly forbidden. The punishment for which is death.”

      Rick nearly laughed. Death? For sleeping with a human? Thankfully it was Ynnia who said it, which it made it even less believable. Sure, they weren’t going to punish him to death for sleeping with a human. Right? He couldn’t remember the last time a demon was punished to death for anything. They’d probably take away his job and his titles and he’d be stuck suffering out his days in some shitty office job where he could never talk to Stephanie again.

      To his surprise, Beck only nodded.

      “In one week’s time. You will be drained of your magic and await your execution in your cell,” he said, nodding to the enforcers on either side of Rick.

      “What?” Rick asked, blinking. Even the enforcers didn’t move right away. As scandalized as they were by the fact that Rick had sex with a human, they clearly didn’t think the punishment fit the crime. They hesitated long enough for Ynnia to jerk his body at them like he was going to crawl over the table and extract Rick himself. This pushed the enforcers into action, each grabbing Rick’s elbow.

      “Are you fucking serious?” Rick asked, as he fought against the enforcers to try to approach the table again.

      Criton raised his hand and Rick felt his jaw clamp down, any attempt at speaking halted. “Do not use that language against us. Our word is law, and the law has spoken. Let this be a lesson to all other demons. If you stoop to the low of unifying with the humans, you will be punished to death.”

      And with that, the enforcers dragged Rick out of the room.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      “Cass!”

      Hearing her name on Alice’s lips always made Cass a little lightheaded. There was something so sweet about the way it sounded in her mouth, like she was always excited to see Cass. It sent a thrill down her spine, a shiver that she had to work to suppress.

      Alice came down the aisle toward Cass, a wide smile on her lips. She was clutching her worn brown binder against her chest, which only succeeded in pushing her breasts up and above her low cut shirt. Cass felt her eyes flicker to them, before returning to Alice’s smiling face. C’mon, she’s got a boyfriend! And she’s a fucking human.

      “I’m so glad you’re here, I actually…” she trailed off, then shifted her weight. “Well, let me just show you.”

      Cass followed Alice through the archives to her and Eric’s desks. Eric’s spot was empty, his trademark tattered backpack nowhere to be seen. “Where’s Eric?” Cass asked.

      Alice sighed and gave a sympathetic smile. “It wasn’t a good day for him today - you know how it is sometimes.”

      Cass did. Eric suffered from paralyzing anxiety that sometimes meant he couldn’t leave their shared condo. It was the reason Alice presented all their work at conferences and the reason that Alice was the face of most of their research. Eric had trouble with new people and crowds. Public speaking was off limits. He did best in controlled environments like the lab, which had become his safe place over the last few years. Some days were better than others, and it looked like today was a particularly bad one for him to not even make it into the research lab.

      “Well, send him my best,” Cass said. Alice patted Cass’s arm, and she felt a rush of heat across her skin at the touch. It only succeeded in making her feel more guilty, given that Eric wasn’t even there. Why do I always fall for the wrong ones? Cass thought, following after Alice with her eyes downcast. She refused to look at Alice’s ass as she walked, which was usually hidden behind a flowing skirt. But sometimes, with the right lighting, Cass could get an outline of how rounded and plump it was.

      I need to get laid, Cass lamented internally. Spending all this time in the human realm made it hard to remember that humans were strictly off limits. She was so caught up in not looking at Alice she nearly ran into her back as she opened up the room to the archives. To Cass’s surprise the latest text was already open and sprawled across the table, along with some of Alice’s and Cass’s notes.

      “I hope you don’t mind. I’ve been working on it a little,” Alice said shyly. She peered at Cass with a look of her face that was pure guilt.

      “Not at all - have you made any headway?” Cass asked. She was genuinely curious - she wished she could take back copies of the text to Anathamea or even some pictures of them, but it was too risky. The more she and Alice uncovered, the more Cass wondered if these texts weren’t intentionally lost. Cass worried that her promotion wasn’t about merit, but instead to get her far away from whatever secrets the ancient words held.

      “Good,” Alice sighed, dropping into a chair. “So, I used the translations you’ve already done to form a bit of a lexicon. Anyway, I think…I think this is more than a demon worshipping cult. I think they’re a sex cult.” Alice sat back with a wide smile on her face, her hands patting the table for emphasis.

      “A sex cult?” Cass asked, now absolutely lost. Sure, the words that they’d translated before hinted at some sort of joining between humans and demons but…a sex cult? How did they go from fucking humans in ritualistic ways to completely outlawing human interaction? Cass followed Alice’s translations, starting with what they uncovered last time.

      
        
        The magic that comes from the human realm is the strongest, as humans are considered halves of a whole. Demon magic is strong with humans, as human magic is strong with demons. Unified, they create greater magic, which can both make and undo.

      

      

      Except Alice had annotated “unified” with the words “sexually?” above it. Cass raised her eyebrows at Alice, who just nodded and pointed to her continued translations.

      
        
        In their unification, demons may gain their own magic, which cannot be taken or destroyed by another. It is theirs, to have until it is spent. When a demon finds a human mate to join with, they possess a power together that ensures greatness.

      

      

      “You see?” Alice said, nodding to the text. “Joining, unification – I think you were right, this is something sexual! Maybe the leaders of this cult thought by claiming to be demons they could have sex with women, right? Don’t all cults kind of act that way – with men in charge that just want sex and power?”

      Cass was only kind of listening, her eyes continuing down the page of translated texts.

      
        
        In the past, these joinings have been forbidden, as they have challenged the positions of power. If all demons gained this magic, they could not be controlled. They would be like the great demons that once ruled the human realm until they were banished to Anathamea. It is with these texts that we remind demons to rise up and conquer and inherit Earth as it was intended.

      

      

      “And here,” Alice was pointing to the line Cass had just read. “They forbid the others from having sex, so that only the elders or leaders can do it. Makes sense, right? That’s what that FLDS guy Jeffs did, huh? He stole other guys wives and forbade others from marrying and stuff. It’s sick how these guys all work the same, really…Cass?”

      Alice’s concerned voice snapped Cass from her thoughts, which were spiraling. “Yeah, that makes sense,” she said breathlessly. “Any idea on the author of this?” Cass asked. She was leaning forward, trying to find some signature, anything. “Any idea of the time? Like when this was written? Or where it came from?”

      “No, I guess we could reach out to that Museum of Wolfred, right? They’re the ones with the similar chemical composition,” Alice said.

      Cass almost forgot about that. With the nature of the translations, she was feeling more and more sure that it was a bad idea to submit them. “Mmm, maybe. I just…I haven’t been able to find anything about them. I’ve even asked some colleagues. They’ve never heard of the museum.”

      “Weird,” Alice said.

      “Maybe it’s some old rich guy? You know, a billionaire that just wants to add it to his collection to rot away in his library?” Cass pressed. She knew how much Alice hated people like that. The first time they met at the estate sale she could practically feel the hostility coming off Alice in waves at the idea of previous texts locked in someones basement without any chance of seeing the shrouded light of a research room.

      “Ugh, probably,” Alice agreed, shaking her head. “Well, then we’re at a stalemate. We’ve translated all the readable text, and all we know so far is that this text basically affirms we’re dealing with a cult. Classic behavior. Is that what your research is on?” Alice pressed.

      Cass was quiet about her ‘research’, because technically she didn’t have any. Her previous life of ancient artifacts was pulled out from under her and now she was stuck investigating bullshit discharges of magic in Anathamea. “Yes, and no,” Cass allowed, then sighed. She could tell Alice at least a part of the truth.

      “The fact is…I was taken off this research some time ago. I was given a ‘promotion’, but it feels…wrong. Like they were trying to steer me from my line of research,” Cass admitted.

      “And steal it?” Alice asked, her voice rising a few octaves.

      “I don’t know,” Cass replied with a shrug. “I don’t think so. It just…it seemed off. I felt like they didn’t want me to find the answers.”

      “Do you think this is the answer?” Alice asked, waving to the paper.

      Yes, Cass thought. Old passages from demons long dead, claiming that if humans and demons had sex, then demons would become powerful and roam the Earth. No wonder the council forbade interactions between humans and demons. No wonder the possessions of the last few centuries were met with harsh punishment. If a rumor like this got out, especially now when Anathamea was in a magic crisis…Cass could only imagine the consequences. Jerry wouldn’t be able to keep the portal safe for long.

      “Maybe,” Cass said instead. “I just don’t know what to make of it.”

      “Do you think,” Alice asked, her eyes lighting up. “This cult still exists?”

      Cass looked over the papers. They were old, at least a few centuries old. If a faction of demons existed that believed in the ability of demons to rise up and take the world, they would have done it by now. No, it was very likely that whoever wrote this was long dead, as were most of the demons who’d read the text. That thought sent a shudder down Cass’s spine. She may be the only demon alive that knew this information…

      …except the council.

      “This is a huge breakthrough,” Cass choked out, looking up at Alice.

      “Oh Cass, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to step on your toes, I just got so excited…”

      “No, no, please don’t say that,” Cass interrupted. “I’m glad you did this. It saved me a lot of time. It also…I have a lot of questions, I guess.”

      “Promise you’re not mad? Or upset? Or, gosh, I wasn’t even thinking,” Alice continued.

      Cass grabbed her arm. “Listen, Alice. Can you keep this quiet for a little longer? I know you want to run more tests, but just wait for a bit? I need to look into some other things.”

      “Like your old research?” Alice asked hopefully.

      Cass gave a small smile. “It would involve a lot of breaking and entering but yeah, like my old research.”

      Alice’s eyes lit up at the mention of that. “Man, that sounds like something out of a sci-fi thriller. If you do it, you have to give me a play by play.”

      There’s no way Cass could tell her everything about breaking into the old research files in Anathamea, so she just smiled what she hoped was a devilish grin. To her surprise Alice frowned and tilted her head, then rubbed her eyes.

      “What is it?” Cass asked.

      Alice shook her head quickly. “Nothing, sorry…just for a moment I thought…” She laughed and shook her head again. “I’m thinking too much about demons and horns and…I need a break. Anyway, tell me how it goes, but don’t be a stranger!”

      Cass raised her hand to her head, feeling for her horns. Just like always, the magic kept them disguised. When she turned to go, she caught her reflection, which looked very, very human.
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        * * *

      

      The sensation of a hand on Cass’s arm made her jump and turn around quickly, ready to make a break for it and run. She was close enough to her apartment, but since she’d left the human realm and passed by Dread, her head wasn’t in the right place. She kept going over the translated text – over and over – wondering what it meant. What was the power to make and undo? Did a faction of demons ever succeed in trying to take over the human realm?

      The hand on her arm was a reminder that she needed to be careful.

      To her relief it was just Zed.

      “You scared me, Zed,” she sighed. Then she paused, because Zed looked awful. He wasn’t the cleanest or most well-kept demon normally, but he’d never looked like this before. There were bags under his eyes, and his kilt was wrinkled with a stain that looked like blood. He also smelled like he hadn’t showered in days.

      “Where have you been?” he whispered loudly, his gaze darting around.

      “Busy, what’s going on?” she asked. Why was Zed looking for her?

      “Rick’s been arrested,” he said, stepping closer to her.

      She tried not to shrink away at the smell of him, which was now overpowering. “What?!” Cass asked loudly.

      “Shh!” Zed said, lunging at her with his hand extended like he was going to cover her mouth. She evaded him easily, grabbing his wrists to stop him. No way was he putting his grubby hands on her no matter what was happening with Rick.

      “Come on, we’ll go to my apartment and talk…”

      “Not safe,” Zed hissed.

      “Fine,” Cass relented, turning back in the direction she came, back toward the slums and the hidden warehouses. Zed followed her closely, never letting her get more than a few steps ahead of him. She was too focused to notice the flyers pinned up on the walls of various buildings, which fluttered as they passed by. At last, they were deep enough into the slums for Cass to turn on him, putting her hand out to keep distance.

      “Okay, what is this about Rick?” She must have misheard him. Rick arrested? Never. Rick followed rules a T. That’s why he was a revenge demon. They weren’t known for being rule breakers.

      “Rick got arrested because of that human woman,” Zed said quickly. “They arrested him in broad daylight, said he was having interactions with her.” Zed took to pacing now, hugging himself and running his hands along his arms.

      “What does that even mean?” Cass asked. A feeling of dread settled in her stomach as she remembered their conversation a few weeks ago, when Rick saw her leaving the Museum of Antiquities.

      “It means he broke the law, so they’re going to execute him,” Zed practically yelled, his hands flying up in the air. “Look!” he added, ripping the nearest poster off the wall and thrusting it at her. There was a mug shot of Rick on it, with some bastardized version of his name above it. Below listed his crimes, including fornicating with a human, and the punishment of death by public execution in a few days’ time.

      Cass dropped the flyer in shock. She watched it float to the ground before an errant breeze carried it across the empty street.

      “Do they have proof?” she whispered.

      Zed shrugged. He’d resumed his pacing with fervor, no longer looking at her. “They must! They’re going to kill him! We need to see him. We need to get him out! There’s no way this…I mean, death, Cass?”

      If Rick was getting death for this, what did it mean for Cass? Using illegal portals, bartering with stolen magic. Sure, she hadn’t slept with Alice or Eric, but they were certainly friends. If Rick saw her leaving the museum, any other demon could have too. If she’d made a wrong step, would the positions be reversed, with her in a prison cell, about to be executed?

      “Look, let me talk to my contacts at Magical Investigations. I’ll see if we can get an audience with the council. We need to try to help him. Is there an agent assigned to his case? Who’s representing him? When did they decree this?” Cass’s mind was moving fast, apparently too fast for Zed.

      “How am I supposed to know that?! I’ve been looking for you! And you were gone! I was alone, and Rick is alone.” Zed’s voice broke, and Cass swore she saw tears in his eyes. She reached out to place a hand on his shoulder but stopped just before making contact, thinking better of it.

      “Zed, go home and shower, get some rest. I’ll talk to my department. We’ll figure this out.” Cass hoped it wasn’t a lie.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      At 5:25pm, Stephanie stood near a grey BMW, trying to ignore the fact that she was sweating her ass off. It was now Tuesday, and Stephanie had gone through the gamut of emotions about Rick going MIA.

      At first, she figured he was busy.

      Then she was sad. How could this happen again? Did it not matter the species, a dick was a dick?

      At last, she landed on anger. Explosive, absolutely feral rage. She needed to direct that anger somewhere, and the best person to do that was at Rick himself. The problem was she didn’t know how to find him. If he wasn’t answering his texts, she had no other way to contact him. She even considered lurking around the Museum of Antiquities to see if she could find his ex. She realized how unhinged that sounded but didn’t care. The fact that she didn’t know what Cass looked like – or even if she were using that name in the human world – was the only thing keeping her from stalking through the museum and cornering everyone.

      She did, however, know of some people who might be able to contact Rick. After Diego sprinted out of the restaurant on Saturday night, Stephanie had no other way to get ahold of him. He’d moved and she had no idea where he lived or worked. He also wasn’t answering his phone and had blocked her on every social media.

      Fred wasn’t as lucky.

      She started by shooting him a text, which he ignored. So, she tried to call and was sent straight to voicemail. Either Diego warned him about the fact that Stephanie was aware of what they’d done, or he’d somehow recognized Rick from the conference. Unfortunately for Fred, Stephanie knew exactly where he worked, and she knew that the BMW with the vanity license plate that read MEDSLAYER was most likely his.

      She saw Fred leave his work building at 5:32pm, putting on his sunglasses and heading across the lot to his car. He was too busy looking at his phone to notice Stephanie until it was too late. When he looked up, he jumped, nearly dropping his phone in the process.

      “Hello, Fred,” she said coolly.

      “Oh, hey Stephanie,” he said, his head jerking around the parking lot. He was hoping for witnesses, so he’d be safe if she decided to do something to him, like murder him in broad daylight. She considered it, but she needed information from him.

      “You’ve been ignoring my calls,” she said, tapping her fingers on her arm. She didn’t dare touch his car in the summer sun, it was likely to burn the top four layers of her skin off. She used her body angled in front of his driver’s side door instead, cutting off his ability to drive away and evade her.

      “Have I? You must not have my new number…” He trailed off as she pulled out her phone and pressed a button. In response his own cell phone started to buzz loudly in his hand. “Nope, seems like I have the right one.”

      “What do you want, Stephanie?” Fred asked, dread filling his voice.

      “How’d you do it?” she asked.

      “Do what?” Fred asked, not even trying to sound convincing anymore.

      “How did you summon a fucking demon to send after me?” she elaborated.

      Fred cringed, his head darting around the parking lot again. “Look, it wasn’t me, okay? I mean, I was there, but I have no idea where he got it from!”

      “Who? Got what?” Stephanie pressed.

      Fred looked like he was hoping the sun would burn him to ashes on the spot. To his dismay he was still standing, sweating under its rays and pinned by Stephanie’s unyielding gaze. “Okay, fine. It was Chad. He figured it all out. He’s been…well, he’d found Diego and Monty and Tom…”

      “TOM?” Stephanie barked, her eyes wide. “Fucking Tom?”

      “Look, we don’t like him either. But Chad somehow found out we’d all dated you and, well, he convinced us that if we got together, we could make you pay. It wasn’t my idea, it was Chad’s. He did all the leg work.”

      “It wasn’t your idea, but you were there and didn’t stop him,” Stephanie accused bitterly.

      Fred had the decency to at least look ashamed. “Yeah, but…look, it was a stupid idea. I didn’t even think it would work. When the demon showed up…” He shook his head, shuddering. “That’s when I realized we fucked up.”

      “And yet you didn’t stop it,” Stephanie repeated.

      “No, I didn’t,” Fred admitted.

      “Fine. Where does Chad live?” Stephanie asked.

      “Uh…” Fred started, shifting his weight.

      “You tell me where that fucker lives or so help me god I will find some way to make you pay for this. I’ll make sure you never see another medical sale again. I’ll personally destroy your career and your life,” she added. They were empty threats. She had no idea how to do any of that. She didn’t even know if she were capable of it. She was just so hurt and betrayed, she wanted to lash out at someone. Fred would do for now until she found Chad.

      Fred fumbled with his phone, his fingers shaking. Stephanie looked down at the message he sent. A contact with the name ‘Chad’ on it.

      “Good choice,” Stephanie said, uncrossing her arms. She needed to get out of this heat before she passed out. She turned to walk across the parking lot, not stopping when Fred yelled after her.

      “Look, Stephanie…I’m sorry. Please don’t ruin my career!”
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        * * *

      

      At 7:45pm, Stephanie parked in front of Chad’s home in Paradise Valley.

      Of course, he lived in some ridiculously pretentious neighborhood that had a gate and security. Thankfully Stephanie knew Chad probably had women over all the time, and just dropping his name and his house number was enough for the security guard to wave her through. How he afforded this neighborhood was beyond her. Crypto was failing and not rebounding one bit. He must have sold his business at the top and bailed before it fell, that was the only thing that made sense.

      Stephanie was relying on outdated information about Chad. It’d been a while since they broke up, long enough for him to move into this monstrosity. She parked in the street, marveling at the putt putt course in the front yard that was made of real grass. His driveway was long, leading up to a three-car garage and a separate two-car garage along the side. The house was two stories and looked more like it was made out of Legos than an actual real home someone might live in. The lights along the walkway turned on as she walked past, leaving a trail behind her. She rolled her eyes and made it to the front door, knocking and ringing the doorbell.

      Chad answered the door wearing only navy joggers that were slung low on his hips. He was shirtless, his feet bare and his eyes wide as he swung the door open to see her.

      “Stephanie,” he greeted, his voice hesitant. Fred must not have warned Chad, otherwise there’s no way he would have answered his door without checking to see who it was. Stephanie smiled and pushed into his house, shoving him out of the way to enter the cold living room.

      “Wow, look at this place,” she said, turning in a circle to look around at the inside of his home. It was just as much of a sterile monstrosity as the outside, except it had a dash of frat boy with Daddy’s credit card. He had multiple framed superhero posters on the wall in the hallway leading deeper into his home. His kitchen was white – ceiling, tiles, cabinets, everything. Was she in a home or a hospital?

      “Yeah, it’s my new place,” he said, closing the door and wandering closer to her.

      “You know, this is the perfect place to summon a demon,” she said, turning on him. She watched as his eyes widened, and he stopped in his tracks, his gaze darting to the living room. Stephanie spun on her heels to follow his gaze. “Is this where you did it? When you brought the guys over and decided it’d be fun and games to try to ruin my life?”

      “I don’t know what you’re…” he started, but Stephanie cut him off.

      “I’m not a fucking idiot, I know you’re the brains behind it.”

      “Who told you?” he asked, looking more annoyed than shocked.

      “How about this? You give me the ritual, and I give you a name. You like deals, this should be an easy one.”

      “You want the ritual?” Chad asked, his brows furrowed.

      “Yep. Just give it to me, and I’ll tell you who sold you out,” Stephanie said. She extended her hand, palm up, fingers extended.

      He looked at her palm in wordless shock.

      She snapped her fingers. “C’mon, Chad. It’s an easy trade.”

      “You’ll use it against me,” Chad said, shaking his head.

      “I won’t use the ritual against you in any way, shape or form,” she said with a sigh.

      “You promise?” Chad asked.

      Stephanie shook her head. “Yes, I promise. Honestly, I don’t care what happens to you or the other guys. The fact you’d stoop to this is so…” She took a deep breath, trying to channel her yoga training to keep her rage at bay. Seeing Chad loosened something in her. It felt like the glue that held the pieces of her together were melting. If she didn’t hurry up and figure this out, she was going to fall apart.

      “Fine, if you promise,” Chad said, hesitating a second longer to confirm.

      She nodded, snapping her fingers again. “C’mon, hurry up.”

      She watched Chad cross the room to his entertainment system and opened a DVD case. From it, he pulled out a folded piece of paper that looked like it was about to fall apart. She snatched it from his hands and opened it, looking over the incomprehensible words.

      “The next page has a translation, kinda,” he said, peering over her shoulder to look. She unfurled the other paper, written in perfect script on a lined piece of paper.

      “This is it?” she asked.

      “Yep, that’s all of it. Now who told you?”

      Stephanie turned on her heels and headed for the door. She was reaching out to grab the handle when he headed her off.

      “C’mon, Steph, who was it?” he practically begged.

      “Fred,” she said, unable to go back on her deal. She almost felt bad selling him out, but then she remembered that a few weeks ago he stood in this very room with Chad and her other exes and literally summoned a demon to try to terrorize her life.

      “That fucker…” Chad said.

      Stephanie didn’t hear the end of his sentence. She was already out into the warm night, the paper tucked into her purse, the door slamming behind her.
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        * * *

      

      What was she doing wrong?

      She’d done it three times now, each time checking and double checking the ingredients, the intent… everything.

      Did she need more people? The paper didn’t say anything about multiple people. Should she call Jennifer? Would that be too much to ask of an assistant?

      Stephanie stared down at the floor of her condo. It was covered with random items she’d spent the last 24 hours collecting, finally gathering it all. Under the light of the waxing moon, she’d arranged her living room, laid out the ingredients and chanted until her throat was sore.

      It didn’t work.

      She tried again. Nothing.

      She thought she felt something. Maybe…but she must have been wrong. Because no tall red demon appeared in her circle.

      Rick wasn’t coming back, she realized. He’d left her just like everyone else. Just like her dead parents, all the horrible exes that got together to curse her, the professors that watched her struggle and didn’t give her any leeway and let her fail out of college.

      Just like the lawyers who held her inheritance from her, watching her without pity as she had to foreclose on her family home and watch some flipper turn it into a modern farmhouse nightmare.

      Stephanie felt the tears gather in her eyes, making the floor of her condo blurry and indecipherable.

      “Come back, Rickaderonian,” she whispered. It was her last-ditch effort. If he was telling her the truth – that his name was the most important thing he could give her – then this would work. “Come back to me, Rickaderonian,” she repeated, louder this time.

      Her condo remained empty except for her.

      Stephanie leaned against the wall in her living room, sliding down it until she was sitting. She pulled her knees to her chest and cried into them.

      That’s what she got for falling in love with someone she couldn’t have.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Rick was losing his mind.

      The cell was empty of any sort of entertainment. There were no windows, so he had no idea how much time had passed since he’d been thrown back in. They didn’t feed him. No one even visited him since his sentencing.

      Could anyone even visit him?

      Were there posters of him plastered all over Anathamea making an example of him?

      Would his execution be public?

      These thoughts raced through his brain on a constant loop, usually going back to one awful thought: he’d never see Stephanie again.

      What did she think of him right now? Leaving her after sex, just like Cooper did. Damnit, she thought he was just as bad as Cooper! That thought spiraled into another and another and another…

      At long last the door to the cellblock opened and one of the enforcer demons strode in. He said nothing to Rick as he approached, avoiding Rick’s eyes. Rick didn’t want to look into them anyway. If he saw pity, he would lose it. If he saw hatred, he would probably go into a rage. To his immense relief the demon said nothing to him, just approached the cell and placed a box next to it, just outside of Rick’s reach.

      The enforcer demon left.

      An unknown amount of time later, the door opened again. To Rick’s horror, it was Ynnia. He was alone, strolling slowly across the floor with his hands clasped behind his back, his face alive with delight. Ynnia was short and stooped, coming to just below Rick’s shoulder. His face was lined with wrinkles that made him look pleasant, like he’d lived a long, happy life. His lips were always upturned in a half smile. What betrayed him were his eyes – they were piercing, unfriendly, critical. His nose was so small it looked more like a boil than an actual nose. His skin was burnt orange and leathery, faded and wrinkled from years under the eternal flames.

      Rick jumped up, moving to the back of his cell to get away from him. Ynnia may have been centuries old, but he was still strong. All demons knew about the strength of the council, it’s why they were left to rule so long. With demons’ lives ending sooner and sooner they had to cherish the ones who remained. Paired with the wisdom they’d collected over the centuries they were untouchable, mythical things.

      And Rick was terrified of the one that was advancing on him now.

      Ynnia stopped next to the box, reaching his hand down to pat the top of it.

      “I’ve always loved this,” Ynnia said fondly, like he was talking about a child and not a box. “It’s been awhile since I’ve seen it in action. Forgive me if I stare – the first few hours are always the worst.”

      “What is it?” Rick asked.

      Ynnia’s smile only grew as he placed his hand on the box again. At first nothing happened, and the terror of waiting nearly consumed Rick.

      Then he felt it.

      It was like a dull knife was prying off his scales, sliding in between them to wrench them off one by one. His hand went to his arm, half expecting to come away with blood. To his surprise, his scales were intact, and there was no evidence of blood on his hand. There was, however, a single scale that looked paler than the others. Before Rick could recover, the sensation happened again, this time more urgent, more painful. It brought him to his knees.

      “This,” Ynnia said, stepping closer to the cell, his eyes bright, “will strip you of your magic little by little. You’re a big, young demon – it may take a few days. And when you’re left with almost nothing, when you’re begging for your own death…we will execute you in front of all of Anathamea. Their last memory of you will be how weak and pathetic you are.”

      The painful sensation lasted longer this time, like the dull knife couldn’t quite pry the scale off so it needed to go deeper, hitting tendon and bone. He couldn’t help it, he cried out. It didn’t stop, every minute it amplified, digging deeper and deeper into him.

      “All because I slept with a human?” he gritted out. Despite the pain he tried to hold Ynnia’s gaze. Ynnia didn’t look impressed.

      “We have laws for a reason, and we are not to be disobeyed,” he said simply.

      Then he sat on the ground and watched.
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        * * *

      

      It was days before Cass could get in to see Rick.

      Any attempts to approach the council were denied. Even using her contacts at Magical Investigations were dead ends. No one wanted to help her. As far as they were concerned, Rick was already dead. There was no execution in recent memory, much less a public one, and if anything, Anathamea seemed excited at the prospect of it.

      Mostly, her bosses advised her to cut all ties with Rick. Don’t mention they dated, don’t mention they were friends, forget about him. As for anyone’s opinion on if what he did was truly wrong, well, that didn’t matter. The council made it clear with the posters that Rick was an example, and anyone else that dared break the law would be dealt with in a similar manner.

      It didn’t matter that very few demons even got to interact with humans anymore. Nor did it matter that the portals to get to the human realm were heavily regulated – unless they used illegal ones like Cass. The likelihood of someone else doing what Rick did was basically nonexistent.

      Cass supposed that wasn’t entirely true. She’d thought about Alice and Eric like that before. She’d wondered what Alice looked like under her flowing skirts. She’d imagined once or twice being thrown on the table at the archives by Eric as he fucked her, Alice riding her face. Ever since she read the translated texts, these images came to her unbidden. What would happen if she’d had sex with either of them?

      What happened to Rick?

      It was a few days before Cass could get to Rick, and it was only because of Fee. Fee had a much better relationship with their boss – probably a little too friendly – and she’d managed to get Cass a full twenty minutes to visit with Rick. Zed couldn’t come, it had to be just Cass, and she had to be fast.

      She wasn’t going to try to negotiate or say no.

      The place they held Rick was awful.

      It was underground, with no heat or light. Cass shivered when the doors to the elevator opened, and the enforcer demon nodded for her to get off. He didn’t follow her, the look on his face a mix of a disgust and pity. Cass didn’t understand why until the elevator doors slid shut and she was alone in the cold, empty hallway.

      It was silent. All she could hear as she walked down the empty cellblock was the sound of her feet echoing through the quiet air. At first, she thought she’d been tricked, she made it to the end of the cellblock and didn’t see Rick. It’s only when she turned back around to head to the elevator that she noticed him.

      He was laying on the ground on his side, his back to the bars, and for a moment Cass thought he was dead. His normally vibrant red scaled skin was dull, leached of all color. He looked small despite being one of the bigger demons she knew. She’d never seen him like this before.

      “Rick,” she called, her hands tightening on the bars the cell. He didn’t move. “Rick,” she said again, louder this time. She thought she saw him stir a little, but he still didn’t respond.

      “Rick!” she tried again, as loud as she could muster. This time, he moved, rolling onto his back to stare up at the ceiling. His eyes were glazed over, his lips chapped, the skin on his face haggard and raw. What had they done to him?

      “Cass?” he asked, his voice barely above a whisper.

      “Yes, it’s me! Rick, what happened?” She was trying to keep the hysteria out of her voice, but seeing him like that made her nerves fry. If this is what he looked like after a few days, she couldn’t imagine what would be left at the end of the week when they executed him.

      “Ynnia,” he said, his voice hard.

      Cass flinched. Of course, that fucking psychotic demon would be part of this. Of course, they would torture him first.

      “Rick, what…why did they arrest you?” she asked. He turned his head to her, and she thought she saw his lips turn up into a smile.

      “Because I slept with a human,” he said.

      Why was he smiling at that? Why was he openly admitting it? Rick was a terrible liar, but he also wasn’t an idiot! He knew that if he admitted to what he did there’d be punishment!

      But who could have predicted that they’d sentence him to death?

      “They’re going to execute me,” he told her, the same vacant smile on his face.

      Cass’s heart lurched. “No, Rick, they won’t. They just want to make an example of you. I’ve already started some appeals. They didn’t even have a demon represent you…”

      “I’m ready to die,” Rick interrupted, his head turning back to stare at the ceiling.

      “Don’t say that,” Cass said. She sank to her knees, her fingers wrapped tightly around the bars. She needed to get him out. She had to rescue him. But how? Her gaze darted around the room, trying to find where the locks were, where the entrance and exit was. Something.

      A sudden breeze interrupted her erratic attempts. Was her time up already? There’s no way, she hadn’t been down here five minutes! To her surprise, the door at the end of the hallway remained closed, but the air continued. It was coming from inside Rick’s cell. At first it was a small breeze, just enough to tickle the hair on Rick’s head. Then the wind picked up, a sudden whipping that nearly knocked Cass on her ass. Her eyes widened as she watched the wind swirl and collect, wrapping itself around Rick. She could smell something on the breeze - vanilla, herbs, scents of the human realm.

      Was he being summoned? By who?

      Rick’s lips parted again in a smile, and he exhaled a single word on his breath, “Stephanie.”

      The human woman. She was the one summoning him! She watched as the wind collected and wondered, frantically, if it might work. Rick said that when being summoned with Poppy’s spell it was like he was compelled, like he might just portal to the human realm without the need for Jerry or the portal platform. If the magic was strong enough, maybe that’s how they got him out of this mess!

      But the wind died down and Rick remained on the floor, unmoving and broken.

      Another minute passed in silence before Rick moved, his hands flying to his chest, his face contorting in pain. “No,” he groaned.

      She saw his muscles stiffen and his body shake and for a moment she thought he was having a seizure. If she called for help, would anyone come? Instead, she watched uselessly, helplessly, trying to find some way into the cell to help him. She was left shaking the bars and calling his name until he stopped jerking, his body now limp.

      “She used my name,” he groaned.

      “What?” Cass asked, just glad that he’d stopped shaking. This new limp Rick wasn’t much better, but he no longer looked like he was actively dying.

      “She tried to summon me with my name,” he said, rolling onto his side away from her.

      He told her his name.

      Rick hadn’t even told the council his name, the one they had plastered on all the posters to make a fool of him wasn’t his real one. He’d told Cass his real name right before they broke up, an attempt to keep their relationship together even though it was crumbling. She’d tried to scrape his name from her brain, knowing it held too much power for her. It made ending their relationship even harder. Yet he’d told this human his name, told her how important it was and what it meant, after only a few weeks with her.

      “Rick, listen, I’m going to get you out,” she whispered to him. She doubted there were cameras here, the demon realm wasn’t fond of that type of surveillance. Still, she felt the need to keep quiet. “Rick, don’t worry, I’m going to get you out,” she said again, standing. She had no idea how, but she needed to do it quickly. He wasn’t going to make it until his execution day, Cass knew that with cold certainty.

      “Bye, Cass, I really did love you. As a friend now, but back then, a lot,” he said, his eyes closing. He thought this was goodbye forever. Cass couldn’t let that happen. Something was going on here, something way more important than Cass could grasp at that moment.

      When the elevator dinged open, Cass was standing there, waiting. She gave a half-hearted smile to the enforcer and dabbed the corner of her eyes. She watched what buttons he pressed on the elevator, what numbers he entered on the keypads, which directions he headed.

      She was going to get Rick out. Tonight.
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      Cass ignored Zed’s frantic attempts to contact her after her visit. He knew she was going to see Rick that night, but she couldn’t bring herself to tell him what she saw. He was already a wreck without knowing the details. Cass instead sent him a message saying she saw Rick and she’d talk to him tomorrow, that everything was fine. If he kept freaking out, he was going to draw way too much attention to Rick, and Cass didn’t need that.

      She also needed the attention off of her.

      It wasn’t until night settled and most of Anathamea was asleep that she slipped to the slums. She was sure to double and triple check her tracks – circling back, watching for anyone who may have followed her. It was hard not to feel paranoid, given that Rick was rotting away in prison underneath the demon council’s chambers and sentenced to death. If they knew a fraction of what Cass was up to when their backs were turned, she was sure she’d be in the next cell over.

      Once she was sure no one was following her she ducked into the warehouse and made her way up to Dread’s lair. She took a deep breath. If this didn’t work, she was out of options. This was the only plan she could think of that didn’t end in her getting killed or thrown into prison herself.

      “Cass,” greeted Dread, barely looking up from his computer screen. “Where to tonight?” he added.

      Cass steeled herself, “Actually, I wanted to ask for a favor.”

      “I don’t do favors,” Dread said, still not looking up.

      “C’mon, I’ve been a good customer for a while. You know I’m good for it,” she pressed.

      Dread shook his head. “A good customer can always become a bad customer. You’ve never needed a favor before, which means you’ve fallen on hard times, and the likelihood of you getting out of them is slim to none.”

      “I’m not asking for a free ride,” she replied, her eyes narrowed.

      Dread looked up, appraising her before shaking his head. “Not interested.”

      “That’s not what I meant!” she practically yelled. He wasn’t listening and it was getting on her last, already frayed nerve.

      Dread shrugged, going back to his computer screen, tapping away.

      “I need your help to break someone out of prison,” she said quickly. Despite the fact that they were alone and already committing multiple illegal acts, she still looked around, making sure no one was eavesdropping as she spoke.

      This stopped Dread from his incessant typing. He wheeled his chair around to really look at her, his eyes narrowing. “Prison? Like, a human?” he asked.

      “No, like a demon,” she replied.

      “I was worried you were going to say that. Is this about that revenge demon…Ralph?” he guessed, snapping his fingers in the air as he tried to remember his name.

      “Rick,” she corrected. “And yes.”

      “He’s there for some serious crimes,” Dread countered. “That place is impenetrable, there’s no way you’ll get in,” he added.

      “Don’t you have any like…buddies? Or know anyone who does these sorts of jobs?” she countered. Dread laughed, shaking his head. “Do you think I run some criminal organization? Do I look like some sort of head boss?”

      Cass waved her arms around her, starting with the big portal in front of them.

      “Yeah, sorry Cass, but I’m not going on a suicide mission,” Dread said, shaking his head.

      Cass took a deep breath, laying out her cards carefully. “You’d be the best one to get in, since you’re an enforcer.”

      Dread went stock still. “What did you say?” he asked, his voice dangerously low. He was glaring up at her from under his horns, and she hoped she was right. She’d seen his magic slip once or twice, just the edges of it. Under it, she saw the unmistakable look of the enforcers –  dark blue shoulders that were padded with rock like scales, a lighter blue chest, dark gray horns made of the same granite material as the scales on their shoulders. They all had some variation of this, and when she saw those horns and his shoulders, she was sure.

      “You’re an enforcer demon,” she repeated. “I don’t think others using this platform would take lightly to the fact that the very demon that could arrest them is the one giving them access to this…and whatever else you do.” She was careful with her words, intentional. If she had to blackmail him, she would.

      To her surprise Dread laughed. “The fucking gall of you,” he said. “What makes you think I’m an enforcer?”

      “I saw your magic slip,” she said.

      “Impossible,” he replied, his eyes hard on her.

      She nodded. “I did. I saw your magic slip once or twice before. Plus, enforcer demons can portal within Anathamea without using Jerry. How interesting that you’ve figured out the mechanisms for portaling, as a demon who’s probably never done it before. What’s your disguise supposed to be – a common demon? How is anyone supposed to believe that some common demon even knows how the portal works? Or what real magic looks like?”

      Dread moved quickly. One minute he was behind his computer desk, the next he was standing and had closed the distance between them. He was inches from her now, his finger pressed into her chest. “If you’re trying to blackmail me…” he started.

      “I’m not. I’m just pointing out how you’re the most qualified demon to help me. I need to get him out – and soon. They’re going to kill him,” she pleaded.

      He didn’t back up an inch. “Yeah, of course they’re going to kill him. He broke a law. A serious one. In fact, they’re advertising that they’re going to kill him in a few days. You can buy front row seat.”

      “That’s not what I mean,” she replied. She was trying to stay strong but his proximity to her was unnerving. She’d never had someone get in her space like that or bully her. She shouldn’t have picked a fight with an enforcer. Her courage slipped. “They’ve…they’re draining his magic somehow. I don’t know how to explain it! He said Ynnia did something. I don’t think he’ll make it to the execution.”

      “Drained him of magic?” Dread asked. His head tilted slightly, considering.

      “Yes! It’s like…he’s only been there four days, but he looks basically dead. He didn’t say that’s what Ynnia did, but you can tell.”

      “You can tell that they’ve drained his magic?” Dread pressed.

      “Well, yeah – or are draining it. I mean, if they took it all, he’d be dead right?” she said.

      Dread nodded, turning away from her to consider. He paced the small area, stopping again when he was right in front of her. “You know you can’t just break him out, right?” he asked.

      “What do you mean?” Cass replied.

      “Well,” Dread said. “They’ve decided to make an example of him. He broke a rule, one they clearly care a lot about. If he escapes, they’ll never stop looking for him. Where are you going to hide him? Would he be okay with that life?”

      She hadn’t considered that. Her plan was so shoddy, so slapped together, she didn’t plan more than get him out. Her fear clouded her judgment. “I was going to bring him to the human realm, to the human he was with. I think…I think he loves her,” she admitted. She wasn’t sure why she was telling Dread this, but it seemed important.

      Dread wasn’t moved. “That’s the first place they’ll look,” he replied.

      “But they can’t do anything to him in the human realm,” she pressed.

      Dread sighed, reaching out to pat her on the shoulder. “You’re very naive if you think the council won’t stop at anything to see him executed. Ynnia took a personal interest in him. Apparently, he’s testing one of his new creations on him. He doesn’t let his experiments just skip away.”

      “His creations?” Cass asked.

      Dread frowned and tried to back up. “Or whatever. You said they took his magic, and Ynnia was involved. I can put two and two together.”

      But Cass wasn’t swayed. “You think they used some new tool to drain his magic? Why?”

      “Well, if he dies, that’s a lot of magic gone to waste,” Dread said. “Magic that could fuel the future,” he added, his tone bitter.

      Cass clamped her jaw shut from the words that were gathering there, words about ancient texts and promises of untransferable magic. Is that why Rick was still alive? Because when he was with Stephanie, she gave him something that even the council couldn’t steal?

      “Are you going to help me or not?” Cass asked.

      “You can’t get him out alive,” Dread pressed.

      Cass rubbed the base of her horns in frustration. She was trying to think of any other bargaining chip she had.

      Her thoughts were interrupted when Dread said, “so we need to make them think he’s dead.”

      “We?” Cass asked hopefully.

      “We,” Dread affirmed.

      “So, you’ll help me?” Cass asked.

      Dread raised his hand to quiet her down. “Under some serious constraints. One, you do as I say, everything I say, without fail. Understand?” Cass nodded.

      “Two, you keep your mouth shut about this to everyone, even Ralph. No one can know I helped you now or in the future. If you were planning on having a partner in crime, shut that down now. They have to believe you think Ralph is disgusting, beyond saving.”

      Cass opened her mouth to protest when Dread waved his hand harder.

      “Remember rule one, everything I say. If you show an ounce of sympathy toward him, they’ll be watching you too closely for this to work. When you get home, tell everyone how you went to see Rick and how he deserves his punishment. You’ll be front row and center when he dies. Make it convincing, you need them to think you agree with the council.”

      “But I don’t,” Cass said.

      “Do you want the council to know that? Do you want them to know that seeing Randall tortured and his magic drained upset you so much you’ll overlook that he broke the law? Not just any law, but a serious one, so bad that they want to execute him. Think about that. What are they saying by killing him?” Dread was waiting for her answer.

      Cass had it, but she wasn’t ready to tell him.

      “You don’t trust them either,” she surmised.

      “Well, duh. You’d be a fool to trust them. Age doesn’t always mean wisdom,” he replied. “But don’t repeat that, that’s rule three. Don’t repeat anything I say.”

      “Are those all the rules?” Cass asked.

      Dread shook his head, “I got one more. Rule four, you owe me a favor.”

      “What kind of favor?” Cass asked. She’d started with that proposition but now it seemed too open, like she was inviting danger.

      “Depends. If your friend dies before we get there, a little favor. If he makes it out, a big favor. Do you accept? Clock’s ticking.” He backed away from her, heading back to his computer.

      “I accept,” she said quickly. It was her only chance to save Rick. And some selfish part of her realized she needed to know why the council was so upset. Rick was the only one who could tell her what happened when he mated with Stephanie and confirm if her texts were telling the truth or not. She also needed to know how he got caught so she would never make that mistake herself. Her thoughts strayed to Alice and Eric, but quickly went back to Dread.

      “Good,” he said. He was back at his desk, fumbling through the drawers.

      “In two days’ time, meet me – first thing in the morning – by the council’s chambers. Make sure no one sees you…”

      “Two days? The day before he’s executed? What if he doesn’t make it that long?” Cass asked. Her previous hysteria was rising again, hurting her chest. He was setting this up to fail, she knew it.

      “Listen, you’re asking me to break into the most secure place in Anathamea, other than the council’s homes themselves. I need more than a few hours to plan. I got a rough idea. It’s not pretty, but I need to explore the loopholes. Here.” He handed her a ring he found in the bottom of the drawer. “When you’re alone put this on and meet me outside the council’s chambers. Make sure no one sees you, this is important, okay? You need to be alone and out of sight when you put that ring on.”

      “How will I find you?” she asked. She motioned to his magical disguise, which he didn’t take off even when she admitted to knowing he was an enforcer demon.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll find you,” he said. “Now get out of here. I have work to do.”
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      Telling Zed that Cass hated Rick was harder than she thought it would be.

      He’d finally caught up with her at work. It was clear Zed hadn’t gone back to work and was becoming more and more hysterical. He smelled awful, he was dirty, and people were staring. He basically broke down the door to her office in Magical Investigations to find her, looking like a crazed demon on a mission.

      “Zed,” she said with a frown, standing from her desk. It was impossible to pay attention, but she needed to keep the semblance of normalcy. Now that she had the night to think over her meeting with Dread, she felt less scattered, more focused. She’d run through the facts in her head, not daring to write them down on paper.

      Rick was arrested for a crime, and they were going to execute him. The punishment didn’t seem like it fit the crime. Why was the council making an example of him?

      Rick looked like he was going to die. They’d drained his magic from him, but how? What would they do with it? Dread mentioned Ynnia having creations. What did he know?

      If the council knew that she was sympathetic to Rick’s plight, she could be next. She needed to keep her head on straight. If anyone asked her about Rick, she would be forced to pretend she agreed with the council. No sympathy.

      Not even for Zed.

      “Cass, did you see him?” Zed asked, his voice too loud.

      “Come on, Zed, take a seat,” Cass offered, keeping her voice as placating as possible.

      Zed collapsed into the chair across from her. “I’ve been a wreck. How was he? Is he okay?” he asked. Others in the office were staring and openly eavesdropping. Good, she thought, even as her heart dropped in her chest.

      “He’s fine, just very sorry for his actions,” she said. “As he should be,” she added, a little louder.

      Zed blinked at her. “Sorry?” he questioned.

      Cass nodded. “He knows what he did was wrong, and he accepts his punishment. After all, he did break the law…and a very serious one. It’s what’s best.”

      The words felt like lead on her tongue, but she had to say them. Everyone had to hear, even Zed. Especially Zed.

      “He accepts it?” Zed asked, disbelief audible in his voice.

      Cass nodded and placed a hand on his shoulder. “He did. He told me to tell you he’s sorry. He hopes he didn’t embarrass you and the office too much. He was very adamant that his actions were his own, and that you had no idea. No one did, really,” Cass added.

      Zed blinked again, and Cass willed him to understand. If he thought Rick was truly sorry and accepting of his punishment maybe he’d leave it be. No one could blame him for being upset that his friend and coworker was going to die. It was everything else he needed to calm down about. Cass knew better though, and it shouldn’t have surprised her at all when he set his jaw and got up to walk away. This wasn’t the end of it for Zed.

      Cass grabbed her things and nodded to her coworkers. “I think I’ll take the day. Is that okay?”

      They waved her away, watching the spectacle unfold as Cass followed Zed out of the building. By the time she cleared the door he was gone.
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        * * *

      

      Cass shot a tentative look around, satisfied that the coast was clear. No one saw her head this way, no one saw her leave her apartment, no one saw anything. As far as everyone knew she’d taken the day off to get some work done around her home. Or she was feeling ill, she wasn’t sure which lie she’d settled on.

      She stopped just a few blocks from the council building, feeling her heart beating hard enough to break out of her chest. She had no idea what Dread planned for the day. She had no way of getting ahold of him to go over their plans. She was going in blind.

      When she was just a few feet from the council’s chambers, she ducked behind a building, ensuring again she was alone, before slipping the ring Dread gave her onto her finger. The magic hit her instantly. It was an enchantment to change how she looked, much like the one she used when she went to the human realm. She felt her body widen, her horns harden, and her shoulders suddenly felt heavy and strange. When she looked down, she caught sight of her suddenly blue chest and graphite-like armor. She had an enchantment to make her look like an enforcer demon.

      What the hell was Dread planning?

      She stepped out from behind the building and made her way slowly across the square, squinting at everyone to see if they were Dread without his disguise. Anyone who saw her looking scuttled by quickly, not wanting to be sized up too much by an enforcer demon. The general anxiety around breaking rules had risen since Rick’s arrest. It was the first public display of punishment that Cass had ever heard of. Demons were mostly peaceful, and there weren’t many laws to break. Well, if you counted using an illegal portal to go to the human world and conducting research you’d been taken away from, she guessed there were a few laws to break.

      “Come,” came Dread’s voice near her shoulder. She jumped at the closeness of him, of how he could sneak up on her like that without her knowing. Getting a good look at him now, she realized Dread was a bit older than the average demon still working, especially the enforcers. He gave her a brief once over before nodding to the entrance of the council.

      “Remember our rules,” he said under his breath. Then, “I added another one. Keep your mouth shut. Don’t speak unless spoken to.”

      Cass nodded. She wasn’t sure pitching her voice to sound like a male enforcer demon would be very successful.

      She followed him to the entrance of the building and was stopped by a security force. One pulled out a wand – an enchantment checker! Cass’s heart raced again and she hoped none of them could hear it. Did enforcer demons have better hearing, or was that a myth?

      “Put that ridiculous wand down,” Dread growled at the enforcers, who hesitated with the wand raised in front of them.

      “Sorry Captain, it’s protocol…” started one.

      She heard Dread growl out a reply, but she didn’t comprehend it. She was too busy having another freak out over what the security demon said. Captain. Whatever he said caused the demons to put down the wand and wave them through. She followed him, her eyes roving over the back of his head, trying to make sense of it.

      He was an older demon. He was an enforcer. He was the fucking captain of the enforcers!

      Dread was the widely feared Captain Julian of the enforcers.

      She’d heard rumors about him, including that he hated any sort of technology. He was old enough to remember days without computers or detection systems. It clashed horribly with the image she usually had of him, burrowed deeply into his computer and creating a ragtag portal system for anyone who paid enough to use.

      Cass tried to clear her thoughts as she followed him through the building. He moved with such assuredness that no one stopped him, and no one questioned what he was doing there. Well, that and he was the captain, so why would anyone?

      They finally met resistance after they’d gone through a few hallways and were in front of a large door, which was guarded by two other enforcer demons.

      “Captain,” said one, suddenly straightening.

      “Let me through,” he told the one on the right, waving his hand.

      “We have orders…”

      “So do I,” Dread cut them off. He looked between the two of them slowly, his eyes narrowed. “I heard that you let someone visit the prisoner the other day, is this true?” he pressed.

      The demons nodded. “She had permission from someone higher up, it was only for a few minutes…”

      “Did you do a sweep to ensure there were no enchantments left behind?” Dread barked.

      Even Cass wanted to jump at his tone, feeling like she was being punished even though he wasn’t talking to her.

      “No…she’s not a mage,” said the one on the left, though not very convincingly.

      Dread hummed, shaking his head. “Ah, because we don’t have a black-market problem, do we? We don’t have some way for a demon to plant something in his cell? They must be a mage,” he said ‘mage’ like he was making fun of the enforcer demons.

      Dread was a fucking asshole in real life.

      “That’s what I thought. Open the door,” he commanded, and the two demons stepped aside to let Dread through. The door opened to an elevator, where the two of them stepped in. Dread pushed the button that brought them down to the bottom level, and they rode in silence as the floors passed by. At long last there was a ding, and the doors slid open, revealing the nearly empty cell block.

      Once the doors closed behind them, Cass rounded on Dread. “Captain?” she hissed. He gave her a wide smile and a wink but didn’t answer. She followed him down the cell block, stopping at last in front of Rick’s cell.

      To her horror Rick looked worse. His scales were closer to brown instead of red, and he didn’t stir when they approached the cell door.

      “Hmm,” Dread said, eyeing up the cell wall before pulling a key out of his belt and unlocking the door. The two of them approached the body, Cass kneeling next to Rick’s head to elevate it into her lap. To her relief he took in a deep breath, his eyelids fluttering. He was still alive, but just barely.

      Above her, Dread pulled another item from his belt, this time one she recognized. It was the glass tool he used to look over any magical item she brought him. He waved it over his body now, pausing here and there to mutter something. When he got to Rick’s heart, he stopped and let out a low whistle.

      “What?” Cass asked, her eyes darting from Rick to Dread.

      “Well, I think we may be on to something,” Dread told her. He handed her the item. “Look at me, then look at him - tell me what you see.”

      She panned the glass over Dread, seeing all sorts of odd colors that vibrated and moved over him.

      “That’s magic,” he told her.

      She marveled at all the colors, the way they interacted, unable to help but smile in childish wonder. She waved the glass over to Rick, her smile dropping. He barely had any color to him, just some little bits of green and blue that looked like they were about to fade completely. She continued to pass the glass over him and then stopped over his chest, where she saw a swirling mass of magic like a star.

      “What is that?” she asked, breathless.

      “It’s why they want him dead,” Dread said, taking the glass from her and putting it back into his belt.

      “To make and unmake…” she whispered.

      “What is that?” Dread asked.

      Her head jerked up to him, unsure if she wanted to tell him what she knew. What did she have to lose? The more Dread knew, the more he may be able to help her. She took a deep breath and said, “I used to do research on ancient texts. When I found certain texts, I was suddenly promoted to a position where I wouldn’t have access to them again. I’ve found some of them in the human realm, and when I decoded the most recent ones…well, they are old. And they talk about magic that can make and unmake, that can’t be transferred. A powerful magic. It comes from…” she took a deep breath here. “Mating with a human.”

      Dread watched her for a full thirty seconds, his gaze unwavering. Cass wondered if he was the wrong person to tell, but she suddenly realized that he had much more to lose than she did if his identity was uncovered. He was the captain of the enforcers. What he did was illegal enough to warrant execution as well, though she doubted it’d be public like Rick’s. He’d probably be put in a hole in the ground somewhere and marked off as ‘missing’.

      “The council doesn’t want this information getting out,” he said, his gaze roving over Rick. “It’s why he’s still alive, it’s why Ynnia’s Scaphism didn’t kill him yet when it’s killed so many others.”

      “His what?” Cass asked, her voice raising in panic.

      Dread waved her off. “Look, he’s not the first one that’s been subjected to Ynnia’s little box of horror. He’s the only one to make it this long, unless Ynnia’s finally worked out the bugs. He killed the first demon he used it on in a minute. It was awful to watch.” He trailed off, looking at Rick’s prone body on the ground.

      “I need to talk to him after we get him out of here,” Dread said, his gaze suddenly hard.

      “What?” Cass asked. She was planning on getting him far, far away from any other demon they may encounter.

      “I need to know what this is, why the council is hiding it. It would…” he frowned, looking around the small space. “It would explain a lot.”

      “A lot about what?” Cass asked.

      “Do you ever wonder why the council is so old, yet every generation is weaker and weaker? Do you ever wonder why some demons give birth, only to watch their children die in their arms? A magic shortage, they say. But how? Magic is woven into every aspect of our life. It powers the eternal flames, it grows the trees in the forest, it keeps us alive. How is a resource like that finite? And why has it declined so drastically over the last century or two, and not over the millennia before that?”

      Cass had wondered these things, but she’d believed what every other demon did. The council was old because they were powerful, their magic so strong that they could continue to live on while others perished. It was the same thing that had been drilled into their heads from a young age. Magic is finite, use it sparingly. Any magic that is gathered from the human realm is distributed evenly, that’s why the demons that journeyed to the human realm were so important.

      “If they knew that mating with a human could give a magic source that is powerful and not easily stolen, why not exploit that?” he pressed.

      Cass already knew the answer to this. “Because, according to the texts, it would make that demon powerful enough to conquer the human realm.”

      “No, Cass, think. They don’t care about the human realm. They don’t care about the possessions or any of that. They only cared that someone may get magic they couldn’t steal and use it to overthrow them. This isn’t about saving the human realm, this is about greed,” he told her. He was fumbling through his belt now, grabbing out items and rearranging them on the ground in front of him as he spoke.

      “But why?” Cass asked.

      Dread shrugged. “You’ve been in the human realm. You know all about power and greed. You walk by homeless people sitting next to empty buildings, and grocery stores that throw out thousands of pounds of food while people starve. This is how demons and humans are similar,” he said. Then, under his breath, murmured, “One of the many ways.”

      Cass watched him work, trying to piece through what he was saying. She knew it was true. She knew it the moment she read that first passage, that a magic that couldn’t be taken would be dangerous to a hierarchy that hinged on the unequal distribution of it. Like everyone else, Cass just accepted it as the truth, that the council was powerful and wise, and she was just a lowly demon meant to work for them.

      It’s why she didn’t push back every time she was promoted away from the texts. Well, publicly – she could argue that seeking out Dread was pushing back in her own way. She had a feeling that a public push back would land her in the exact same spot Rick sat now.

      “Here,” Dread said, handing her a pill he’d extracted from his belt.

      “What is this?” she asked.

      “Just give it to him,” he said, nodding his head toward Rick.

      She took it without further question, tilting Rick’s head back to open his mouth. He didn’t fight, a realization that made her stomach drop. Was he going to die? Would this all be for nothing?

      To her surprise, Rick swallowed the pill. Within a few seconds his scales looked less faded, and his eyes fluttered open.

      “It worked,” Dread said, sounding surprised.

      “It worked?! You didn’t know if it would?” Cass hissed at him.

      Dread shrugged. “It’s in its experimental stages. It’s magic consolidated into a pill. Small amount, can’t have the council getting suspicious.”

      “Cass?” Rick asked, blinking at her. “Why does an enforcer sound like my ex-girlfriend?”

      “Shut up, it’s a disguise,” Cass said quickly. “Look, Rick we’re going to get you…”

      “Rick, was it?” Dread interrupted, kneeling next to Rick.

      He frowned at Dread, his eyes roving over him. “Yeah?” Rick replied.

      “Wonderful. I have some questions for you. First, did Ynnia bring his box?”

      Rick nodded, his face contorting at the mention of it. For a moment Cass thought he was going to be sick.

      “Mmm, I thought so. Second, did you really fuck a human?”

      “I mated with a human,” Rick corrected, his eyes narrowing angrily at Dread at the implication. It’s clear he thought whatever went on between him and Stephanie was more than just sex.

      “Right, okay - and did something happen?”

      Rick averted his eyes. Instead of answering right away, he tried to sit up. Cass helped him. It was a slow process, and by the time he was sitting, he was panting from the exertion. “I’ll take that as a yes. Did it happen during the act, after the act?”

      “What are you asking?” Rick snapped, clearly losing patience with Dread.

      Cass supposed she wouldn’t be very friendly if she were in his place.

      “What I’m asking is if something happened when you mated,” the word dripping from his mouth like it was made of poison, “with the human, something magical? Something that would make you survive Ynnia’s little box when every other demon has died from it. Something that would make the demon council want to kill you to hide it.”

      The realization on Rick’s face was plain, just like most of Rick’s emotions. He was never good at hiding things, his heart always on his sleeve. “Yes,” he said quietly. “It was like…I was stronger, I felt younger. It felt like…” he trailed off again. “It felt like a different kind of magic. I thought it was…” he trailed off, shaking his head as if the thought were ridiculous.

      “What?” Dread pressed, clearly needing the information for whatever interrogation this was.

      “Love,” Rick said simply. He was purposefully avoiding Cass’s gaze. Cass put a hand on his shoulder in comfort.

      “We’re going to get you out, c’mon,” she said.

      “Tomorrow,” Dread said, standing up.

      “Tomorrow? That’s his execution!” Cass said.

      Dread nodded. “Yeah, and if you think that we can just go down to the most secure location in Anathamea as the captain and some grunt that, if someone looked close enough, would realize doesn’t even work for us anymore, and spring the most wanted criminal of our time…you’re crazy. The easiest time to get him is in transport. Too many variables for them to control. I’ve got some ideas of how we can get you out, Reese,” Dread said.

      “Rick,” Rick corrected.

      “Right,” Dread said absently, as if he wasn’t really listening.

      “Anyway, here’s the plan…”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      It looked more like a parade than an execution.

      Demons gathered along the main road from the council’s chambers to the square, their excitement palpable. Here it was – the first public execution in years! And it was a revenge demon! Cass heard the whispers as she walked through the crowd, trying to find the best place to set herself up. She had one important task to complete, and she had to make sure she did it right.

      Even though she was in on the plan, she wasn’t prepared to see Dread and a few other enforcer demons exit the council building with Rick in tow. Even with the boost of magic from Dread yesterday, he still looked like shit. There were enforcer demons on either side of him at his elbows, mostly dragging him instead of escorting him out of the building. He even tripped going down the stairs and went on his knees, which elicited a roar of approval from the crowd.

      Cass wasn’t sure if it were an act or not. Dread told him to act weak, to reinforce the idea that Ynnia drained him of all that he could. He wanted no suspicions cast on him about the visit the day before. If anyone on the council or in the enforcer squad suspected Dread, his entire life was on the line. It was the perfect cover, really. Everyone knew about the captain of the enforcers and his dislike of technology. No one would ever suspect that the technology nerd that ran the underground portals and black market was one and the same.

      Dread pushed past the enforcers, shoving them out of the way and barking a command at them. Both of the enforcers stepped back and away from Rick, looking more terrified of Dread than of Rick. Dread grabbed Rick by the arm and wrenched him up painfully, bringing him to his feet and forcing him to take shaky steps on his own. Cass watched as Rick half walked, half crawled down the street.

      This is where she came in.

      She was the first one to throw the rotten fruit.

      When the rotten fruit sailed through the air and hit Rick on the shoulder she felt it too, like a punch to the gut. It’s part of the plan, she told herself over and over as she reached for another piece. The crowd around her amped up, reaching into the basket next to her to grab her fruit and throw their own pieces.

      Before long it was a barrage of fruit, flying from all over the place. Cass had left boxes on the other side of the street too so no one would know the direction it originated from. She saw Dread motion to the enforcers to go into the crowd and find who was doing it, leaving just Rick and Dread in the street, and most of the attention on the enforcers as they searched the crowd for the origin of the fruit.

      Now the fruit that was being thrown was changing. Each fruit emitted a small plume of colored smoke as it made contact. This only excited the crowd more, tossing more and more fruit, hoping theirs would erupt into a bomb that covered Rick with rotten fruit and ash. She saw him go down on his knees as the smoke from the fruit bombs filled the air. She saw Dread step into the cloud with Rick.

      If she wasn’t paying attention, she would have missed the two disappear and not have felt the change in the air of someone portaling not once, but twice. Dread emerged on the other side of the smoke bomb with Rick. By now, the enforcer demons were closing in on her and the basket, grabbing it and taking it away from the crowd, who was now booing at the enforcers.

      They wanted to be part of the spectacle, and the enforcers were taking that chance away from them. The booing moved through the crowd, mostly ignoring Rick and Dread as they continued toward the gallows made in the central square. Cass couldn’t help but notice that Rick was fighting a bit now, his eyes wide as he looked between the crowd.

      Dread didn’t explain this part of the plan well, just that Rick would portal away and an illusion would take his place. It would look like Rick died, but really, he’d be far away. Whatever magical illusion Dread used was strong magic. To Cass, the demon limping through the crowd looked just as real as any other demon.

      At last, they made it to the square with the entire township of Anathamea trailing behind. Cass scanned the crowd and was glad that Zed wasn’t there. She was so worried that he’d come and try to interfere that she’d slipped something in his drink last night when she went to check on him. If all went according to plan, he’d be sound asleep through the entire thing.

      Dread pushed Rick before the podium where the council stood, their eyes more focused on the crowd than on Rick. Except Ynnia, he watched Rick carefully, his eyes narrowed. To her relief, Dread stepped in between Ynnia’s line of vision and Rick, blocking him from the council member while exposing him to the crowd. He crossed his arms over his chest, looking every bit the captain of the enforcers. She even saw him sneer down at Rick’s prone form, which was struggling to stand and failing.

      Beck raised his arms overhead, ushering in immediate silence from the crowd.

      “We are here today to witness the execution of Rickaron, a revenge demon who broke our most sacred law. He is a sympathizer of humans who was derelict in his duty to befriend a human and not enact a curse as he is supposed to. He robbed this community of the magic he should have acquired for us!” Beck raised his arms overhead, eliciting a cry of rage from the crowd.

      Cass joined them. Dread warned her that they’d be watching, even when she didn’t think they were. Every act was important.

      “Rickaron, how do you plead?” Beck asked, his eyes narrowing on the kneeling figure before him. Rick was on his knees, his chest heaving, his head shaking rapidly back and forth. Ynnia peered around Dread, his eyes stilled narrowed on the kneeling figure like he was trying to figure something out. Cass was tempted to throw something at him to get his attention away from Rick, but she couldn’t risk the ire of the council. Cass wasn’t sure what he was looking for – the magic was so strong she could see the rotten fruit drip off Rick’s kneeling form and collect on the ground under him. If she didn’t know better, she would have been convinced Rick was being executed.

      “Very well - Captain Julian?” Beck waved his hand at Dread. Dread turned to take a sword from one of the enforcers that stood to the side. Of course, he would use a sword, Cass thought with an eye roll. She tried to watch as he brought the sword up, but before he swung Cass turned her head away.

      She couldn’t watch.

      The crowd around her erupted into cheers. She turned in time to see a head bounce a few steps before disintegrating into ash. The body that was attached to it did the same, becoming little more than a pile of dust on the steps. The crowd continued to cheer as Dread stepped back and wiped the blade of the sword free of ash, blood, and some bits of the fruit.
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      Rick vomited when he landed in whatever warehouse the captain portaled him too. He was too weak to withstand it. It made his stomach churn and then empty all over the floor of the warehouse. He was about to turn to say something to the captain when he saw him grab a chained figure, slap a ring on him, and then portal him away.

      The motion was too quick for Rick to make any sense of it. Instead, he fell onto his back on the floor, staring up at the ceiling of the warehouse he’d been deposited into. If all went according to plan, he’d be dead within the hour and all of this mess would be behind him.

      After his stomach settled, Rick stood slowly, feeling the ground tilt under him. He was in a warehouse that smelled like shit and dirt. He looked around to try to make sense of his surroundings while his head swam dangerously. There were no windows, but there were a lot of random objects strewn about the area. As he stumbled along, he used them for support – most of them looked similar to the cars that were used in the human realm, but others were just strange box like structures that Rick didn’t have the energy to investigate. At the end of the warehouse stood a series of doors.

      The first two were locked, the last led into a room with a portal platform and a computer at its base. Rick’s eyes widened. This must be what Cass was using to get to the human realm! Rick didn’t want to know how she’d fallen in with the captain. He also didn’t want to know what she’d paid for his help. He knew it wasn’t something he could ever repay.

      Rick explored the warehouse as long as he was able to before exhaustion took over. Thankfully he’d found some food in the meantime. The council hadn’t bothered to feed him, which only added to his weakened state. His stomach growled as he ate the dried, aged food. He didn’t care, it was delicious after a week without it. Rick contemplated eating the rotten fruit off his body but decided against it.

      Rick sat on the floor, sliding in and out of consciousness.

      “Rick?” It was Cass, and she sounded terrified.

      “Here,” he called weakly from his spot against the wall. He saw her turn the corner, sighing in relief when she saw him.

      “I got hungry,” he said, which elicited a small smile from Cass. “C’mon, let’s get you out of here.”
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        * * *

      

      One minute he was in Anathamea, the next he was in Stephanie’s condo.

      He was painfully aware of how awful he looked. He was covered with rotten fruit and smelled horrible. He’d literally been drained of his magic and was just barely strong enough to remain conscious. He was not strong enough to stay standing and proceeded to fall to the ground the minute he portaled with Cass.

      The captain, who Rick learned went by the name of Dread when he was doing illegal shit, created his own portal that was nowhere near as smooth as the one Rick was used to. Cass wasn’t phased, but she was also used to breaking the law and clearly had used the portal multiple times. She dumped Rick unceremoniously on the ground, her gaze darting around the small space for any sign of Stephanie.

      “What the actual…” He heard her voice from the bedroom, growing louder and eventually stopping as she caught sight of what was in her living room.

      “Are you Stephanie?” asked Cass. Rick opened an eye to see Stephanie nod. She was looking at him with a mix of horror and shock, her mouth literally open as she stood in the doorway of her bedroom. Rick raised a hand weakly to wave, letting it fall limply on his chest.

      “Good,” Cass said, taking her look as answer enough. “Something’s happened, and Rick needs to stay here for a while,” Cass added.

      “Absolutely not,” Stephanie said, crossing her arms over her chest.

      Rick felt his heart break. He wished he had enough energy to explain to her, to tell her what happened. He was tired, too tired…

      “Listen here,” Cass said as she stepped over his prone body, approaching Stephanie in a few long strides. “That idiot nearly died for you. I owe some really bad people some really big favors because I saved his ass. Either you let him stay here until we figure this out, or so help me…”

      “Died?” Stephanie interrupted. Her eyes were wide, her gaze darting from Cass to Rick’s prone figure.

      “Yes, died,” Cass said between clenched teeth.

      Rick recognized that tone. She used it whatever she was overwhelmed and on her last nerve. Rick wanted to interrupt and tell them it was fine. He’d just take a nice little nap and they’d all figure it out when he woke up.

      Rick felt Stephanie’s touch on his arm, and his eyes flickered open again. “You look awful,” she said softly. “What are you covered in?” she added, her nose wrinkling.

      “I think it’s rotten friggund,” he said.

      “Am I supposed to know what that is?” Stephanie asked.

      Rick shook his head.

      “Good,” Cass said, taking a step back from them. She was watching them with a strange look on her face, one that Rick would have to puzzle over later. He was too busy watching Stephanie and the way she tenderly picked the pieces of fruit off him.

      “I tried to summon you,” she said.

      “I know, I couldn’t come,” he said. He didn’t mention that it was excruciating not to heed her call, that he felt like every bone in his body was breaking. He didn’t mention that if it meant keeping her safe, he would have gladly accepted his fate. Demons weren’t meant to live very long anymore anyways.

      “I went to Chad’s house and demanded he give me what he used to summon you,” she continued.

      “He gave it to you?” Rick asked.

      Stephanie nodded. “You know I don’t take no for an answer. I thought…” she started, then swallowed.

      “I wanted to be here,” he said weakly.

      “You’re here now,” she replied.

      Despite his waning strength, Rick reached up to grab her hand, feeling how warm she was. She was alive, she was real. This wasn’t a dream.

      “You’re so cold,” she whispered. She looked up to Cass, who stood watching them cautiously. “Is he going to be okay?” Stephanie asked.

      Rick couldn’t see Cass’s face, his eyelids were closing again. He was so tired…

      “I don’t know,” Cass admitted at last.

      Rick could feel himself drifting away. The warmth of Stephanie’s touch faded into the background. For a moment he felt like he was falling, but something anchored him. It was the feel of Stephanie’s lips on his own, and he felt warmth seep back into his world. After a few moments he was able to return her kiss, feeling some semblance of strength for the first time since he took the captain’s pill. This was different, this was like the first time he tasted a mojito –  a warm, pleasant sensation that spread across his tongue and warmed his chest. After another few moments, he could raise his hand and bring it to the back of her head, pulling her into him. He didn’t want to let her go. He never wanted to let her go again.
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        * * *

      

      Cass stepped away from them, feeling like she was intruding. Rick was dying, and she didn’t have the heart to tell Stephanie. His scales were even duller than they had been in that cell. She could practically see his life fading away as his eyes closed and his body relaxed.

      Stephanie must have known it too. She bent down and kissed him. At first, he did nothing, which Cass took as her cue to go. He would die and burst into ash, and this would have been for nothing, except for him to spend his dying moments with the woman he loved. But then Rick was moving, his hand in Stephanie’s hair, and Cass watched in wonder as the two of them started to glow. It was faint, just a halo of light around them, but it was noticeable enough to illuminate the small room.

      Rick opened his eyes to stare up at Stephanie with a look of absolute adoration. Cass felt a surge of jealousy – not at the fact that he was looking at Stephanie, but that anyone might look at her that way. She thought of Alice and Eric and wondered…

      No. She couldn’t drag them into this. Whatever this was - it was dangerous. It nearly cost Rick his life, but he was willing to die for it. Was Cass willing to face the same fate for some answers?

      She knew the answer as she stepped away and summoned the portal back to Dread.
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      Stephanie took the next week off of work. It was the first vacation she’d taken since starting Eternal Beauty Systems. She gave no explanation, just that she needed to be away for about a week.

      She wasn’t about to explain that she was nursing her demon boyfriend back to health.

      When Rick appeared in her living room with Cass, she was sure he was going to die. He was unrecognizable – covered in some sticky substance and paint, what was visible of his scaled body was a dull color instead of the vibrant red. When she put her hand on his body, she felt none of his normal warmth. He was cold. Even his eyes were glazed and dull, like he was moments away from never seeing anything ever again.

      But somehow, like in some fairytale, kissing him brought him back.

      It was slow at first. He’d gotten enough energy to get into the shower, where she attempted to clean a six-foot-plus demon in a space meant for a human. Once he was clean, she fed him and tucked him into bed.

      The first night she barely slept – she awoke every few moments to check if he was breathing. He made it through the night. At some point she fell asleep, because when she awoke the next morning, it was to his arms wrapped around her, and her pressed into his body like that first night they spent together. She felt his hard cock against her thigh, unable to help the smile that slid across her face at the sensation. Demon men and human men were exactly alike – neither missed an opportunity for sex.

      He must have felt her shift against him because his grip tightened as he held her close to him. Her hands slid along his arms, feeling the warmth returning slowly to his scaled body. He wasn’t as warm as he used to be, but he didn’t feel like ice anymore. She placed a kiss against his collarbone, burying her nose deep into him. He smelled like her body wash, but underneath, she caught a hint of his normal charcoal scent.

      Rick ran a hand along her side, the pads of his fingers soft against her skin. They trailed along her thigh, her hip, then across her arm and shoulder. At last, they were under her chin, which he tilted back so he could kiss her on the mouth. She melted into that touch, into the feeling of his lips on hers. His forked tongue flicked across her lips, and she squirmed at the memory of it between her thighs.

      His hand slid from her jaw to her hair, his claws raking her scalp in a way that elicited a low moan from her. At the sound, his grip tightened on her hair, his hips moving against her, pressing his hard cock into her.

      Rick’s hands fumbled weakly with her clothes. The sports bra was fitted enough to give anyone trouble, but Stephanie shed it in one quick move. Her shorts were next, sliding them off and onto the floor. Rick was still naked from the shower. Stephanie didn’t really have anything to clothe him. Whatever he wore before was ruined, and she’d tossed it immediately after he’d cleaned up.

      Rick sat up, but she saw him sway, still a little dizzy and weak from whatever happened to him.

      “If it’s too much,” Stephanie started, putting her hand on his chest to force him onto his back.

      “No,” he said, and for the first time since he returned to her, she saw a flicker of heat in his eyes. He grabbed her waist, his hands on either side, and dragged her body over his.

      Stephanie didn’t resist, settling her naked body over his hips. She felt his fingers dig into her hips as he looked her over, drinking in the sight of her like she was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen.

      “I want to taste you,” he said, his grip more insistent as he pushed her up his body to his face. She didn’t hesitate, planting a knee on either side of his face. He didn’t hesitate, his forked tongue immediately working to part her folds, sliding along the length of her. Her hands grabbed her headboard, her fingers tightening against them as she felt his tongue circle her clit. He didn’t stay there long, instead using his tongue to slip inside her and start to slowly fuck her. Each stroke he probed deeper, getting her wetter and wetter. She felt his tongue recede and slide back up to her clit, flicking the tip of it gently.

      He continued this slow torture of her clit with his tongue, alternating between gentle flicks and firmer circling. Occasionally, he would take it between his lips and suck, the edges of his teeth scraping the sensitive underside. It didn’t take long before Stephanie was grinding on his face. When his tongue hit a particularly sensitive part of her, she grabbed one of his horns, her other hand still grasping the headboard.

      She felt his claws dig into the flesh of her hips as she grabbed his horn. He was moaning into her pussy now, rocking his one horn in her grip. She could feel the start of an orgasm building and hearing him come undone against her was sending her closer and closer. She rode his face harder, her fingers tightening against his horn. He responded in kind, his forked tongue circling her clit, no longer teasing. It was insistent, a constant pressure on her sensitive bud. That’s all she needed to push her over. Her legs tightened around his head, trying to hold him in place as he ravaged her clit. She felt her pussy tighten, longing for something inside of it. The strength of the orgasm hit it, causing her to roll her hips onto him. He didn’t let up until she was shaking, flinching away from his tongue as she became sensitive.

      Stephanie slid down his body, aware of how wet she was between her orgasm and his tongue. His face was soaked but he didn’t seem to mind. He was smiling up at her, a filthy smile that caused a jolt of electricity through her stomach.

      Stephanie stopped when she was over his dick, which hadn’t softened at all in the meantime. It was harder than before, curved toward his stomach and leaking precum all over him. Stephanie lined him up with her entrance, feeling him jump in her hand. His eyelids fluttered, and he groaned as she slid down him slowly, inch by inch, fucking herself on him bit by bit. She was going to take her time and tease him like he did to her, let him feel every slow roll of her hips. She bottomed out after a bit, resting against the swelling at the base of his dick.

      She continued her slow pace as she rode him. She’d start slow and shallow, taking just the top few inches, before dropping down and taking his full length. He watched her through hooded lids, his mouth partially open.

      That’s when Stephanie noticed the glow.

      At first, she thought maybe it was the lighting in the room. The longer she rode him, the more pronounced it became. It was a fuzzy golden white aura that got brighter the longer she fucked him. Rick noticed it too, his eyes tracking over her in wonder.

      “What is that?” Stephanie asked, breathless. She could feel Rick getting close. His hips started moving to meet her thrusts, his chest rising and falling faster.

      “Magic,” Rick said, then groaned as she slid all the way down his length again.

      “You’ve got me so hard,” he said between heavy breaths. His hips moved faster, more insistent. She could feel the swelling at the base of his dick grow, making him groan any time it bumped against her ass. “Even my knot, it wants to be inside of you.”

      Stephanie had no idea what a knot was, but the idea of fitting that firm swelling inside of her was equal parts concerning and intriguing. She didn’t slow down, instead she met his pace, bouncing on him faster and harder. Every time she bottomed out on his dick, she would press a little harder, trying to see if she could fit the knot inside her. She could feel the edges of it trying to stretch her, promising to fill her in ways she’d never felt before.

      “Don’t worry. I’ll get you ready for it soon. We have all the time in the world,” he said, his words punctuated with each thrust as he met her.

      She felt his thrusts become erratic and then he stilled, cumming hard into her. His eyes closed, the glow on their bodies now brighter than it’d been before. She rode him slowly through each wave of his orgasm, feeling him finish and soften inside her. She marveled at the glow as it eventually faded.

      For the first time since Rick landed in her living room, he looked normal. His scales were no longer dull and flaky. They looked just as vibrant red as she remembered them. He caught her looking him over, a lazy smile on his satisfied face.

      “What?” he asked, reaching out to trail his fingers against her thigh.

      “You look better,” she said, her eyes roving over his chest, then at last meeting his gaze. “What happened?” she asked.

      Rick sat up, his hands on her hips to keep her on his lap. The look he gave her was nothing but adoration, his gaze roving over her face like he wanted to commit every inch of her to memory.

      “I may have stumbled onto a secret the council is keeping from my kind,” he said softly.

      “What kind of secret?” Stephanie asked.

      “I don’t know,” Rick said honestly. “Cass is figuring it out. As far as the demon council knows, I’m dead.”

      “Dead?” Stephanie asked. She’d been wondering why he was so injured and close to death when Cass appeared in her living room. She remembered the demon glaring at her, saying it was because of her that he’d almost died. She hoped she’d misheard Cass. She hoped Rick hadn’t done something stupid just because of her. He did tell her that interactions between their kind were illegal in Anathamea, but how could they know? And why did they care so much?

      “Yes, it’s a long story. One I don’t want to tell now,” he said, his claws reaching up to push a piece of hair behind her ear.

      “But you will? Tell me, that is,” she asked.

      He nodded. “I will. But for now…” His arms wrapped around her waist, and he flipped her onto her back under him. “I want to enjoy every moment with you.”
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        * * *

      

      Thank you for reading Hexes From Exes! I hope you enjoyed Rick and Stephanie’s story - this isn’t the last you’ll see of them. Next up in the series is a bridging prequel about Julian, which comes out November of 2023. The sequel, focusing on Cass, will be out in 2024. Check out my website, instagram (katrynalalock), or TikTok (katrynalalock) to learn more!
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