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      The loud crack of a paddle hitting bare skin echoed around the room. On the cold, tile floor, a naked man, bound to a wooden stool, whimpered, and writhed as the sting of the leather paddle permeated his sensitive flesh, already pink and swollen from his lashings. Tears stung his eyes. Yet, even in his torment, he cried out for more. “Please, Lady Payne…”

      Within him, a dark passenger, a demon, reveled in his anguish, relished the waves of pain that radiated through him, again and again. The human had been eager to let the demon in, so easily tempted by the promise of his deepest desire becoming reality. He craved the pain and all that came with it, always wanting more. The demon, too, wanted more. Hungered for it. Nothing was ever enough.

      There was the distinctive sound of high heels clicking on the tile floor. "I don’t hear you counting," the dominatrix crooned in a silky voice. Her leather-covered-fingers trailed across the man’s shoulders and under his chin before raising his face so she could look into his eyes. "Perhaps," she said softly, "we should start again." Moving smoothly behind him, she lifted her arm and landed her paddle smartly across both quivering cheeks at once. "One!" she demanded.

      The demon's host arched his back, straining against his bonds as the strike reverberated through his body.  "One," he whispered through tight lips. The man's ass was throbbing and so was his erection.   Pain and pleasure tore at his senses, blending into one lightning burst of agony that completely overwhelmed him.

      The demon, too, was lost in the sensations pulsing through the tormented body of his host.  The next strike came sooner than he anticipated, and the human yelped.  "Two!"  he managed through clenched teeth and his tears began to fall freely as he waited impatiently for the next strike. After a few moments, the demon, who was loving every delicious second of the exquisite experience, wondered, where is three?

      The sound of rummaging caught their attention and both human and demon turned to see what was happening. A flood of emotion went through the host’s body as the man gazed adoringly at his beloved mistress. Lady Payne was wearing a satin corset and garter belt of deep maroon trimmed in black lace that the human had purchased for her at her direction. Black fishnet stockings that showcased her long, gorgeous legs completed her sensuous ensemble. She knew how to make an outfit look good.

      The demon watched through the eyes of his host as Lady Payne, observing the human carefully through long, black lashes, slipped a cover of pin-like-needles over the paddle and smiled dangerously.  The demon felt the rush of glee and fear. The human knew what was coming. This was going to hurt like hell, and he was going to love it.

      “Three!” he howled as the hit landed, his body tensed with pain that was building pressure for an explosion. “Please, Mistress, may I have another…?” he sputtered between ragged breaths. His cock throbbed desperately. He could barely contain himself. The sooner the end came, the sooner he could release into bliss.

      At the tenth stroke, the man bellowed the final count, and the demon could feel the load built up tight and ready to burst. The man’s whole body shook with anticipation, aching and begging for release.

      Lady Payne walked slowly to the other side of the sturdy stool the man was restrained on, and rested a maroon, stiletto-heeled boot on the front spindle. Leaning close to his face, she crossed her arms and rested them on her thigh. “You have taken your punishment like a good boy,” she soothed approvingly. She reached out and caressed his face, wiping the tears from his cheeks with her gloved thumbs. “However,” she added with a sigh of deep regret, “because you made me start over, I cannot allow you to cum.” The demon’s host didn’t dare to protest as his mistress untied his wrists and ankles and clipped a chain to a loop on the leather collar around his neck. Taking him by the hand she helped him to stand.

      Both the human and the demon within him felt the agony of unfulfilled need. But the man only inhaled his frustration and, steeling himself, nodded quietly in submission.

      “I do have something for you, though,” she added with a smile. Leading him slowly to the couch, she said, “A special treat that I bought, just for you.” The demon felt the human’s anticipation rise as she presented him with a mint-colored, pastry box. She sat on the edge of a velvet couch and patted the cushion on the floor, motioning for him to sit and explore his gift. Once he was seated at her feet, as comfortably as his aching behind could be, she gently wrapped a blanket around his broad shoulders and stroked his hair affectionately. “It’s from that new bakery,” she explained, “the one everyone says has the most divine treats in town.”

      Her words caught the demon’s attention. Divine treats? He was always on the lookout for the next best thing. No, he corrected himself. She’d said, “most divine...”

      Beelzebub, demon gifted with gluttony, chuckled merrily.

      Next stop: the new bakery.
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      Beelzebub extracted himself from the passed-out human and shook his wings open, stretching them wide. He pushed his hair from his face, and let it fall freely down to his waist. While he was at it, he stretched his whole body, giving his large, ethereal form the space, it needed to realign itself. It felt good, he admitted, to be in his natural form. For the moment, he considered.

      Without turning back, he left the pleasure palace behind and began his search for the bakery and his next target. After all, as one of Hell’s Royalty, the highest order of fallen angels, it was his God-given duty, his assignment, his responsibility, to mark those who dared to sin against God and his commandments. He grinned as his anticipation grew. He needed his next target.

      Someone fast, and easy…

      Lucifer, another royal, might take great pleasure in targeting those with no marks on them at all. As the demon of pride, he planted the seed and walked away. Mammon, demon of greed, had a similar philosophy. His greatest conquests were the millionaires and trillionaires that accumulated their wealth over time. Those two loved knowing the chaos they inspired. The humans believed they had rightfully earned the money and everything that it could buy, never knowing that their overindulgence and pride would lead them to their eternal damnation.

      The other five of Hell’s Royalty, Beelzebub included, wanted their marks immediately. With each act that hurt another or themselves, the souls of humans would be branded. Hell, they didn’t even need to act on it fully. Sometimes, intent alone was enough. In Beelzebub’s targets, the mere decision to move forward would be enough to brand them. The desire to consume more than any single person needed—more food while others went hungry, more houses while others were homeless, more experiences while others went without—was sufficient to earn a mark.

      But gluttony was far more than just hurting others. It was making the choice to act in a way that caused harm to oneself in the process. It was drinking to excess and then driving. It was spending too much on luxuries and then claiming bankruptcy. It was taking that first pill while knowing one would never be enough. And each choice made would lead to others, adding not just one mark, but accumulating multiples, some for the same type of sin, some for others. There were many possibilities.

      The side of Beelzebub’s lip rose with pleasure as he considered: Why have just one when more is so much more fun? He encouraged those who decided to live-the-life. Hey, you’re going to Hell anyway. Might as well enjoy the trip.

      What the humans didn’t seem to realize—or maybe they just didn’t care—was that they wouldn’t be suffering for just one sin or another. Sin was like compounding interest. Each one was evaluated on its own, then added to the others. And at the time of their death, Azrael would come to collect their souls. He would read their accumulated brands— weigh the volume—and deliver the souls to the appropriate level of Hell where their sins would be burned out accordingly, for as long as necessary.

      A chuckle escaped him when he joked with himself: For as long as it took or until there was nothing left at all. He would admit to only himself that this, to burn the souls completely from existence, was his ultimate goal. He would play along with Lucifer’s plans, but the true end game for Beelzebub was to have no souls left to mark. Ever again.
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      A cold wind swept the lightly falling snow down the street and across the sidewalks, whirling in little funnels like dancing snowflake tornadoes.

      Hurrying through the blustery breeze, bundled up tight against the winter weather, weekend shoppers moved purposefully up and down the snowy sidewalks. Occasionally, they stopped to chat with friends and acquaintances, complaining about the cold and wind. Then, they cheerfully moved on with a backward wave. Often, they stopped to look through the windows of the small, bright shops that lined the main street of the old-fashioned, downtown district. Like delighted children in front of a toy store, they gazed in awe, admiring the various wares on display.

      Unseen among them, Beelzebub, strolled casually down the busy street, searching for the next willing participant in his gluttonous affairs as well as the famed bakery that offered the most divine treats in town. It would be ideal to find them both in the same place, perhaps a weakling with a sweet tooth.

      So many people to choose from, he mused as he looked over the shoppers braving the icy wind.  Hurrying through the town center, they were completely oblivious to the demon walking in their midst, invisible to their human eyes. Only those gifted with the ability to sense higher vibrations would notice his presence, but those individuals were, thankfully, rare. So, he walked among them unperceived, whistling a little tune only he could hear.

      They did, however, notice the cold weather and complained about it to everyone they met. Still, it would take more than falling snow and a brisk wind to keep these customers away from their favorite quaint, little shops. Indeed, the whole town was a quaint, little village. Full of perverts and deviants, the demon considered. And though the observation was true of this place, it was true of all places, all towns, all cities, all countries. People were people, no matter where they lived. Disgusting bunch, he chuckled.

      All at once, his attention was drawn across the street. A queue of shoppers were gathered outside the entrance of a tiny shop. Sleigh bells jingled merrily when the door opened and several customers came out carrying mint-colored boxes, making room for several in line to move inside. The next gust of wind carried the faint scent of warm, fresh baked pastries around and through Beelzebub.

      The demon felt the thrill of success.

      He'd found it.

      He looked over the door and read the pink and white sign that announced The Sweet Spot, MC’s Bakeshop in flourishing cursive.

      Beelzebub strode across the intersection and approached the queue curiously. One glance through the large display window and he understood why people were waiting outside. The place was packed. As he stood in the middle of the sidewalk, he watched with growing amusement, as pedestrians separated and walked around him, as if there was an invisible obstacle in their path, never realizing or questioning their change of course. But that was irrelevant.

      He needed to get inside. But he needed a host first. Without a corporeal body, there would be nothing to experience.

      Reaching out with his senses, he scanned the queue for his next target, but dismissed most of the humans present immediately. This was a disappointing group, too wholesome to be of any use to him. He looked for the lost, the weak, the vulnerable. The ones who’d already been marked by one or more of his siblings were always the best. They’d already fought their sins—and lost. The others took too long, too much effort. He really didn’t want to wait. Patience was not a virtue he possessed, if he possessed any at all.

      Finally, he sensed the call. The smell of sugar invaded his nostrils and left an oversweetness on his tongue. When sounds of enthusiastic consumption began in his mind, and his stomach became uncomfortably full, he knew intuitively that his next target was nearby.

      In the foot traffic, Beelzebub spotted a heavy-set man clutching a gym bag, trying to make his way around the queue. The human’s eyes darted to the window of the cheery shop, and for a second, he gazed longingly at the delicious pastries on display. When Beelzebub saw him pause, he knew he’d found his target.

      Unaware of the demon’s attention, the man tore his eyes away from the tempting delights in the bakery window and looked down at his watch. With a sigh, he began again, making his way around the line of people and away from the bakery.

      Beelzebub sidled up next to him and whispered seductively, “They do look so delightfully sweet, don’t they?” Just then, the sleigh bells jingled as the door opened and several customers spilled out of The Sweet Spot with their mint-colored boxes tight in their hands. The warm, wonderful fragrance of the pastry shop wafted over the group and engulfed the demon’s hapless victim.

      Immediately, the human looked back at the inviting pastries in the window. He nodded unconsciously as he absently swatted at a fly buzzing around his face. Beside him, his pathetic guardian angel waived uselessly at the fly, as well, no doubt hoping his angelic light would be strong enough to freeze the insect.

      Amused at the pitiful attempt, Beelzebub folded his arms across his chest and leaned against a lamppost. He returned his attention to the human. “People say they are divinely delicious,” the demon went on, a wicked grin playing around his lips. “They certainly smell divine. You do want some, don’t you?” He paused for a moment and then added, “Your mouth is already watering for the sweetness... you can almost taste the deliciousness swirling on your tongue, tantalizing your tastebuds with the most wonderful flavors you’ve ever experienced in your life...”

      The man nodded a couple of times, then stopped and shook his head. “No,” he said, clutching his gym bag tighter to his body, though he didn’t sound very confident. “No, David,” he said again, more forcefully this time. As if trying to convince himself, he scolded, “You’ve worked too hard, lost so much already.” Gripping his gym bag firmly in both hands, he turned away, slowly passing through the line of bakery patrons. “You’re not going to ruin your progress,” he whispered to no one.

      Beelzebub sighed as he considered that perhaps David wouldn’t be such an easy target after all. The demon moved to keep pace beside the human, gliding now on his strong, black wings. Perhaps a different approach was in order.

      “You are absolutely right, David, of course,” the demon agreed. “You have worked very hard and come so very far,” he praised. He paused as David nodded, somewhat dejectedly. Beelzebub continued to tempt him in a soft voice, his lips almost touching David’s ear. “So, you deserve this. You know you do.” His lips curled into an evil grin as David’s pace slowed. “You’ve earned it,” he insisted. “Haven’t you? Haven’t you earned something special, a special treat, for working so hard?” Beelzebub could feel the human’s defenses crumbling like a perfect pie crust under an eager fork. “They say,” he coaxed seductively, “that what’s inside this bakery is deliciously divine… You’ll never forgive yourself if you miss out on the most delectable experience of a lifetime.”

      At that moment, he felt the man’s resolve break. Beelzebub reveled in the thrill of success blended with the anticipation of savoring the many marvelous flavors titillating the human’s tongue. Already, he could feel his own mouthwatering for the delicious experience ahead.

      The human, David, believed he would go into the warm, inviting bakeshop and indulge in a delightful little something. That’s what the human intended to do. But that would never be enough for the demon of gluttony. Oh no. He wanted more. A lot more.
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      Clara sighed as she brushed loose copper strands of hair away from her face with the back of her hand. “This is all wrong…” She looked at the dessert plate on the stainless-steel table and shifted from side to side, anxiously. The presentation was immaculate, but it was the actual dessert in the center that spiked her anxiety. “It’s simply wrong…” She shook her head slowly, allowing the copper strands to fall back into her line of vision. Resigned, she reached for the plate with the intention of chucking the confection into the garbage. “I have to start all over again.”

      “Don’t worry,” Max said, placing his large, tanned hands over her small, slightly sticky ones to stop her. She pulled them back and put them on her waist, still glaring at the offending pastry. He positioned himself directly in front of her, blocking her view of the table. She found herself staring at a button on his impeccably white, double breasted chef’s jacket, which was pulled taut over his lean, muscular chest. “Everything you do is wonderful,” he soothed as he reached up to gently brush her cheek with his thumb, no doubt dusting some flour off her freckled face. “Have you ever had a complaint?” he challenged.

      “No,” she sighed, pushing his hand away. Clara appreciated his attempt to make her feel better, but it didn’t work. Though he was much taller and heavier than she was, Clara nudged her best friend aside. She brushed her hands down the front of her apron and lifted the plate to eye level.  “But I’ve never sent anything like this out before, either.”

      Despite being in her favorite place, her professional kitchen at The Sweet Spot shop, Clara was feeling uneasy. She was surrounded by everything that made her feel joyful: the stainless-steel table, the ten-burner stove, walk in refrigerators and freezers. The warmth coming from two different ovens that were currently filled with different cakes, just about ready to come out. Several large windows that ran the length of the right-side wall, gave her space plenty of bright, natural light. And even the few pots with plants that she used in her baking were looking cheerfully healthy. But even her perfect environment couldn’t set her at ease.

      “It is a bit unconventional; I will admit.” Max adjusted his glasses before he continued, “But if this is what your gut tells you to do, then go with it.”

      Perhaps he was right. Still, she couldn’t understand how anyone would be able to appreciate the unique mess on the plate. “I don’t even know what to call it. Dessert? Lunch?” Despite her inclination to chuck it into the trash, she put it down gently, the pink plate contrasting sharply against the stainless-steel table. “It’s mac and cheese, for Pete’s sake!”

      “Ahh, it's dessert mac and cheese," Max chuckled, leaning against the counter. "There's nothing wrong with it," he reassured her. Moving around, he gripped both sides of the counter in his business stance, the one he took whenever they discussed their products. "This is what we do, Clara," he reminded her gently. "We make unique and delicious products that no one else does. That’s why people come back to us."

      Clara didn’t know why she’d felt the need to make this specific dish, mac ‘n cheese, but she had gotten the inspiration the night before, and making it just felt right.

      That’s how she made all her desserts. The ideas would simply come to her, and she would make them without second guessing herself.

      Except for this odd one, because her calling was to make sweet stuff, not savory meals. With a half shrug, she regarded the food on the plate. This mac ‘n cheese was far sweeter than any meal should be. Max was right. It was dessert mac ‘n cheese.

      Good or bad, the dish was done, and she was going to put it out there. Besides, she thought, it may not be the ideal food for everyone, but someone was going to enjoy it.

      Clara picked it up and took a few steps toward the doorway between the kitchen area and the front of The Sweet Spot, where eager patrons were making their purchases. Several yards from the door, she froze. Through the porthole window on the door, she could see shoppers on the other side.

      She swallowed hard and felt her heart speeding up. There were so many people. Too many people. Unexpectedly, she could feel them all, their wants, their needs, and desires. She could feel their sadness and need for comfort. Suddenly, she felt Max’s behind her, pulling her away from the energy of the shoppers. She sighed when she felt his hands on her shoulders. His presence grounded her for a moment.

      But it wasn’t enough. She’d gone too far, gotten too close.

      Emotions from beyond the doorway washed over her. They weighed her down and suffocated her. It was too much. Suddenly, she couldn’t breathe. The world started to swim as panic set in. Even the sensation of Max’s warm hands, rubbing her arms up and down, began to fade away.

      Loud barking cut through the haze of her mind, and she was pulled back to the moment.

      The sound of Anjo calling for her from just outside the kitchen calmed her down. It brought her focus over to him, away from the overwhelming volume of emotions in the dining area. Clara smiled and absently handed the plate to Max before walking around to the small gate that kept the miniature schnauzer out of the kitchen.

      Anjo stretched his little salt-and-pepper-colored body as high as he could and propped his front paws against the gate. She could tell he wanted to climb over to be with her, but the well-behaved pup stayed where he was. “You always know just when I need you, don’t you, boy,” Clara whispered to the dog as she bent down to give him some love. She took a deep breath as she scratched the pup’s hard, wiry coat between his floppy ears. His alert brown eyes studied her with concern and made her feel like he could see straight into her soul.

      From behind her, Max called out, “Do you want me to bring it out for you, Clara?”

      “Yes, please,” she replied with a thankful look over her shoulder, both hands still on her beloved pup. She didn’t think she could handle the bombardment of emotions coming from the front. I’ll try again tomorrow…
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      Beelzebub smiled as David absently swatted at the flies; three of them were now buzzing around his head. But he appeared to be more focused on the voice that kept whispering to him, urging him to walk into The Sweet Spot and indulge in the rich delights within. Beelzebub could feel the human’s struggle as he hovered impatiently beside him, murmuring in his ear. He understood David had probably struggled with self-control issues all his life, but the demon would be the last being in God’s creations to show him mercy.

      The human’s resolve was fading fast; it was just a matter of time before he succumbed to temptation. A translucent orange mist had begun to rise and wrap itself around him; it swirled and danced languidly around the man’s body, gathering, building, embracing its target, preparing for the mark.

      Beelzebub stared in disbelief as the man looked down at the watch around his wrist that doubled as a health monitor. “How many calories did I eat today?” David wondered, tapping the watch.    “And how many did I burn?” Murmuring quietly, he tilted his head and gazed into space in a manner that led Beelzebub to believe he was doing math in his head. Adorable, the demon muttered to himself, rolling his eyes.

      Although Beelzebub took great pleasure in marking humanity and sending them to the fiery pits of hell, he loved the experiences he could have through them so much more. It wasn’t necessary for him to possess or inhabit the body of a human who was committing the sin of gluttony, but he preferred it that way. It enabled him to revel in a variety of indulgent experiences, enjoying them firsthand. And right now, he was focused on savoring the enticing delights in The Sweet Shop, if this human ever got around to giving up his boring calculations and surrendered to temptation.

      Impatience was beginning to gnaw at him as David continued to falter, his eyes darting between the pastries in the display window and his watch. Beelzebub closed his eyes and massaged his forehead in frustration. Why was this human taking so long? The demon would have to increase the pressure. Leaning in closer, he whispered urgently, “Let me in, David. I can help you experience all this delightful pleasure right here, right now.” Without giving the human a chance to think, he continued to press. “You deserve this. There is no need for guilt,” Beelzebub whispered over the target’s shoulder. “Let me in and I will carry the burden of regret for you. Let me be your excuse for a little indulgence.”

      The amber vapor swirled around the human’s body more quickly now, crawling upward as it wove itself into the demon’s mark. Gluttony. The gleaming symbol floated just above the man’s head, ready to strike the moment he yielded completely.

      Unable to resist any longer, David sighed and gave a nod.

      Beelzebub felt the acceptance wash over his dark soul and grinned. “Open your mouth and say the word aloud,” the demon commanded.

      “Yes,” David replied decisively, ignoring the sidelong glances of the others in line that noticed him apparently talking to himself.

      The word had no sooner left the man’s lips than the mark shot down into his body, branding his soul, as one of the flies buzzing around his face zipped into his mouth and choked him momentarily. David coughed loudly, covering his mouth with his elbow, but this fly couldn’t be coughed out—at least not until the demon was done with him.

      “Ahh, there it is…” Beelzebub hissed with pleasure as he settled himself within, savoring the feel of a physical body again. He sighed, breathing deeply, and released a loud moan of pleasure as he ran his hands over the warm flesh of the human he now fully possessed. He could hear the blood pumping through the human’s body, feel the air filling his lungs. He loved the sensation of the cold wind biting at his cheeks and causing his nipples to harden beneath the itchy clothes the man wore. Beelzebub chuckled when he realized his mouth was watering. The irresistible fragrance of freshly baked desserts drifted in the air, filling David with desire for the sweetness. “Don’t you worry, David. You have accepted me into your body, and I can feel the depth of your need. Let us embark on our journey through these marvelous delicacies.” Beelzebub laughed from within as David willingly entered The Sweet Spot to the welcoming sound of jingling sleigh bells.

      He made his way to the far side of the shop, where there were three small tables, and settled into the one in the farthest corner, making himself comfortable with his back to the wall. Through his human host’s eyes, Beelzebub surveyed the room. Just another little quaint shop in a town full of quaint shops, he mused.

      The place was decorated with a seasonal hot-chocolate and snowflake theme, the two motifs scattered around as if to offset each other. Above the display cases was a chalkboard with a handwritten list and a heading that read: Today’s Special Delights! The large windows gave the impression that the shop was bigger than it really was. It was warm, too, warmer than he’d expected. No doubt the heat came from the ovens on the other side of the swinging door behind the counter, as well as the many people crowded into the small storefront.

      Beelzebub felt the familiar pull of desire as he imagined taking control of each one of them. The humans in here have limits, know their limits, but still choose to fill their voids through their mouths. The demon wondered how far he could push them. Could The Sweet Spot be a veritable gold mine for him?  There were so many souls here, ripe for marking, and he was, as usual, lagging in the numbers department, a
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