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            GIFT FOR A DEMON

          

        

      

    

    
      Dave never planned on becoming a human gift to the dethroned King of Hell.

      Overlooked and cast away, Dave had to learn how to protect himself and fight his own battles. Of course, no one taught him how to survive in Hell, if that was even where he was.

      Melchom had once ruled over Hell until a human betrayed and stole his crown. Now Hell’s Paymaster and with the scars to show for it, he’s vowed not to make the same mistakes. But how could he say no to the most enticing man he’d ever seen? One who offered up his fear for Melchom to feast on so willingly?

      It’s not an issue of chemistry. Hell is a complex ecosystem, and there are more forces and prophecies in place than either of them could’ve ever foreseen.
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            DAVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Demons were real.

      It was either that or Dave was completely losing his mind—for real this time—and he didn’t think he was.

      It made no sense.

      One second, he was at the stupid seance the friends of his best friend’s boyfriend had organized. Dave had thought it was stupid, but seances were in now, and Jordan had insisted. He wanted to merge their friends groups and be a happy family or something, and Dave had never been good at telling him no.

      Things got a bit fuzzy after that. He swore he’d just blinked, something had happened that had involved flames swirling beneath his eyelids, and he’d landed here.

      It looked like a prison cell, only it smelled so strongly of sulfur that it was burning his nostrils, the bars in the one wall that wasn’t just volcanic stones burned his hands when he touched them… oh, and he now had voices in his head.

      Demonic voices.

      How long do you think it’s gonna take him to process?

      Humans are stupid.

      Do you think Melchom is going to accept him?

      He’s not really his type.

      But he’s a David. Melchom likes those.

      Dave’s eyes watered, hands clutching at the strands of wavy honey locks he’d spent way too long styling just hours before.

      The voices hadn’t stopped since he’d opened his eyes to… whatever this was.

      He would’ve thought someone had spiked his drink or given him an edible without him noticing, but then he’d seen the shadows and the lanky red-skinned demon that reminded him of the cartoons he used to watch when his parents weren’t home. His hallucinations were never so visual. Not to mention his hands still hurt from clutching the bars, and he thought he was going to pass out if the sulfur didn’t burn his nose off first.

      Was that even possible?

      He’s one of the dramatic ones.

      Was that sass in the voice? And why did it have to be so high-pitched?

      Dave would show them dramatic if he could except, apparently, demons didn’t like to show themselves or something, instead preferring to play mind tricks from a safe distance.

      Instead, he gritted his teeth and sat down on the volcanic stones that made up the floor. He figured it didn’t matter if his clothes got ruined by the jagged stones, or if his skin was scratched or even torn by them. A, his hands were already useless. B, if he really was in Hell, as the voices had oh-so-kindly explained when he’d first showed up there, the damage the stones could inflict would be the least of his problems, right?

      Arms wrapped around his legs, head buried between his knees, Dave let out a faint whimper. After all, what was the point of keeping a strong facade? They could get inside his fucking head.

      He’d never been known for acting tough, anyway. No one looked at him and thought he’d be a threat or someone to take seriously. Only Jordan believed he was the most likely to stab someone if left unleashed.

      Dave sniffled. What would Jordan be doing now?

      Was he also in a cell like him? Was everyone from the seance now trapped here? Or were they still at the warehouse, chanting words they probably didn’t even understand? They would’ve realized he was gone, but… How? Had he just disappeared in a puff of smoke? What if they thought he was pulling some stupid prank, so they weren’t even searching for him?

      He shook his head. Thinking like that was not going to help.

      How much longer was he expected to wait still, anyway?

      Melchom is busy. Melchom will come fetch you when he finishes his duties.

      He had a meeting with the Princes of Hell today, remember?

      Ohhh, that’s right.

      Dave’s head spun up.

      Princes of Hell. He’d somehow heard that right. His new reality not only included Hell, and demons with annoyingly high-pitched voices taking residence in his head, and scorched hands, and scratched skin, and ruined clothes. It also included a hierarchical version of Hell with Princes in it.

      To be fair, he hadn’t paid too much attention in church camp, but he was pretty sure the Princes of Hell weren’t known for their kindness.

      He was not going to last a day, was he?

      The thought gave him conflicted emotions. He didn’t think he wanted to die—given he wasn’t already dead, because there was no way he could wrap his head around the fact that he was here—but… Did he want to live in… Hell? Where he may or may not be a demon’s type, and other demons would be chiming in his head, non-stop?

      Maybe if push came to shove, he could lunge toward the burning bars. The idea made him recoil, but it should kill him, right? If he pressed himself hard enough?

      Or he could piss off that Melchom guy enough to make his death quick. That had to be a thing, right?

      Should we tell him?

      Will you shut the fuck up?

      “No.” Hearing his voice resonate against the walls shocked his system for a second. His throat sounded too scratchy, the way he imagined it would sound if he’d just been rescued from a fire. Clearing his throat probably wouldn’t help, but he tried anyway. “What should I know? Tell me.”

      Dave wasn’t sure if the voices would pick up on the false note of bravado or if it would make a difference. He’d lived most of his life by the motto of fake it till you make it, though. He didn’t see why that would have to change now.

      Melchom feeds on fear. He won’t kill you right away.

      “He what?” Dave murmured.

      It shouldn’t shock him after all the new information he’d been gathering in the last… hour—hours?—but it left him shivering.

      He hasn’t had a gift in so long, I’m sure he’ll want to enjoy you.

      Dave trembled. The way the demonic voice said that made it sound bad.

      Nope.

      Not going there.

      “What’s a gift?”

      That would be more important—and maybe a safer topic. Maybe it would answer one of the main questions circling through his brain: why the fuck he was suddenly stuck in a prison cell in Hell.

      Cassius, stop!

      But he’s finally talking to us!

      Melchom is going to punish you if he finds out.

      Why would he find out?

      “Guys!” Doubt nagged at the back of his head.

      Why did the voices sound so much like the kids he worked with at the daycare?

      Dave frowned. Perhaps it actually was a hallucination, and he was losing his mind. If he tried to ignore what his body was telling him with the smells and the burned flesh… Him losing his mind was the most logical explanation.

      It wouldn’t be the first time, either.

      So, maybe that was how he should look at it. He was still at the seance with Jordan and Jordan’s boyfriend’s friends. Or maybe they’d moved somewhere else, but Jordan would’ve told the others about his episodes, so he’d be… safe wherever he was, right?

      He’d just ride it out, then, until someone took him to a hospital or injected him with something that would make it all stop.

      It didn’t matter if his episodes had never looked quite this realistic or elaborate.

      Take that, Ms. Being Self-Aware Is Really Important For Your Road To Wellness.

      Perhaps he should issue an apology to his last doctor. He was now following her advice, wasn’t he?

      Is he scolding us? How dare he?

      Of course, his moment of brightness wasn’t going to stop the voices from storming around his head.

      We’ll let Melchom know. That’ll teach him.

      But that means admitting we’ve been talking to him.

      Ohhhh.

      We’ll just keep torturing him when he’s not there.

      Yeah, I like that! He works a lot, anyway.

      Shit.

      Dave scratched at his forearm. He didn’t want to find out what the high-pitched voices meant by torturing him.

      “Or we can figure something out.”

      He was definitely losing it, but it didn’t matter because it wasn’t real anyway. There was no reason to incite the voices to get meaner. That was never good, regardless of how safe he might be.

      What the fuck had he done to burn his hands, though? Was that a mind trick, too? Usually he got scratches because he tried to jump fences, or he threw himself at a bush, but… Unless his eyes were failing him—and he was doing his best to focus on his outstretched palms—his hands were literally scorched. He wasn’t even sure a stove would explain the carnage, and surely, someone would’ve stopped him before he could get away with that.

      Panic tried to claw in again, but he shook it off.

      No, this was all some delusion, some episode. He just needed to be patient and wait for someone to lock him in a ward. Then he’d have to fight with doctors who would want to increase his meds, but…

      One thing at a time.

      First, he needed to make it through the hellish maze his head had become as unscathed as possible.

      What could you possibly offer us? No offense, but you’re a mess, human.

      Probably the messiest human I’ve ever seen.

      “Gee, thanks,” he mumbled, eyes on the floor. “This Melchom… he’s a stronger demon than you, right? Or, more powerful?”

      He used to be King.

      We’re just minions. Of course he’s stronger.

      “So…” Thinking back to every TV show he’d watched, Dave licked his lips. They felt dry as all hell, pun absolutely intended. “There must be something you want from him, right? Something you can use to your advantage?”

      Why, yes, negotiating with cowardly demons who didn’t even show their faces seemed like a bulletproof plan.

      …Or not, he thought, when no answer came for more than a few minutes. He needed to focus on the conversation, though. Otherwise his brain wandered to other questions and existential angst like, did time run the same time in Hell, if he was there? He remembered a show where they said one minute on Earth was like a year in Hell, or something like that. But what if it was the other way around? Would people still be searching for him?

      Would Jordan, or any of the coworkers he’d never quite succeeded at befriending?

      All right, human. We want a lock of his hair.

      “Okay.” Dave swallowed. He’d pictured grabbing something from a room when this “Melchom” wasn’t looking. A lock of hair would involve more stealth. He wasn’t sure he had it. “And how would I bring that to you?”

      We have eyes everywhere. Something resembling laughter resonated within his ears. We’ll take it from you.

      If you manage to do it.

      “Sure, okay.” Dave nodded.

      Did demons sleep? If they did, it shouldn’t be so hard. He’d just need to survive a few hours, tops. If they didn’t sleep…

      No, it would be okay. He wasn’t going to stay here that long.

      He couldn’t.

      Dave had just managed to convince himself of that fact when a loud, screeching sound set him on edge. His head snapped up to see the bars sliding to the side.

      Did grease not exist in Hell? Combined with the perfectly-tuned voices in his head, it could be the perfect ring of Hell.

      Ohh, good idea! Note it down, sib.

      Well, shit.

      Did they ever leave his head?

      “Kneel before me, human.”

      Double shit.

      Had they done it on purpose? Kept him distracted so he didn’t notice when the looming body materialized?

      Dave shook his head. There was no point in losing sleep over that.

      Now, losing sleep over the demon before him…

      He was pretty sure his gasp was audible when his gaze trailed upward.

      Where the hell had his brain gotten the idea that demons were fucking giants? Dave would be impressed if he reached past the guy’s waist. He didn’t feel his knees would hold him upright long enough to test it out, but still.

      The demon had the widest shoulders, too.

      And those pecs…

      Dave would totally be salivating over all of that if he wasn’t fearing for his life at the same time. At least, if this was all his brain again, he’d given Dave good fodder material. The demon wasn’t wearing clothes either, except for a piece of dark cloth covering his groin.

      Which meant this had to be his imagination, because why on Earth would demons have any kind of decorum?

      Are you deaf?

      Huh?

      The new voice in his head wasn’t like the others. The opposite, actually. Low-pitched and gravely, it exuded power and made him want to submit in every possible way.

      His delirious episodes didn’t usually involve sexy times.

      “I’m… I’m not deaf.”

      What stuck with him was how there had been no mockery in the question. Should he make the argument that Hell wasn’t ableist when one of the local activist groups set up a new protest?

      Then again, he imagined that if the person hadn’t heard a sound in his life—or in years—and they suddenly heard that voice in their heads, it would be quite terrifying.

      So, jury was out on that one, he guessed.

      “Then kneel.”

      Dave didn’t want to kneel—he never did, for anyone. At least, he didn’t think he wanted to, but after a second of his muscles clamping down, his body just… shifted to a very unstable, very shaky kneeling position.

      He hadn’t moved, though.

      Had he?

      Dave gulped. Awareness of his own body was one of the things he clung to the hardest when he didn’t know what was real and what wasn’t. If he’d lost that last thing… His chin wobbled, fighting tears he didn’t want to shed so soon.

      Instead, Dave held his breath, forcing himself to look up again, to continue with the inspection of the demon commanding him against his will.

      His torso and arms were covered in ink—or whatever the equivalent to ink was in Hell. He didn’t think one would walk out of these cells and just find tattoo parlors in the middle of a street. It looked like the designs of thorns, crowns, tears, and symbols he couldn’t quite depict. He thought they continued onto the demon’s back, but the darkness and the red hue enveloping them made it hard to tell for sure.

      Dave was soon distracted by an unfairly striking face. Framed by all that ink, it almost looked angelic in its sharp features. It reminded him of a Greek sculpture, pure and solid. A scar traveled through half of his face, down one of his horns to his jawline in an almost perfectly straight line. Dave couldn’t tell the color of his eyes, but they seemed to be reading into his very soul.

      He shivered at the idea.

      He shivered again when he focused more than a passing glance on the horns. Protruding from the demon’s hairline, they were long, and thin, with ends that looked way too sharp.

      Dave swallowed. 

      Sprouting around the horns and falling down to his waistline, luscious locks of white hair were styled in a thick braid. Despite the fear eating away at him, a part of him wanted—needed—to run a hand along that masterpiece.

      It would be a good way to die, right?

      “Who thought to offer you as a gift, human?”

      “W-what?” Fruitlessly, Dave tried to lick his dry lips again while he attempted to figure out what that was supposed to mean. “No one offered me as anything.”

      He didn’t think so.

      He’d definitely not been made aware if anyone had.

      Dave breathed in and out. Breathing exercises were important, right?

      Right?

      And this was all fabricated by his treacherous mind for… reasons. The main issue he was beginning to see, though, was that when he was having an episode, he wasn’t able to keep reminding himself it was one.

      He didn’t think he’d suddenly gotten so much better at managing himself to do it.

      “You wouldn’t be here if someone hadn’t invoked me to accept my gift.” The big demon with the perfect hair sounded almost bored as he looked him over, but a hint of a smirk betrayed that stance.

      “I don’t even know who you are.”

      “I’m Melchom,” he said.

      Did his voice echo louder? Did he grow larger? No, no, he didn’t. But of course the hunk before him was Melchom.

      “Oh.”

      “I’m sure some of the minions around here have already told you about me.”

      “Uh, I…”

      Dave wriggled his hands together. No one had really prepared him for a conversation with a fucking demon who not only didn’t sound like a child but also looked like he could crush Dave with his bare hands.

      Hands with sharp nails, his observational skills supplied oh-so-helpfully.

      “Don’t bother lying to me.” Melchom raised a hand. “Just follow me to my chambers. We’ll sort it all out there.”

      “Why would I follow you?”

      He might not be the smartest, but he’d seen horror movies. He was not going to be the stereotypical twink who got himself killed way too early because he was thirsty for the bad guy.

      Hell, no.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            MELCHOM

          

        

      

    

    
      Melchom regarded the human before him. He looked fascinating, inside and out, even though he still would like to know who had decided to send him his way. If he didn’t know any better—and sometimes he thought he didn’t—he’d think it was a prank by one of the Princes, or maybe one of the neighboring kings.

      It had been a long day, though, long enough that he was willing to let it slide and consider all of that another day.

      “Cat got your tongue?”

      Melchom scoffed. The tiny human had more bravado than he’d first thought, then. “You can follow me, or I can make you follow me,” he stated.

      The whiff of fear emanating from the human filled his lungs and traveled through his body, leaving the most tantalizing sensation behind.

      It had been a long time since he’d found a human to play with—one he could keep all to himself.

      This one had a plus, too; he wouldn’t be boring. Between his looks and the imbalanced maze of his brain, Melchom could only fantasize about all the ways he could feed off him.

      “So you did that? It wasn’t in my head.”

      “Nothing is in your head,” he said, knowing exactly what confusion the statement would cause. “Nothing and everything, I suppose.”

      “W-what does that mean?”

      But Melchom had turned around already. They could talk more later, once they were in his chambers where no one would be eavesdropping.

      He was pleased to notice that the human was shuffling behind him. After millennia playing with all kinds of humans, their reactions, their fear, became predictable. Boring, almost.

      This human already looked promising. Refreshing.

      The thought made him salivate.

      “It means whatever you want it to mean. Now stick close. You don’t want to be snatched up by some of the other low-lives lurking around here.”

      ’Here’ meant the cells they placed all new arrivals in until they were sorted, but the human didn’t need all the details.

      No, he’d rather have him cowering with fear, not knowing which way was up.

      “Uh, sir… Melchom… How am I supposed to walk through there?”

      Melchom paused. He might’ve enjoyed it a bit too much when the human stumbled upon him. He’d already noticed his size, but he really felt like little more than a feather against him, his soft skin the main thing warning him he might be worth a second look.

      “Walk through what?”

      “All t-those flames?” The human gulped audibly.

      Right.

      The hallway. The minions loved filling it with flames to scare their arrivals. It had gotten old after the first couple centuries, but none of the higher-ups ever thought to say anything. It kept the minions distracted and happy, and that gave everyone else some respite.

      “I suppose I could carry you if you don’t want to walk,” he inflected the most disinterested tone to his voice.

      “If I don’t want to—” the human spluttered, his arms flailing around in indignation. 

      Melchom smirked. That temper was good news to him. 

      “Fine.”

      Melchom stopped himself from rubbing his hands together, but he couldn’t have been happier about the way this was progressing.

      Or about the way the human’s face was flushed red, lips pursed like an angry little kitten. His ashy dress was askew, torn in a few places. Melchom guessed that was the minions’ doing while he was descending to their realm. The fabric still flowed a bit, moving with the sway of the flames, revealing patches of dewy, freckled skin underneath.

      The scaredy human jumped back when Melchom took a step toward him.

      Adorable.

      “You wound me,” he teased. “You don’t want to be burned by the eternal fire, do you?”

      “Uh, n-no, but…” The human shivered. “Why would I trust you?”

      Melchom cocked his head to the side. “You can’t claim the privilege of trust when you have the need to survive.”

      It was easy to tell his words had an effect on the boy. Man? He couldn’t be more than twenty-five.

      Twenty-three, he mused after diving in the human’s brain.

      He’d gotten oddly good at guessing their ages over the decades.

      “Tell me where we’re going.”

      “My chambers.”

      “You don’t even know my name.”

      “An odd thing to focus on,” Melchom chuckled. “But I do, David.”

      “W-what?”

      “Demons get inside your head, remember?”

      But as entertaining as their conversation could be, Melchom had better plans for them—plans that didn’t involve being stuck in a random hallway. So, he took matters into his own hands and lifted the human off the floor.

      For a second, he considered carrying him like that, at arms’ length, simply for the annoyed pout it pulled in the human’s face.

      It was a matter of time until he started trying to kick or scratch, though, and that got really tiring after a while. So he pulled David close to his chest, almost choking him in the tight hold he kept, and he started walking.

      For the first few minutes, the tiny human stayed still—or as still as he could be when slight tremors still ran through his spine, the lingering scent of fear still exuding off his skin and giving Melchom a high.

      After a couple of turns, the human started growing antsy, trying to shift in his hold.

      “What do you have against me breathing?” he huffed eventually.

      “Nothing in particular.”

      It was true, for the most part. He just didn’t care too much about the amount of oxygen the human was getting, whether it was enough, too much, or too little.

      Melchom chuckled. He’d remember to make a point about his breathing another day. “Here I was, thinking you’d appreciate my shielding you from the scary flames. Isn’t that what you wanted, tiny human?”

      The human grumbled something. Melchom didn’t care enough to hear it. He wanted to see what was going through that messy mind of his. There was an intoxicating allure to it. Each mind looked and was organized differently. This one looked like a house of mirrors, its ceiling neurons and splashes of brain matter swimming around, some of them playing memories while others seemed to be full fantasy.

      The trick was catching which mirror glinted the brightest when something new happened: that was the mirror that revealed the most recent thought that was crossing his mind.

      When he found it, he thought his human would be thinking about the blue and orange flames. Maybe he’d be considering if he should try kicking or scratching, or ways to run away.

      No, apparently his mind was worried about his dress and what Melchom would be thinking of it.

      There was a flashback to his father. Melchom grunted. They didn’t seem to have a good relationship—although it was good enough to name his son after the king of Israel. Learning they didn’t have a good relationship was disappointing, though. A big thrill of grabbing humans with that moniker was punishing the parents for worshipping such a figure.

      He’d have to make do, though. The human had been a gift, after all, and he had to eat.

      “I’m pretty sure I’m not that heavy.”

      “Huh?”

      “You grunted.” His human shrugged. “Is your place that far away? I thought demons would just teleport themselves, or… fly, maybe?”

      Melchom huffed. “How do you suppose we could fly?”

      No, that wasn’t a sore subject at all.

      “Uh, with… Oh.” The human must’ve noticed the nubs in his back—he really was like a cat, climbing and sneaking around his hold. Melchom thought he’d done a good job covering them with tattoos of bleeding foliage, but it was obviously not a miracle solution. “Never mind.”

      At least that would shut him up. They weren’t that far from Melchom’s chambers, anyway. Only a couple more turns.

      He’d clearly wished for things too fast. As he was taking the last turn, his human squealed, trying to hide within Melchom.

      “What is it?” he almost growled.

      Of course, the human didn’t answer, so Melchom slid into his head.

      There was nothing to see, other than that addicting fear, marred only by the fact that Melchom wasn’t the one to cause it this time.

      There was a lingering echo, though.

      High pitched.

      Melchom started walking faster. He’d already known the minions would be messing with the human’s head—it was too tempting not to—but he was not going to let it slide if they were doing so behind his back.

      The moment the gates to his chamber opened, Melchom breathed easier. He supposed the human would think him a bit of a hoarder, but being around his things was… soothing.

      As former King and current paymaster of the realm, he’d held on to one of the biggest chambers, one he’d decorated with all kinds of luxuries.

      The things he considered luxuries. Melchom didn’t feel apologetic about sliding inside the human’s head again, curious to see what the sneaky thing would think upon seeing the shelves filled with trinkets and weapons encrusted with rubies and emeralds. Some of them were bathed in gold, too, but those were only decorative—old presents he had been offered back when he’d had power in exchange for his protection or mercy.

      Of course, the human was enthralled by those, his mind making a list of all the “sparkly things,” as he called them. Apparently, it didn’t scare him that even the decorative weapons could cause him a lot of damage. Or perhaps they would have if his attention hadn’t shifted way too quickly to the bed in the center of the big room.

      Interesting, Melchom noted, following the almost colluding trails of thoughts through that delicious house of mirrors that now belonged to him.

      Dread filled the human as he considered what could happen in that bed. The emotion was soon replaced with a strange sense of relief—or was it contentment? There was some thinking about how at least it looked like it had a high thread count so he’d die comfortable.

      Melchom snorted. The human kept thinking that he’d be dying tonight.

      “What?” the human asked, pushing away from his chest.

      He must’ve finally noticed there were no flames inside of the room. Melchom had considered it once—they were aesthetically pleasing—but he’d dismissed the idea eventually. They were a lot of work to maintain, especially because he’d have to shield most of his collection.

      Shaking that thought off, Melchom decided to set the human free and see what he’d do.

      The answer was nothing. The human just stood there, glaring up at Melchom with his arms crossed. He thought the look would be intimidating, which would be endearing, if Melchom didn’t need other questions answered first.

      “What did the minions tell you?”

      “Huh?”

      Flashes crossed through the mirrors, but they were too fast for Melchom to follow properly.

      The realization made his eyes widen. That never happened. No human brain was that complex.

      “I know the minions spoke to you, in the cells and then in the hallway. You can’t lie or keep things from me.”

      He’d just discovered otherwise, but the human wouldn’t need to know. Besides, it didn’t look like the human was in control of what he was doing.

      “M-minions?”

      “They can’t hear you here.”

      Melchom watched as the human’s Adam’s apple bobbed up and down. Repeatedly.

      “They’re just annoying.”

      “I suppose they are.”

      Melchom wasn’t paying too much attention, instead focused on chasing all the stray thoughts in his human’s head. He caught something about hair, and being scared that Melchom might be worse than them and how he didn’t want to pick sides.

      His nostrils flared. The human’s worry was sweet, if not incredibly naive. That wasn’t what made him fume. He tried to dive deeper into the human’s mind, but there was nothing else, no explanation about what they’d want his hair for—if that was what that flash of a memory had been about.

      Melchom couldn’t let the human know he was concerned, though, so he took a deep breath and focused back on his initial plan. Taunting and scaring him until his guts were full. Seeing how long it would take to make him cry.

      “What do you think of King David, tiny human?”

      The human blinked owlishly, as if he’d just been slapped. If he’d been slapped, though, he wouldn’t still be standing on the same spot. The mental image made Melchom smirk.

      “W-who?”

      “King David,” he repeated as he began to circle him. Humans got very squirmy when he did that. “Your namesake. The person you’re named after.”

      “I… I never go by David, first of all, and I…” He tilted his head to the side, eyebrows scrunched up. “Are you talking about the guy from the Bible?”

      “Who else,” Melchom growled.

      More than two millennia old, and he hadn’t learned to keep his chill when it came to the man who’d dethroned him—or the book that had immortalized the human king as a hero.

      “Great, so my mind’s now decided I need to revisit my Bible study days.” The tiny human started shivering. It was easy to pick up that those Bible study days didn’t bring happy memories. “He… He beat Goliath, right? And became King and did something about Jerusalem? And… There was something about a brother?”

      Melchom hadn’t imagined it would be a difficult question for someone who’d studied the Bible, but his human was biting his lip hard enough to draw blood.

      The coppery scent was heady.

      “Yes, that man.”

      “I… I mean, I don’t know.” He gulped again, sweat starting to dribble down his forehead. Melchom wanted to lick the salty drops, but he refrained. Humans needed to be broken in gently, and he needed an answer to his question first. “I liked the Goliath story?”

      “Did you believe it?” he taunted. “A tiny man, beating a giant? Or did it bring comfort? Do you relate to the usurper King of Israel, human?”

      “Usurper? And no, I… I thought the Bible wasn’t real.”

      Melchom laughed. Such sweet naiveté. “Not all of it is.”

      “Right.”

      The thoughts crossing through the human’s mind were easier to catch, then, fear about his delusions taking a religious angle. Something about how he was never going to leave a ward now.

      “What did your parents think, naming you after such a pathetic man?”

      “I…” His human was beginning to hyperventilate now. “I don’t talk with my parents. I don’t know.”

      “Why?” The answer revealed itself before the human could speak his mind. His parents didn’t accept the way he’d chosen to exist—they’d kicked him out when he started wearing skirts and makeup, thrown him to the streets because he didn’t meet their expectations of masculinity. “The David they named you after was a twink. Power bottom, too.”

      “Wait, what?”

      Melchom hadn’t meant to share that piece of data, but the way humans used religion bothered him. That was something else he still hadn’t learned to completely conceal after millennia of seeing it everywhere.

      “Are you not able to catch up, human?”

      The human in question shivered in response. “You can just call me Dave, you know.”

      “No, I will not utter that name or any variant of it. He doesn’t deserve my acknowledgement of his ongoing legacy.”

      “Is he… here? In Hell?”

      “If he is, I’ve never had the pleasure to be informed.”

      Melchom doubted it, though. He’d wondered about it for decades, his need for revenge consuming everything. Melchom had bribed, sneaked around, and chased leads through all of the realms.

      No, David was most likely being guarded by angels, not allowed one ounce of movement. The thought brought him a strange comfort when wrath blinded him.

      “Okay. So, let me see if I’m getting this right.” The human took a deep breath. Melchom noticed the human didn’t run a hand through his hair like
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