
  
  
      
        
          Horrors & Harlots

          
		      
          Trixie Adara

        

        
          
          
        

      

    


  
  Copyright © 2026 by Trixie Adara. 
All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law. For permission requests, contact Trixie Adara at trixieadara@gmail.com.
The story, all names, characters, and incidents portrayed in this production are fictitious. No identification with actual persons (living or deceased), places, buildings, and products is intended or should be inferred.
Book Cover from Vyron – https://vyronnes.carrd.co/ 






  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Trigger Warnings
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Chapter 1
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Chapter 2
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Chapter 3
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Chapter 4
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Chapter 5
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Chapter 6
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Chapter 7
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Chapter 8
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Chapter 9
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Chapter 10
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Chapter 11
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Chapter 12
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Chapter 13
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Chapter 14
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Chapter 15
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        Chapter 16
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        Chapter 17
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        Chapter 18
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        Chapter 19
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        Chapter 20
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        Chapter 21
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22.
        
        Chapter 22
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23.
        
        Chapter 23
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        24.
        
        Chapter 24
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        25.
        
        Chapter 25
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        26.
        
        Chapter 26
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        27.
        
        Chapter 27
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Epilogue
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Patreon Information
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About the author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Acknowledgements
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Sneak Peak: Dommes & Demons
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  Trigger Warnings


Horrors & Harlots contains mature themes and explicit content intended for adult readers. This story explores trauma, sexuality, and power through a dark fantasy lens. 
Please read with care if you are sensitive to any of the following:
Sexual Content & Consent: Frequent explicit sexual scenes, including depictions of seduction, voyeurism, and magical influence; all acts of intimacy between characters are consensual. There are also darker scenes with elements of predation, power dynamics, humiliation, degradation, and BDSM. 
Psychological Manipulation & Emotional Abuse: Scenes of gaslighting, power imbalance between teacher/student dynamics, and emotional coercion.
Racism & Transphobia: Only between non-Monster races and Monsters, and implied and/or internalized transphobia only. Promise. 
Violence & Gore: Moderate fantasy violence, brief torture imagery, blood, and body horror in dream or magical contexts.
Death & Grief: Off-page loss of family members, references to trauma, and emotional flashbacks.
While the book includes explicit sexual material and adult relationships, it also centers queer self-discovery, found family, and healing through love, consent, and acceptance.
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Chapter one

The Banished Princess of Fey and Shadow picks a gloambloom flower as casually as plucking the eye from a lover’s twisted face. She lifts it up and twists it in the light of the black moon, inspecting it for flaws. Her long, long limbs and fingers are lovely in their disproportion, and her rows of sharp teeth reveal themselves with her crooked smile. 
“This will do,” she says in a voice like crushed velvet. The billowing train of her grey gown sweeps over the fields of gloambloom as she turns and moves towards the ruined castle the rebels left for her. They think her humbled, but a queendom is a queendom is a queendom. 
In the ruins of crumbling bone walls, she takes the gloambloom to the hollow courtyard, the echoes of muffled cries help bounce delightfully around her. The mortal bound to the crumbled tombstone of the late Queen strains against the shadows binding her. The Banished Princess sips on the fear of her false oracle. An exquisite vintage. 
Perhaps it is the exaggerated features of a Shadow Feyling that distresses the gagged Bunnyfolk. Envious mortals have described Shadow Feylings as Elves stretched on the rack, too thin and sharp. It could be the black moon in the sky above, its atmosphere almost kissing the firmament of the Shadow Fey. In its terrible light, the Banished Princess can see the craters dead gods left in their wake and almost spot Ter’Aval, where her stolen throne sits. 
“Let’s try this again,” the Banished Princess says to the Bunnyfolk. The fur of her prisoner is dark as midnight, and her body is toned with tough muscle that will be a pain to strip away. Patience. Patience. All things to those that wait. 
The Banished Princess looks up at the moon above her. “And scheme,” she says. The hiss lingers there until it could be confused with a whistle and perhaps be considered music to a dead man. It is with that bountiful malice that the Banished Princess places the gloambloom on the gagged mouth of the Bunnyfolk. 
Then she gets back to flaying. 
“It’s a shame that she trusted you,” the Banished Princess says to me as she works. “That day in the showers, you told her she was safe. A favorite lie of predators.” Shadows obscure the gruesome work, and no screams fill the brittle air of the Shadow Fey. Whenever the Bunnyfolk would cry out, there is a sinister silence, the one of a child hiding under the bed, waiting for the Monster to pass them by. Each cry feeds the flower, and the gloambloom on her mouth blossoms. 
“This is kinder than what they will do to her. Here at least she knows who she is as I strip it away. There she will laugh maniacally as Bruarakh eat her intestines.” 
Something moves in the periphery of the Banished Princess’s vision, but she doesn’t bother with it. I’m still her obsession. 
“She may have been cruel and hateful—my kind of woman—but at least she wasn’t a predator. She doesn’t have blood on her hands like you, my Query. She had a family, you know. Little sisters. Dreamed of helping them. Had nightmares for months after you fucked her.” The Banished Princess sucks on her teeth. “And now she’s dead because of you.” 
Someone steps into the dark moonlight of the courtyard. A Werebear with a massive warhammer. Her skin swirls with black paint on her arms like tattoos that drink up the shadows. She roars, raises her weapon, and charges. 
The Banished Princess doesn’t bother looking up. She lazily lifts a hand and launches a spear of shadow directly into—
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Chapter two

I fall off the bed with a thud that somehow doesn’t wake Nita and Sprig. The sunlight from Sprig’s open window cuts into me, and I shield myself against it. Our dorm room, W041, comes into focus slowly with Nita’s corner reeking of sweaty laundry, Sprig’s wall drowning in plant life with her massive holly tree practically leaning into the room, and my corner stuffed with books I’ll definitely never get around to reading. 
As the nightmare recedes, I find my phone and check the time. It’s almost one in the afternoon. The day after Mabon. I remember getting pancakes with the party and being driven to a food coma by a bet with Bory. I seriously underestimated how many pancakes that little guy could eat. I came back to nap, and—
“Where is everyone?” I text the group chat. 
“Good morning, sleeping beauty,” Sprig texts immediately.
Nita responds to my text with a thumbs up, as though that means anything. 
“Nita and I are visiting the botanical gardens. We’ll be back in a few minutes.” 
I give her the thumbs up emoji because in this context, it makes fucking sense. I smile at the thought and slowly rise to my hooves. My mouth tastes like thick ash, so I grab my toothbrush and head to the bathrooms to address some Hellish morning breath. I don’t yet regret all the chocolate chip pancakes, but the argument against them is growing. 
The hallway of the West Tower is quiet as I shuffle down it. Most people will be sleeping off their Mabon parties. I don’t know if any of them heard about the Vashraath attack last night, but I can’t imagine that will stay a secret for long. There’s a crater in the outer bailey with a hole to the Abyss and a student’s been killed. 
Melody. 
I know what the party would say if I said I’m the reason she died. But it’s one thing to watch a Bunnyfolk call me a predator and out me as trans to the thousand realms via arcane broadcast, and it’s another thing to see the hurt and betrayal in her eyes when Zir caught us in the bathrooms. This bathroom. She wanted to leave when she found me there, and I could have let her go. Even yesterday, I could have let Sprig and Melody’s team win the challenge. Maybe then they wouldn’t have been in last place. Hells, Melody would have just grabbed the stupid raven and won the challenge instead of stopping to monologue if we’d never fucked. 
I’m properly lost in my doom spiral when the bathroom door swings open and a student who seems to have absolutely destroyed herself after an evening of partying steps in. Her long black hair is matted with something sticky, her dark lipstick is smeared, her eyeliner is smudged, and her mascara is running down her face. She’s wearing a thick, purple bathrobe, holding a bundle of clothing, and wearing no shoes. 
“Oh,” she says with a bored, aristocratic Southern accent. “It’s you.” 
I drop my toothbrush, letting bits of toothpastey spit dribble down my chin. “Sasha?” I say with my mouth full. 
“Wild night,” she says with a smile, flashing her fangs at me. 
She goes to look in the mirror—and has a reflection, who’d have guessed?—but takes one glance and sees there’s no chance in saving her appearance. She turns away, and I get a glimpse of a thin line of words on her neck: ‘slut’ written over and over like a collar. 
I spit out my toothpaste and ask, “Are you okay?” 
“Just out celebrating my ranking yesterday.” She doesn’t glance at me, but I feel her glamour creeping over my skin. It’s like a lover’s fingertips carefully tracing goosebumps while you beg them to actually fucking touch you. 
Her mention of the games helps me resist her influence. I step away from her. “You tried to kill Zir yesterday.” The image of her roommate, Flit the Pixie, darting into Zir’s Oozling body and slashing him to bits with knives is not one I’m likely to forget anytime soon. “By which I mean, you fucking killed Zir yesterday.” 
Sasha looks back in the mirror and pretends to clean up her face. “They resurrected him, didn’t they? And I didn’t do anything. Flit lost control.” 
“And you had nothing to do with that?” 
“Why would I risk getting expelled just to kill your friend?” Sasha slowly turns and arches an eyebrow at me. Even with her face looking like a disaster, she somehow manages to look condescendingly bitchy and annoyingly hot all at once. “I don’t think about you enough to risk getting expelled.” 
I open my mouth, but no witty retort comes out. She’s right. It would be unbelievably stupid to risk everything just to slow down one team. She’d either have to hate me more than anyone in the thousand realms, or Flit went rogue. Maybe the Pixie has some specific hatred for Zir. I should ask them the next time I see them. 
“By the way,” Sasha says as she approaches the showers. I find myself following her around the corner as she slips effortlessly out of her bathrobe. Her back is marked with dozens of white lines, and written on her forearm is “I am powerful, confident, beautiful, capable.”
“Yesterday, at the games,” she says, “I meant to ask you where your little piercing was.” Sasha turns on the shower and bathes in front of me, shamelessly. “I was surprised when my glamour worked on you.” 
“Surprised that cheating worked?” 
She glances over her shoulder at me. Her face is clownish with ruined makeup, but her eyes cut through me. “And your little whora?” she asks. “Cheating or just begging for Mommy?” Her glamour goes from teasing my desires to full-on groping. Everything in my body wants to shrug out of my clothes and join her in the shower. Against my better judgement, letting her fuck me after yesterday would be a relief. 
But I think of having Priya fuck me stupid after I performed horrendously during our practice for the Mabon games. Degrading myself should be fun, not self-harm. Thanks, Sprig. 
“I was just nervous going against someone so powerful, confident, beautiful, and capable.” 
Sasha’s smolder fades, and she looks down at her forearm. She blushes and hides her arm from me, letting me have the rare last laugh as I leave her to her shower. I grab my toothbrush and head back to my room, feeling quite proud of myself until I see the hidden door open at the end of the hallway. The stairs up to the roofed turret beckon me while billowing shadows like black smoke pour down them and spill into the hall of the West Tower. 
I reach for my nose, but my piercing isn’t there. It’s supposed to protect me from Sasha’s glamour and Impa’s influence, but I took it out for the games. I figured I could go without it for a day while I was in public, but now … 
The shadows wash over my hooves, my skin erupts in goosebumps, and I shiver against the cold creeping in from the growing doorway. It consumes my field of vision as I climb the steps, pushing through layer after layer of cobwebs. It’s been over a month since I’ve been here, but it feels like the first time all over again. Something about the way the shadows move, the tightness of the staircase, and the thick walls of webbing all bring back the anxiety of somewhere new. I am haunted by the same question now that I was on that day: “Am I really going to live here?” 
Impa is waiting for me when I open the door to the roofed turret like a silhouette of something slender, sharp, and savage. Nita’s gym equipment takes up half the room, and for a moment I’m strengthened by the thought that each day Nita comes up here early to work out, and while I have no idea if it bothers Impa, it is a deft way to say, ‘Fuck you’ to the shadow bitch each morning.
The other half of the room has been claimed by Impa. Her possessions are stained with the dark spots of rot and mold. The remains of my bed have been constructed into a small throne, and Impa sits in it now, the pooling shadow of her that drips like ink making it appear as though she’s wearing a slimming black dress. It gives the illusion of an impossibly thin waistline that is just her spinal cord because she is nothing but hate and shadow clinging to a memory of bones. Her long and impossibly thin arms end in sharp and slender fingers that look like obsidian blades, and what passes for her hair is eternally cascading smoke over her shoulders and back like a fog machine. She is a silhouette along the wall of reality, flickering at times as though the light that forms her has shifted. But at all times, the white spheres of her eyes burn, and the rows of her sharp teeth curl into a Cheshire Cat smile. 
“Hello, lover,” she says in a raspy but somehow sultry voice. “I knew you would come to me, just as you’ve predicted.” 
I open my mouth to battle back, but I don’t have anything to say. I trudge forward, my hooves clop on the soft stone floor of the turret. Impa spreads her arms wide as I approach, and I sink down to my knees in front of her and put my head in her lap. 
“Ooooh,” she says. “There there. It’s okay. I have you now.” 
Tears run down my face, and I say nothing as the severe cold of her body presses against my cheek. The chill of it bites at my flesh, but there is a kind of softness to her, a pleasant numbness I can sink into. 
“You were always going to end up here, you stupid bitch,” she says sweetly. She strokes my hair with her long fingers, and she scores the skin of my scalp and cheek with the delicate slices of her touch. 
“I know.” I cry without sob or gasping. Without snot or melodrama. There is no cathartic release. There are just tears as though I’m leaking, like a broken dam in me is finally about to give way. 
“They found out you’re trans?” 
“Yes.” 
“But they don’t know what people gave up for your silly dream.” 
“No,” I say. “They have no idea.” 
“Too bad they don’t have HRT in Hell, right?” Her cruel laugh sounds like coughing and the grate of sharp metal dragging against concrete. 
I don’t say anything. I didn’t come here for a debate. Impa sees through the kind lies we tell ourselves to ward off the nightmares. I am a Devil. A predator like Melody said. I am ugly and only alluring like a trap, like a poisonous flower or venomous snake. The heavy pancakes in my belly remind me that I am fat and getting no thinner despite weeks of physical training. I am perpetually nervous and unsure of myself. I am afraid all the time. I fall for obvious traps and simple seductions. 
“Shhh,” Impa says. “Don’t talk about yourself that way. Let me do it.” Her bladed fingers slide under my clothes and, with a simple slice, free the fabric from my body. “You killed your grandmother. You know that right?” She idly traces a finger over my back, leaving a trail of stinging skin and thin lines of blood. “Well, it would have been better to kill her. Do you know what happens when a soul coin is consumed? It’s not a kind of chronostasis. It’s a prison, yes, but a kind of solitary confinement in Hell. Torment. Pain. Despair. Loneliness. For all time. All that, and it wasn’t enough. Do you think your mother judged you when she heard the terms of the deal? Before they ripped the memories from her? I think so. She had to, right? Hells, she must have hated you twice as much as I do.” 
I nod along, soaking in the words as they wash over me. This is why I can’t call home, and why I can’t stay back there. Grandma’s empty room confuses Mom as Grandma’s bargain left a strange tear in the memory of everyone who knew her, leaving me only with the knowledge that once she was and now she’s gone. Alma, my mom, and my dads have all been blessed with forgetting, left only with the strange feeling that their lives are not full. It’s like they’ve walked into a room and forgotten why they walked in at all, but it happens to them whenever they wonder who my grandmother is. 
“You killed him,” Impa says. “And replaced him with an abomination. Told a lie to your parents and tricked them into loving this thing. You twisted fuck.” 
Her trailing finger bites deeper into the flesh of my back, and I’m vaguely aware she’s carving a rune into me. I don’t know what magic she knows. I’m not entirely sure she’s a student here at all. Maybe she simply haunts this tower. Maybe she haunts only me. Maybe she’s the opposite of that wish, the cosmic counterbalance for my monkey paw bargain. 
“It was foolish of you to pierce yourself with that rune,” she says. “We should never be parted. You need me. I tell you the truth. I keep you honest when you default to being a lying cunt.” 
I nod. The tears have stopped now. I can’t imagine I have anymore left. There is only the still silence of absolute acceptance. The anxiety that normally whirs through my brain calms down, and there is the delicate certainty of oblivion. This is what Impa offers. 
I kiss the top of what would be Impa’s thighs as she continues to carve her curse into my back. There is a surprising amount of fleshiness to her, and kissing her is like kissing wet snow. But I kiss her all the same. Maybe as a penance. Maybe as a meditation to make my body do anything. Maybe because I’m a pathetic slut and this is all I’m good for. 
“That’s it,” Impa says sweetly. “It’s all you’re good for.” 
I kiss her thighs again and again, hoping with each kiss that I will find some warmth in her body or evoke a purr of pleasure from her. I am given neither, but that doesn’t stop my feverish search. 
“Tell me what you are.” She finally takes her bloody fingers away from my flesh. My skin crackles with the flames of a deep arousal I can neither understand nor ignore. My wounds cauterize and smolder, filling the cold and dark room with the stench of burning flesh. 
“A slut,” I say as I kiss her. Maybe if I do it enough, maybe if I finally get it right, she’ll reveal herself to be a genuine lover, the kind I wish for.
No. I don’t deserve that. 
“A filthy and useless slut,” I say, firmer this time. I know my place. I’m not even good enough to be tormented by Sasha. She wants to savor my life like a fine meal, but Impa only wants to tear me down. And that’s what I want. What I need. What I deserve. 
“That’s not true.” Impa puts a cold finger under my chin and lifts it up until I am staring into the relentless white heat of her eyes. “I can always find use for a slut.” 
“Please.” I have never said that word with such earnestness. Except for when I came out to Mom, when I begged the cosmos with everything in me that I could be a girl. This request—this plea for oblivion—is almost as deeply rooted in my soul. 
“Use me,” I beg. 
Impa presses on my chest, pushing me off her lap and the wooden throne of splinters and rusty nails that used to be my bed. The chill of the stone floor bites into my flesh but soothes the cuts on my back. Impa rises, glides over the stone floor, and places herself between my legs. 
Looming over me, she is far more terrifying than the Vashraath or any other darkness I have faced at Dalton. Even the various Archdevils of Hell do not inspire as much terror as she does. They only threaten you with what they will do to you. Impa is a promise of what you will do to yourself. 
She places the cold blade of her finger between my legs, pressing it against the edge of my scrotum I’m embarrassed of and disgusted by. “I could do it now,” she says. “Save you all the research and spell-learning. I could have my little eunuch boy with tits as my plaything to torment in shadow forever.”
I hesitate. It’s true. She could do it. Hells, I could have done it. But without it, I still wouldn’t be me. I would have a wound instead of a deformity, but I wouldn’t be healed. 
“Do you deserve healing?” Impa shakes her head slowly. Her twisted grin doesn’t diminish. “I don’t think so.” 
“I—” 
“You can’t seriously still be holding out hope for your naive spell? The one that doesn’t exist? That isn’t permanent?” Her voice moves from amused to deadly. “You were supposed to be the smart one. Are you really that fucking stupid?” 
“Please,” I say, but I don’t know what I’m asking of her. To please do it? To end me? To let me go? To take me forever? 
“Yes,” Impa says. “Let me take you.” She presses a finger delicately against my lips, and they part like they did for Melody’s girlcock. Impa slides inside of me, and her finger is cold as it wraps me in darkness and takes me from this world to hers. 
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Chapter three

I wake up in a field of dead flowers. There is no sun, only a black moon pressing against the sky with streaks of darkness bending and warping into it. It does the opposite of illuminating, slowly draining everything up, and by glancing up and catching the last slivers of light in our eyes, we can see the doom looming over us. The colors are washed out in reality, and the air is both stale in a breezeless world and full of the stench of rot and decay. 
The Shadow Fey. 
It’s an approximation of the Fey. Whereas the Fey carries the spirit and theme of creation, making metaphor real, the Shadow Fey carries the dark heart of the thousand realms: the doom, despair, and doubt of all mortals. 
There is a heaviness in my bones, the kind you have when you’re dreaming. It’s the feeling of being forced to watch yourself and unable to control what happens. I’m lying in a field of dead flowers, naked except for a collar around my neck and the leash attached to it. I am sprawled out like a pinup model as her lover approaches. 
Impa slinks out of the ring of dead trees around the field. In the Shadow Fey, she is far more lovely than I could have imagined. She is dressed in a fabric like liquid silver. It has a turtleneck and long sleeves that drape past her arms. Her skin is dark brown like Nita’s, and her hair is an immaculate woven tapestry of braids. Her eyes are dark and haunting, but when she smiles, there are still rows upon rows of sharp teeth. Her ears are pointed like an Elf’s, but her jaw is angular, and her face is elongated like a Feyling. 
“Hello lover,” she says, when she reaches me. “Do you have a present for me?” 
The dream version of me blushes and looks away. I’m enchanted with this woman, this princess, who has done me the honor of haunting me all these long days. The gift is the end of the leash, and I offer it to her willingly. 
“I have a counteroffer for the Lords of Hell.” She says and tugs on my leash until my face is pressed against the flawlessly smooth fabric of her dress. It is cold like her flesh, and I can smell the heavy scent of her lust through it. 
“You do?” My heart feels hope, though my brain isn’t sure what she’s talking about. There are memories missing in my mind. The brain needed to reorder itself as a necessary component of the bargain Grandma made, and I’ve lost the pieces that didn’t fit right. 
“I’m going to claim you,” she says. “And as a free will offering, you are going to devote yourself to me. The mark in your back will keep you bound to me, and when we consummate our …” She taps her chin. Her fingers are hidden by the long sleeves, but they don’t have the terrible blade-like nature they do in the Mortal Realm. “You can call it a marriage,” she says with a shrug. “And this is our engagement night. A ring to bind us together.” 
She lifts up her hand and reveals two tiny rose gold circles in her delicate and dark fingers. “There is no spell upon you,” she says softly. “I offer you a chance to become bound to glory, to an empire that is ready to step out of the shadows with its prophetess.” 
Impa stoops down, looking at me almost tenderly. Or pityingly. Or like a predator beholding their wounded prey that has stopped trying to flee. “This is not a dream, Query. No more than the rune in your back is an imagined thing. You came to me. You threw yourself at my feet. You want oblivion, and I want a prophetess.” She holds up the rings again. “With these rings, we be wed.” 
“I don’t understand.” 
“Yes, you do. You know that Luster and Melody are just distractions. You’ve forgotten why you’ve come to Dalton, but I will set you on the right path again. Your instincts are correct. Your very being is wrong. Your future is wicked, and it’s time you embrace that, my sweet submissive.” 
“I …” Lucy’s tits, she’s right. I have spent a lifetime fighting the feeling that I’m wrong, and I am so tired. Wouldn’t it be better to close my eyes and fall asleep? Going upstream, declaring I’m good and trying to be equal when I need a separate bathroom and my teacher puts us in Demon armor and calls it Devil armor while painting the others up in Devil-face. I come from a world that is built upon tormented souls and corruption. My own mother is a predator no matter how sweet she seems. 
Why bother fighting all this? 
“Please,” I say, falling back and spreading my legs. I expect there to be a sigh of relief at having made up my mind, a kind of weight off my shoulders at being free. Instead, there is a quiver of lust, anticipation, and terror as Impa smiles at me. 
“We will be bound, my lover.” 
This is stupid, but I want it. 
“I will enter you.” 
I can’t fathom what my friends will say. If I’ll still have friends. 
“Plant my seed." 
What would my mother say? 
“I will always be with you.” 
What would my grandmother say after all she gave?
“And when you are ready, you will return to my realm.” 
She reaches down and strokes my swollen clit. “So hard for me,” she says. “But you won’t need that. I know you despise it.” She presses her finger against my anus. “I want your pussy, slut.” 
I open like a flower for her. My body moves as though in a dream. It’s impossible to tell what’s really happening. Everything is surreal and heavy, like moving through water and thinking while half-asleep.
The unnatural substance of her body returns as she is all at once flesh and blood, shadow and smoke, ink and tar. She is every state of matter, solid enough to fuck me, wet enough to enter me, and gaseous enough to slip past all my defenses. 
“Fuck,” I say as my legs spread further. She sinks down between my legs, grabs the back of my head, and lifts me up to look into her eyes. 
“I don’t like to be bored,” she says as she slides another finger inside of me. 
“Uuuhn,” I moan, opening as wide as I can. 
Her fingers are insubstantial, moving through me as well as inside of me. Her cold touch slithers through my body and wraps itself around my heart. I gasp at the shock of it, my eyes spread wide as pain blooms in my body. But she holds my neck tight and doesn’t let me arch my back or writhe away. 
“Don’t bore me, slut,” she says, adding a third finger. 
“Holy fuck,” I say, blaspheming for the first time in my life. 
She chuckles. “Stuck in the dichotomy of holy and unholy.” My fingertips burn as frostbite nips at the edges of my body. “I will teach you all the cracks in between we can slip in and out of.” 
“Fuck off,” someone says, and I look up to see Nita with her warhammer in hand. She swings it at Impa, and the Shadow Feyling shrieks, becomes incorporeal, and vanishes. Her long, dark hair is up in a braid, and she’s in workout gear, showing off her prodigious muscles and swirling blue tattoos. She’s in her Human form, but fur has sprouted on her forearms as she’s ready to go Werebear. 
“I don’t like this place,” Sprig says. Her green skin looks paler than usual as she steps into my vision. Her bright red hair is in a loose ponytail, and she’s wearing ornate wooden armor and carrying a glowing quarterstaff that fuzzes at the corner of my vision. My body is going numb, like it’s falling asleep, but the cold is receding and a hollow warmth replaces it. 
“No fucking shit,” Finley says, but I can’t see the Reliven or her shockingly pink hair. 
“Okay, okay, show’s over.” Bory appears with a robe, and he places it on me, hiding the shame of my broken body. His green Goblin body is covered in tattoos and piercings, and his bald head gleams in the freakish non-light of the black moon. 
“Professor,” Sprig says, turning behind her. Professor Laveau stands in front of us, looking strange in the Shadow Fey light. Or perhaps it is her posture and the array of potions, idols, and fetishes she carries strapped to her emerald green robes. 
“I’m sorry,” I say. It’s the only thing to say, the only thing that makes sense. Once again, I’ve been stupid and become a burden to those I love. For a heavy moment, before the darkness takes me, I wish Impa had finished her ritual. Then I could sleep and stop fucking up. 
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Chapter four

I sleep for a day. 
Nita and Sprig went back to the room and couldn’t find me. Apparently, the roofed turret had a portal to the Shadow Fey like a black pulsing scar hovering in mid-air. They contacted Finley who contacted Laveau—who was the professor on call to keep an eye out for any more Abyssal activity on campus. 
I wake up in fits and starts as the nightmares linger over me, but the piercing is back in, and Professor Laveau has done what she can to neutralize the curse carved in my back. She identified the language as native to the Shadow Fey, but she doesn’t speak it. She took a picture and said she would get back to me. 
I curl into a ball in W041. Bory spends most of the time as a red panda curled against me, and I’m thankful for the warmth. Basic healing is able to handle the shallow cuts from Impa’s fingers, but there’s not much that can be done for the gashes in my back without going to the hospital, and I can’t afford that. I can’t wear anything like a blanket without irritation and pain, so my personal red panda heater is the best. 
Finley brings stale cookies that taste awful. She asks if I want to call my parents, but I definitely don’t. The devastating embarrassment of being seduced by some Shadow Fey creature and almost giving my soul to her for a brain-numbing fuck is overwhelming. I finally understand the root word of mortified. I genuinely feel too embarrassed to be alive. 
“Okay,” Nita says halfway into the second day. “I can’t do this anymore.” She paces around the room swinging her hammer absent-mindedly. 
“Then don’t,” Sprig says. “Go to class.” 
“Like fucking Hell.” 
Zir signs, but without sitting up to look at the purple Oozling, I’m dependent on context. For now, I stare at the grey stone wall and occasionally glance down at the vibrant orange-rish red fur of Bory. 
“You can’t kill Impa,” Sprig says. “You saw what happened to Flit.” 
There is a long string of slapping ooze on ooze as Zir signs. 
“Zir Zebediah Zoroastrianism!” Nita says. “Language!!” 
“That was … vivid,” Sprig says. 
“She’s almost never there,” Nita says. “Or at least when I lift, she’s not there. It would be awkward as fuck if I had to watch her creepy eyes stare at me while I bench pressed.” 
“And I’m sure the school will do something about her,” Sprig says. “There’s a professor and an official report this time.” 
This time. Because last time Impa almost obliterated my mind with an obvious seduction, the last time Nita and Sprig saved me from the darkness, I said nothing to anybody. Lucy’s sloppy cunt, I’m a stupid bitch. 
“Yeah because they’ve really shut things down for the Vashraath attack,” Nita says sarcastically. 
I sit up, and Bory squeaks as he wakes up. “Wait, they aren’t doing anything about the attack?” 
“They quarantined the crater,” Zir signs. “But no one knows about Melody.” 
“A cover up?” Bory says as he shifts back to topless Goblin mode. Fall hasn’t struck hard in DC, but Bory at least acknowledges its existence with flattering gray sweatpants. We’re all in our casual attire for not giving a fuck. I’m in Nita’s hoodie with sweatpants, Nita is in her sports bra with basketball shorts, Sprig is in a crop-top hoodie with yoga pants, and even Zir is wearing a Washington Spirit hoodie and has her skull floating in the space a humanoid’s head would be. I didn’t think she cared about soccer, but she certainly doesn’t need a sweater—unless Oozlings get cold. Do they? It’s probably ironic through and through. 
“Maybe respecting her privacy,” Sprig says. 
“How’s the rest of your team?” I ask. 
“Fine.” Sprig frowns. “Well, Cornelius is pretty shaken up, but that isn’t saying much. Karl and Umber are taking a few days off. I think Karl even went home for the weekend.” 
“Were you attacked because you were in last place?” I ask. 
“Why would a Demon care about rankings in student games?” Zir signs. 
“A genuinely brilliant question,” Bory says. He stretches and releases a particularly male Goblin stench into the room—rotting meat and lemon. 
“You gotta shower,” Nita says, covering her nose. “Or go back to being a panda.” 
“I’m cultivating my musk.” Bory flexes. “The fellas love it.” 
“No, they don’t,” Zir signs. 
“Fuck you,” Bory says with a smile, but he turns back into a red panda doing his best to flip Zir and Nita off. 
“Okay, we can’t leave,” Nita says, “but I can’t do the whole spa and book club hour.” 
“Then fuck you,” I say softly. Nita looks at me with shock and disgust, though Sprig only manages shock. Zir and Bory do their best to also portray shock with their limited array of visual representations of their feelings. 
I smile slowly, and Nita’s shoulders sag with relief. “There she is,” she says warmly. “Friends, Romans, countrymen, she’s back.” 
“What did you have in mind to pass the time?” Sprig asks Nita. “Keep in mind that some of us are recovering.” 
“Right, right. No fights to the death or illegal substances. Got it.” 
“Pizza?” I ask. “I could go for some pizza.” 
“Yes!” Nita snaps and points at me. “Pizza. Hell yes.” 
“There’s a place off campus,” Bory says, now a Goblin again. “Del Vecchio’s. Fucking legendary pizza.” 
“Order and then shower,” Nita says, pointing at him. “You fucking reek.” 
Bory salutes with a middle finger. 
“Movies?” Zir signs. “Everyone picks one?” 
“Movie marathon!” Nita snaps and finger gunas at Zir. “Fucking, yes!” 
“Mood lighting?” Sprig asks. 
“Hell no,” Nita says, pointing at Sprig. Sprig pouts, which on her typically serene and noble face is both heartbreaking and adorable. She tugs on her ponytail like a disappointed toddler, and Nita quickly relents. “I mean, hell yea! But that means I get to pick horror.” 
“Horror?” Sprig says. “Haven’t we had enough horror lately?” 
“I’ll even go last. Sundown and all that.” 
“Everyone picks one,” Zir signs again, more emphatically. 
“Then I pick a musical,” Sprig says. 
“As long as it’s not fucking Hamilton.” 
“Hadestown, duh.” 
“Die Hard 3,” Bory says. “Obviously.” 
“Step Brothers,” Zir signs. 
They all look at me, waiting for my pick. “I assume no one wants to do an extended edition marathon of The Lord of the Rings with me?” 
“Isn’t that like ten hours?” Bory asks. 
“Twelve hours and six minutes,” I say. “More or less.” 
“More or less?” Nita asks. 
“Maybe another day,” I say, feeling stupid. 
“Definitely another day,” Sprig says with a hand on my shoulder. 
I chew on my lip for a moment, trying to think of another movie the group would be more comfortable with. I would look at the ones they picked and try to find a common denominator, but I haven’t seen any of them. We didn’t watch a lot of movies in Hell. Our Wi-Fi was terrible, and we couldn’t afford mortal streaming services because they didn’t accept human souls. Bo got me a DVD player and the first extended editions of The Lord of the Rings for my twelfth birthday. I knew the books and loved them deeply, but I have no idea how Bo afforded those movies. Nothing lifts me out of myself better. Except The Name of the Wind. 
“I don’t know a lot of movies,” I say. 
Thankfully, no one is bothered by this. It’s not uncommon for some Monsters to be disconnected from mainstream mortal culture. Karl, the member of Sprig’s team that went home for the weekend, was raised in the Storm Lands. He might be no total stranger to civilization, but I doubt he has a favorite movie. 
“I’ll pull up some accounts,” Sprig says. “And you pick what seems interesting.” 
I nod. “Sounds good.” 
“The Watchers for me,” Nita says. “We have an accord?” She looks around for our approval, and we nod. “Bory showers and gets pizza. Sprig does lighting and keeps Q company. I will get drinks of various potency. Zir, you get snacks. Sound good?” 
We all nod. “Any allergies or preferences with pies?” Bory asks. It ends up being one cheese for Sprig and Zir, and two sausage and pepperoni for the omnivores. “Imma get cinnamon knots,” Bory adds. “They are the shit.” 
“It’s not clear if that means they’re good,” Sprig says. 
“Hush you. I gotta shower.” Bory and Nita rush out of the room, and Zir sneaks after them. 
“Wait, does Zir have money?” I ask when she’s gone. 
Sprig laughs and gets to work decorating. She doesn’t have the strength for major vine control, so it takes her a while to move the vines along the ceiling of the room. Instead of stringing them with proper fairy lights, the vines form little blue bulbs that bloom into bioluminescent flowers that cast the room in an eerie Fey glow that is cozy and soft. 
“Wow,” I say as I watch her. “You’re incredible.” 
“We’re every realm's first and last decorator,” she says, looking back at her tree fondly. “Though it’s true I enjoy it more than others.” 
“Holly,” I say as things click. 
“We hold the line of green in the winter months. We watch over homes and stain lips red. That is how it’s always been.” 
“I …” She hums softly to herself as she works. I’ve always found Sprig gorgeous. She is effortlessly regal, and even when she dresses comfortably like this, there is such power in her posture but a softness in her face that makes you admire her in all the right and best ways. To be fair, she’s always dressed simply unless she’s in her ornate armor. That humility is half her beauty, I think. She is beautiful like a tree or a flower is. She simply is herself. 
That, and she has fucking incredible abs. 
As Sprig decorates, she plays Hadestown for me, explaining that the bootleg version she has of the musical will be better if I’m a little familiar with the music itself. It’s strange to hear mortals describe what they think Hell is like when I’ve lived there my whole life. It’s not nearly as jazzy or upbeat as the musical makes it out to be. At least the second level where I’m from—the massive realm-wide city of Dis—is more rock metal or post-hardcore. 
But there is an element of Hadestown that I find irresistible: Orpheus. He’s good-hearted, well-intentioned, and a bit naive. His songs are all folk and vocals and harmony and heart, and they remind me of Dad. For all his shortcomings, he is just the sweetest person to ever grace the volcanic ash of Hell. He’s always been a fish out of water there, being kind when people want to crush or enslave him. He cooks and laughs and likes to swing dance, and while that might seem corny or cringe, it works. Few mortals have ever won the heart of a Succubus, and Dad is probably the first asexual person to ever pull it off. That alone is the kind of miracle that summons spring. 
The door pops open and Zir rolls in, choosing a sphere form now and abandoning her skull, and Finley follows behind her. “Heard we got the good feels party going on here,” Finley says. Her head is barely visible over the massive armful of snack food that Zir has—certainly not legally—acquired. 
“Hey Finley,” Sprig says without looking away from her work. 
“Sup, Sprigalicious.” Finley drops all the food on Nita’s bed. “And if it isn’t my favorite letter of the alphabet.” She tips an imaginary hat in my direction. “M’lady.” 
“You’re welcome to stay,” I say. 
“Ooo, no can do,” Finley says with a fake grimace. “It’ll kill my rep if people knew I was partying with freshmen.” 
“What rep?” 
“That’s uncalled for. I brought snacks.” 
Zir signs something with pseudopods emerging from her sphere form, but Finley pushes her out of the way. 
“We brought snacks.” Finley turns to Zir. “And now we’re even. No more extortion, okay?” 
Zir snaps and finger guns. 
“And stop snooping in my room or mail or however you found out.” Zir signs something along the lines of making no promises. “Alright, amigas. I’m out of here.” She waves goodbye, but before she closes the door, she adds, “You get a free pass tonight because trauma. No busting. I can’t see alcohol. Who is Mary Jane? Why would anyone have fun in their dorm room? Capeesh?” 
Zir salutes Finley, and I mimic the gesture. “You have my word,” Sprig adds. 
“Oh don’t do that with the paladin and the word,” Finley says, moping. “Have fun, kiddos. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.” She closes the door, but a second later, the door is opened again as Finley lets Nita in carrying an armful of liquor bottles. “La la la la,” Finley says with her eyes closed and fingers in her ears. “I can’t see this. La la la la.” 
Zir shifts to humanoid form and covers Finley’s eyes and ears so she can have deniability as she’s ushered out of the room. Then, we all turn and behold the alcoholic glory before us as Nita carefully places the bottles on my bed. I’ve had alcohol before—Bo is passionate about his wines—but I’ve never been drunk, and I’ve certainly never desired to be so. With my whora, I like my inhibitions intact. But in the cozy safety of my dorm room, I wouldn’t mind pushing that a little bit so I can relax after the past few shitty days.
“My ladies,” Nita says. “We are due a night of partying that Demons denied us. I have assembled liquors for a Dwarvish Iced Tea, and for those less liquor inclined like young Zir here,” she reaches in her pocket and takes out a small plastic container of gummies, “there are other mind-altering substances afoot.” 
“Yes, please,” Sprig says, snagging the gummies from Nita. 
The next half an hour is chaotic as the room has always been too small for the three of us, but adding two more is hubris on the level of Icarus. Nita prepares drinks while sampling the clear liquors one swig at a time along the way. She sets up her computer and speakers while I turn my bed and Nita’s to function as couches. Sprig scrolls through movies for me to pick, and I settle on A Knight’s Tale mostly because whoever this Heath Ledger person is, he’s beautiful, and it’s described as a comedy. I could use a laugh. The gummies are passed around, and everyone partakes except me. No one makes a big deal about it, but Sprig catches me eyeing the canister occasionally. 
“Do you want to try it?” she says softly. 
“I do. I’m just …” 
“Never had it?” Nita suggests. 
“Yeah.” I rub my hands on my sweatpants, not sure when they got so sweaty. “Not that I’m against it,” I say quickly, realizing they might think I’m judging them. “It’s just new.” 
Zir opens the container and offers me a gummy. 
“You don’t have to if you don’t want to,” Sprig says. 
“But if you do, we’ll keep you safe,” Nita adds. 
With a free pseudopod, the spherical Zir snaps and finger guns. 
“I just don’t want to … I don’t know how it will effect—” 
“Your whora?” Nita says. 
“Yeah.” I look down at my hooves. The past few days have made it obvious that I need to be supervised. Sure, yeah, I can blame it on my whora all I want, but at the end of the day, I’m the thing that can’t be trusted. 
“Do you want to have sex with any of us?” Nita says, spreading her arms to gesture to the entire room. 
“What?” I say, flames shooting out of my horns as Sprig says, “Nita!” 
“What?” Nita says. “I’m proving a point, unless …” Her eyes widen as she understands. “Oh fuck. Forget I said that.” 
“Done,” I say quickly, though it’s a lie. It’s impossible now not to think of my friends and how fuckable they are, though that has nothing to do with wanting to fuck them. Honestly, I don’t even know how much I wanted to fuck all the people I’ve fucked. They wanted it, and I wanted to say yes. That was it. End of story. And while I’ve certainly thought about Melody or Luster, it’s not like I’m lusting after them. I want their attention more than their bodies—though their bodies are fucking perfection. It’s like everyone else here. Sprig is the most beautiful creature I’ve ever seen, and Nita is the kind of woman who will swing me over her shoulder and carry me out of a burning building. So … yeah? They’re fuckable? 
But I wouldn’t want to destroy a friendship. 
“Q, oh my god, I’m so sorry,” Nita says. “I just wanted clear line of consent, and it was a joke, and sometimes—” 
“Sometimes her mouth is faster than her brain,” Sprig says. “Often, in fact.” 
“She’s a moron,” Zir signs, but Nita isn’t paying any attention to her. 
“I just wanted to make sure you were okay with me declaring this a no fuck zone.” 
“Uh, yeah. Sure,” I say. “Declare it such.” 
“This is officially a no fuck zone!” Nita roars as Bory opens the door with three pizzas and a Styrofoam box balancing on top of it. 
“Hear! Hear!” Bory says without missing a beat.
“Hear! Hear!” Sprig and Nita echo, and Zir performs a kind of celebratory dance with much pseudopod flailing. 
“So who are we not fucking?” Bory asks, but no one answers him. He gets too distracted by the gummies, and then Zir insists that Bory’s cologne is far too pungent, and Bory complains that he’s going to get shit about his smell no matter what he does because he’s a guy, and Zir says that she’s a guy too and she doesn’t smell, and Bory says that’s because Zir has no nose, and then they both shut up because Nita is passing out drinks. 
Basically, everything becomes normal. 
We all get slices of pizza while we start with Bory’s pick, Die Hard 3. Bory insists that we don’t need to see the previous Die Hard movies to enjoy it, and emphatically suggests we never watch Die Hard 2. Apparently, he’s saving the first movie for Yuletide. I nod along and smile, feeling like a mortal who is having magic explained to her. Nita has ordered the movies so that comedies will go first, then the musical once she’s drunk, and finally The Watchers when it’s dark and we can all be properly terrified.
After the wild ride I really didn’t understand that is Die Hard 3, Zir loads up Step Brothers, and for this one, we actually pile onto the beds and watch properly. Sprig and I hold each other, tears rolling down our cheeks, as we cry so hard it hurts. At one point, Bory laughs so hard he accidentally turns into a red panda and decides to stay that way. Zir shrinks herself and performs the movie in miniature on the floor, changing her shape to match whichever character is speaking. Once in panda form, Bory joins her and the two play out the bizarre scenes with each other and no dialogue while the delightful idiocy continues.
When the movie ends, Sprig announces that she needs a stretch break. Nita argues that a stretch break and any responsible behavior is antithetical to the ‘fuck it, movie day’ vibes. Sprig doesn’t care, and when she offers anyone to join her, I agree. 
“Before we go,” I say. “Can I have one of those gummies?” 
Sprig arches an eyebrow. “Are you sure? Peer pressure is the dumbest thing ever.” 
“I’m sure,” I say. “The alcohol is making me a bit woozy, and I’d rather something mellower. It is mellower, right?” 
“It is indeed, sapling. It is indeed.” 
I take the gummy, and we stroll around the outer bailey. The sunshine feels good on my face, and my muscles thank me for the stretch. I’ve spent a long time curled up in a misery ball, and this is exactly what I need to come back to myself. 
Sprig hums while we walk, but she doesn’t say anything, which I’m thankful for. I keep watching her for any sign of the gummy hitting her, but she’s quiet and calm. She’s always quiet and calm. 
Students are enjoying the cool-ish weather, and most of the population not in class is out here with us. One Airfolk bard in a flowing dress is playing guitar softly to a group of adoring fans. The music reminds me of Luster. I really need to text her. Not today. Not after taking my first gummy. 
“Wheel and Balance,” Sprig says, stretching her hands far above her head. “I don’t know how any of you stay inside all day.” 
“Depression. Anxiety. Trauma. Autism. Take your pick.” 
“Do you have any of those?” 
I shrug. “Not a lot of psychiatric care in Hell.” 
“There’s a free psychologist at the student center. We could have that looked at.” 
“I dunno.” I look at my hooves as we move over the grass. “I don’t need another thing wrong with me.” 
“What do you think is wrong with you?” 
“Never mind.” 
“Hey, no.” Sprig stops, and though I walk past her, I eventually sigh and stop too. “I’m high enough to tell you that you’re powerful and sexy and fucking incredible.” 
“Fucking stupid,” I correct. “I practically fucked my way into some Shadow Fey contract.” 
Sprig shrugged. “So?” 
“That would be stupid.” 
Sprig shakes her head. Her bright red hair in her ponytail bounces back and forth. “That would be normal. I moved my tree out of the Fey and put it in the middle of a castle where any of my mother’s enemies—of which she has many—could destroy it and kill me. 
“Your … you what?” 
“Exactly. I’m a runaway, Query. From a shitty home, a shittier season, and the most evil person I know—my mom. And I would say it’s all her fault, except it’s not. She’s just doing what Winter does. Me? I’m trying to go off and play hero while …” Her eyes flood with tears. “By the Wheel, I swear you aren’t the only one to make a stupid mistake in your life. And no stupid mistake will make you one bit less miraculous to me.” 
“I’m trans,” I say quickly, not sure what to do with it or what it means. 
“I know,” Sprig says. “So?” 
“So I was born wrong. I’m a Devil and fat and—” 
Sprig interrupts me with a hug. “You’re my friend,” she whispers in my ear, squeezing me tight as tight. “One of my best. And you’re the smartest person I know.” 
“Not as smart as—Ow!” 
She squeezes tighter to silence me. “Shh, I’m talking now.” 
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