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	For those who have sinned,

	and those who have been sinned against.

	

	

	Special thanks to my cohab, James – without whose support, this story would likely not exist.

	



	




	Trigger Warning

	

	Dear Reader

	

	this series of books contains a story

	about demons and humans,

	trauma and mental illness,

	overdose and addiction,

	poverty and hardship,

	blackmail and coercion,

	depression and suicide,

	prejudice and discrimination,

	sexual abuse and rape,

	violence and death,

	

	please take care

	to take breaks,

	take deep breaths,

	take it one page at a time,

	and take time to process

	

	grief may haunt you – but joy will find you



	

	
	1 March



	Xero’s gaze wandered to the calendar hanging on the wall, for the third time this morning, the hundredth time this week. March 3rd. Tomorrow. He rolled his eyes and reached for the ash tray, tapping the end of his hand-rolled cigarette before leaning back onto the large leather couch. He stared at the wall, as if it might offer alternatives. It did not. Another deep drag of smoke – he exhaled. The smell of burning cannabis quickly filled the room, and he scoffed to himself.

	Letting a human cross his threshold was a terrible idea.

	
	“Fucking fine-print,” he muttered aloud.

	
	Demons were supposed to be good at catching that sort of thing, but the prospect of getting out of Hell had been enough to make him drop his guard. His EDC was a year old, this month – which meant two things. First, it meant that his estate in Hell was forfeit. He could no longer withdraw from his Earth-Dweller Contract – at least, not without consequence. But he cared less about that. It was never his plan to go back. Second, and more annoyingly, it meant that the hidden clause of his EDC agreement would come into effect now. The human government’s Department of Housing was going to send some useless human from their desegregation program, to live in the spare wing of his apartment. And he was under contractual obligation to allow it. Of course, to him it wasn’t a “spare wing.” He would have to choose between his home gym, his office, and his personal library – one of these rooms would be forfeit, cleaned out and re-furnished to make a bedroom for the human they were sending to violate his space. Truthfully, the entire wing was probably meant to be cleared out for the small invader. But there was no way he was giving up all three rooms. They would just have to come to some sort of agreement. He sneered, revealing sharp white teeth.

	
	“You sleep in the corner, and I won’t swallow you whole,” he mumbled wishfully under his breath. After a final exasperated hit, he crushed out the ember of his smoke and stood to move down the hall. “How much space does a human even need, honestly…”

	
	An hour or so later, Xero stood back, arms crossed, to look upon his progress. He had rearranged some bookshelves to make room for the human-sized bed and dresser, which had arrived disassembled in boxes at his doorstep, days prior. He had assembled the furniture easily and set it up in the corner of his library, unrolled a few tapestries, and hung them from the ceiling to create a small, separated space, leaving the majority of the library exactly as it had been the day before.

	
	“Good enough,” he sneered to himself.

	
	Perhaps he would get lucky, and the intruder would keep to themselves. The best he could hope for was that they would spend the majority of their time away from his apartment. Or if not, that they might stay in this room, and leave him to his own devices.

	In Xero’s experience, mortals weren’t very keen to make friends with demons – not on Earth, anyway. That was fine with him. He wasn’t keen to make friends with them, either. The majority of his encounters with humans had taught him one thing, essentially. Stay away.

	Demons weren’t inherently evil – Xero knew that of course, being one himself. But humans loved their assumptions, and so the average human feared demons – even if only in a sort of timid, harmless way. Pathetic, he thought to himself. Alternately, there were also those who feared demons in an aggressive, combative way. He had had his fair share of human drinks and snacks thrown at him from the windows of moving cars, or balconies of apartments above, as he walked the streets of this city. The EDC prevented him from taking proper retribution in those moments, which of course emboldened his human abusers. No bother – it didn’t take long before he had learned the darker, quieter routes of the city, where most other Earth-dwelling demons walked. The only kinds of humans he might encounter there, were the ones who were looking to make deals. Distasteful souls, the sort that one might encounter in Hell. Though still troublesome, these creatures were much easier to ignore than the others. At the very least, avoiding main routes meant less dry-cleaning.

	
	Finished with his task, Xero sauntered back to the living room – every door he passed locking, with a *click,* … *click,* … *click,* as he snapped his fingers at each of the locks. Don’t want the human to feel like it’s entitled to any more of my space, he mused.

	He approached the coffee table, reaching for his black cigarette tin and opening it. Inside were tucked a variety of hand-rolled tobacco, cannabis, and herbal cigarettes. Choosing one from the tin, he closed it and tossed it back down onto the table, before planting himself in his seat on the couch.

	Xero liked to smoke. The air here was so much cleaner than he was used to, which he didn’t hate, necessarily – but he sometimes felt homesick for the lack of contaminants on the wind. Smoking helped with that. He pulled a zippo from his pocket, deftly flicking it open with a spark, and then shut again. It felt strange to rely on human devices for something as trivial as fire, but he was getting used to it. He actually rather enjoyed the sound of the steel grinding against flint, metal clinking against metal, as he lit the joint. He smoked in silence for a while, and thought to himself. He was too old for this shit. If he had realized this was going to be required of him, perhaps he never would have signed the EDC in the first place. Or maybe he could have negotiated an extra year or two of solitude – he had decent connections in Hell, after all. But it was too late, and there was no point thinking about that now.

	
	“Tomorrow…”

	
	* * * * * * * * *

	
	It was March 4th, and Everest Kent was a little bit lost. Or at least, she felt like she was. Actually, she knew perfectly well where she was, and which bus she was supposed to get on. But she wasn’t convinced about where she was going. This would be her third de-seg assignment in twice as many months. Not the best track record, especially not for somebody her age. Mixed up adolescents, sometimes kids who got sucked into gang shit early… Ev wasn’t fond of the stereotype, but those were usually the types you found trapped in these repeating de-seg loops. Typically, people in their thirties, even orphans like Everest, were expected to have gotten their shit together by that point.

	Her issue wasn’t one of ambition or intelligence. She wasn’t “not trying,” as so many had so kindly put it. And she wasn’t dumb. She just saw the world differently, felt things differently, and struggled differently than most. She had tried working countless service jobs, and even shot for the moon with a couple of higher-paying positions, a few of which she had somehow managed to land. But something always went wrong – regardless of the position, she had always managed to fuck it up somehow. More often than not, just some small oversight – a simple mistake with less-than-simple consequences – and then, poof, no more job...which meant no more income…which meant…de-seg.

	By now she was all but resigned to it. It wasn’t so bad, realistically. Basically free housing, sometimes pretty nice housing, even. And a generous meal budget, in exchange for some “mandatory volunteer work” here and there, with the teensy caveat of, Oh, and you live with a demon now. No big deal. Just a denizen of Hell. Carry on.

	In truth, she was far less fazed by that detail than most other humans in the desegregation program.

	For her “volunteer” work, she usually did trash clean-up downtown. Sometimes she cleaned kennels at the local animal shelter. Occasionally she was contracted to do other things, here and there, but it was almost always some kind of cleaning duty. Never terribly difficult work, and never too physically taxing...but always kind of shitty, often literally. She didn’t mind, though. She had a strong stomach. And especially now, after the deal she had struck up with the demon she had stayed with during her most recent de-seg arrangement…those sorts of mindless tasks were much easier. She had quickly mastered her basic warlock abilities, making simple labor a breeze – as long as she didn’t let anybody see her using magic. It was a risk, but people tended not to notice her. It had been easy enough to perform a minor prestidigitation every now and then, unnoticed.

	She sat contemplating her options on the cold bench with her hands in her lap, protected from the light drizzle of rain by her thick black hoodie, beneath the leaking glass roof over the bus stop stall. She had heard of some outlander settlements in the wilderness, outside of the city. Nomadic life appealed to her, in a way. Maybe she would fit in better with people like that. An entire little community of misfits and weird birds. She smiled to herself. She had to admit, the thought was attractive.

	Then again, she had also heard about what happened to humans who defaulted from their de-seg assignments. Her smile faded. Probably better to play it safe and go along with the de-seg arrangement, as planned.

	
	Maybe it’ll be fine, she thought to herself. Maybe they’ll be super chill.

	
	About four months ago, Everest had been removed from her first de-seg housing assignment due to some…antisocial behavior…from her mischievous demon cohabitant, Zirce. Nothing too sinister, she supposed. But all the same. After her seventh (maybe eighth?) time waking up to find herself inexplicably locked in her bedroom, she found cause for concern. Admittedly, she probably should have submitted a complaint to the DoH sooner. But it had been the strangest thing.

	She would wake up peacefully, having slept through the night – nothing out of place, nothing missing – but when she went to her bedroom door and tried to open it, she would occasionally find the knob jammed. She had knocked on the door each time, at which point Zirce would come to her aid and open it for her. At first, she just assumed it was an old doorknob. It happens, and thankfully Zirce had been there to let her out each time it did. She replaced the knob, after an embarrassing incident one morning when she didn’t make it to the bathroom in time, due to the door being stuck.

	Zirce had claimed she “didn’t hear her knocking.”

	But it made no difference, the new knob continued to jam – seemingly at random. She couldn’t for the life of her figure out what the issue was. Until, that is, one evening when she eventually overheard Zirce admitting to her demon friends that she had been locking Everest in her room magically, for fun. Just sometimes. As a prank. Or something. Ev didn’t really get it. But she didn’t love it, to say the least, and ultimately she had decided to complain to the Department of Housing out of concern that it might go further. She was promptly removed and reassigned to a new address, with a new cohab. “Personality conflict,” they called it.

	If she was being honest, it had been kind of a bummer. Ev had actually been rather intrigued by demons and their culture, since long before her de-seg placement…and she didn’t hate the idea of sharing space with one. She had, perhaps naively, even hoped that they might become friends. Zirce had lots of friends, several of them, human. She had often dreamed of joining their ranks, though certainly she didn’t fit in with the humans Zirce typically kept around. It could have been a nice life. Not to mention – it was a nice house. One of the nicer ones she had ever lived in.

	
	Maybe it’ll be another fancy house, she bargained with herself. Maybe they’ll be into cool shit. A lot of demons were.

	
	It was Everest’s (perhaps unique) perspective that demons weren’t as different from humans as people chose to believe. After living with two of them, she hadn’t observed many demonic behaviors that didn’t closely reflect the behaviors of humans. Even some of the weirder shit, like with Zirce…

	
	Humans prank each other all the time, she thought. Hell, they do worse.

	
	She swallowed, hard, and thought momentarily of her last cohab, Azrynn. She wasn’t sure what had happened to him, after their separation by the DoH. Surely, he’d be facing consequences for his part in the deal they had made…

	
	At least Earth-dwelling demons have contracts keeping them in line.

	
	Sometimes it seemed to Ev like certain humans faced no consequences for their actions. Meanwhile, those same humans looked down on demons and devils, as if they were some kind of lower life forms, or in some cases, even monsters. She hated to think it, but maybe humans were just…like that. Judgmental. Maybe that was why she couldn’t seem to fit in or get along with most of them. Most people who looked at her saw right through her, and those who didn’t, probably just saw another cliché – a grown woman with way-too-dark makeup, well over two hundred pounds, thick, unkempt black hair. She was typically seen wearing the kind of dark, ratty clothes that either say “I’m in de-seg” or “I’m in a punk band.” Unfortunately for her, only the former had ever been the case. And then of course, there was the fact that she was covered from throat to toe in tattoos…which most had seemed to automatically attribute to some sort of instability. In her case, they weren’t necessarily wrong. She wasn’t afraid to admit that. She just didn’t understand why it automatically excluded her in so many people’s eyes. The bus pulled up, hissing and beeping, steaming and buzzing loudly, pulling her from her contemplative state. She took a deep breath, grabbed her bags, and got on.

	
	“Fancy meeting you here.”

	
	The driver’s familiar tone caught Everest’s attention as she climbed aboard the charter bus, the mechanical door now closing behind her. She looked up from her boots to see a friendly face, all crows feet and laugh lines – it was Arnold, the kind spirited older man who had coincidentally delivered her by bus to her first and second de-seg arrangements.

	
	“Hey, Arnold.”

	
	“Third time’s a charm, eh kiddo?” he chuckled.

	
	“Let’s hope so,” she replied.

	
	Arnold glanced down at his clipboard briefly, and then back up at Everest. “You bring a drink? It’s gonna be a pretty long drive to The Bluffs.”

	
	Ev flashed a travel-sized bottle of cranberry juice from her hoodie pocket briefly, smiling through painted black lips from under her hood. Arnold was one of the good ones.

	
	“Alright, sit tight then. It’ll be a couple of hours.”

	
	Ev made her way to the first vacant seat she saw. The bus was practically empty. She tucked her small roll-away luggage into the compartment under the bench, and set her backpack on the seat next to her. Grey light filtered through the windows, giving the already-kind-of-lonely bus an especially gloomy air.

	
	Maybe they’ll smoke weed…

	
	She continued to consider all of the ways in which, perhaps, this wouldn’t suck after all. She had met other demons who smoked. Azrynn had even shared, on occasion. She wiped the image of his face from her mind.

	
	Third time’s a charm. Arnold’s words echoed in her mind for a little while, as the bus carried her closer to the North Quarter of the city… The third time’s a charm.

	
	Despite her outwardly dark appearance, Ev had a way of looking on the bright side of things. It was a skill she had learned young, and practiced often…and likely, it had played an important role in her survival this far. People like Everest hadn’t always had options like this. It wasn’t that long ago that somebody in her shoes would have been living on the street, or worse, locked up in prison. The de-seg program was far from perfect, but things could always be worse. Of course, they could always be better, too…but she chose not to focus so much on that part. A tendency which served her well enough, so far. She pulled back her hood, combing tattooed fingers through her messy hair as she anticipated what sort of cohab she might be staying with next. The only real details included on the form that she received were an address, a name, and a bus route for March 4th. The DoH wasn’t exactly considerate of the fact that most people would prefer to know certain details before entering potentially uncomfortable social contracts. To them, she supposed, it didn’t matter much.

	It wasn’t like you could appeal for a new cohab without good reason. Certainly not without having even met them. She just wished she had something to go on, besides a name.

	
	“Xero…”

	
	She repeated the name quietly to herself. Almost definitely a nickname. Probably short for something demonically long and unpronounceable. Demonic nomenclature wasn’t particularly gendered, from what she understood, so no details were revealed by the name in that sense. But the shortened name was a good indicator that she would probably be dealing with a relatively relaxed, modern, mild-tempered demon. At least, she hoped. There had been a running joke in de-seg, that it was the long names you had to watch out for. If you got assigned to cohab with a “Xaer’ethiel Azzon, Conqueror of Realms and the Seventh Lord of the Nine Plains,” you knew you were in for some off the wall, old-timey demon shit. There was no way around it. It was implied.

	She giggled to herself as she thought about the name Xero, and demonic etymology, and countless other things, while she watched the scenery rolling past through the window, sipping her cranberry juice and fidgeting in her seat every now and again. As the bus traveled further north into The Bluffs, Arnold’s words echoed through her head once more. “Third time’s a charm…”

	– 

	Almost a week had passed since her arrival. If not for the note she’d found stuck to the large front door, Everest might have concluded she was in the wrong place.

	
	“It’s unlocked. Your bed is in the room at the end of the western hall. Don’t touch my stuff.”

	
	It had hardly been reassuring – but it was something. The address was correct. This was the place.

	
	She took a bite of her comically large microwave-burrito. She had explored the neighborhood a bit over the last couple of days, and found a market at the bottom of the hill that stocked some decent produce and other basic groceries, along with all kinds of cheap, yummy trash-foods, including those massive frozen burritos, the kind she could usually only find in crusty gas stations like the one she used to work at. This market even had the “extra-cheezy” flavor – her favorite kind. Once she had located the market and stocked up on food – burritos, mostly – she didn’t see much reason to leave the apartment for anything else. She hadn’t received her new work assignment yet. As far as Ev knew, this part of the city was mostly upscale-residential, and she always felt weird walking around in neighborhoods where she didn’t know anybody, or where she might be mistaken for somebody looking for trouble. She took another bite. She hadn’t seen hide nor horn of her supposed new cohab, and although she didn’t mind having the huge apartment to herself, she was beginning to wonder if something had gone wrong. Was there some kind of mistake? Would she be reassigned, again?

	She felt a bit small, leaning her elbows on the edge of the huge kitchen table, like a child trying to sit at a bar. She was used to feeling too-big-for-the-space, but never too small. This was new to her. Everything here was fairly over-sized for her liking, including the dining chairs, which she had learned that she effectively had to climb into and kneel, in order to properly sit at the table and eat. It was easier to stand with her food, or sit on the floor. So she stood.

	In addition to exploring the neighborhood, she had made herself familiar with the layout of the apartment…at least, the few parts of it that weren’t behind locked doors. It was a fairly nice place – loads of space, high ceilings, nice furniture…huge furniture, mind you, but nice. She particularly enjoyed the gigantic, leather sofa.

	Ev had heard talk of taller demons – some said giant, compared to the average. According to rumors, some demons were even well over ten feet tall. She had always suspected that to be an exaggeration, but as she looked around now, she was beginning to wonder. This apartment certainly did seem as if it had been furnished for somebody much taller than the average person.

	In addition to the humongous furniture, Ev’s restricted exploration of her new living space had led to a couple of other hints about her mysteriously-missing cohab – though nothing to suggest where they might have disappeared to. What clues she did find, included an ashtray containing a few half-smoked joints and cigarette butts, (nice, they did smoke) – a pretty decent selection of movies, (including a few of Ev’s favorites) – an ornamental sandstone incense burner shaped like a dragon, with an impressively sized bundle of cinnamon-scented incense resting nearby, (she took the liberty of placing her much-smaller bundle of sandalwood next to the rest) – and finally, an entire library, containing what seemed to be a rather well-curated collection of very old books.

	
	Hoooly shit. Jackpot.

	
	Demonic tomes, first edition fantasy novels, and title-less leather bound journals, interspersed with various textbooks, medical journals, encyclopedias, and more.

	She was surprised to find that her sleeping quarters had actually been set up inside the library, a fact which pleased her more than anything had in a long time, until she thought back to the note.

	
	“Don’t touch my stuff.”

	
	It was an incredible temptation. Especially sleeping there, with the books.

	In fact, that had been the only door left unlocked in the apartment, besides the bathroom and the front. She wanted few things more than to spend the next month in bed, exploring each page again and again. But people’s books tended to be personal, and she knew better than to invade somebody’s privacy. She was especially not eager to get on her new cohab’s bad side before having even met them. Her plan, if they ever showed up, that was, was to be polite, respectful, and normal – and to keep her distance for the most part. Touching their things without permission? Definitely not on the agenda.

	Perhaps she could work her way up to borrowing a book here or there? So far, her attempts to befriend cohabs hadn’t exactly gone well, so she wasn’t getting her hopes up this time. But she couldn’t help but feel a tinge of optimism, that she seemed to have a few things in common with this one. Maybe that would make a difference?

	She shook her head. No. It was best to temper her expectations.

	
	Ev finished the burrito, reached up into the sink, and washed the little bits of “cheeze” and refried beans from her fingers. She went to the living room, clambering up onto the massive leather sofa. It was fucking luxurious. She settled in for a nap, grabbing the remote and turning on the TV to one of the many music channels. She had enjoyed sleeping here, even better than her bed in the library. It was cozy, and she didn’t have the looming temptation of being surrounded by hundreds of books she hadn’t read yet. She also particularly enjoyed sleeping with the TV on. She didn’t like the quiet much, so having something making noise in the background had always been her preference, whenever possible. She sprawled out and let her mind wander, listening to the busy progressive music she had chosen. Before long, however, she found herself glaring at the half-smoked joints in the ashtray out of the corner of her eye…not for the first time since she had arrived.

	It had been at least a month since the last time she had the chance to smoke. She loved to smoke. What were they, at least a week old by now? Maybe older? Sure, she knew better than to touch things without permission – and she would certainly never steal from a cohab…but this was basically just somebody’s garbage…right? Were they really going to come back to claim a dried up, crusty old roach? Would they really mind if she took just one? Would they even notice? She sat up, legs crossed, fully perched on the sofa, staring dubiously into the ashtray for quite some time.

	
	“Fuck it.”

	
	Xero had been gone this long. What were the chances they would come back now, of all times?

	They probably wouldn’t even notice it was gone. She leaned forward and grabbed one of the half-smoked joints, quickly tucking it into her bra. She climbed down from the sofa and made her way to the table with the incense burner, where she had noticed a couple of lighters in an ornate wooden tray before. She slipped one of them into her pocket. Her heart beat faster now. Was she really going to risk another reassignment – or worse – over some crusty old weed? She grabbed her hoodie from the corner of the armchair, pulling it on and flipping up the hood in one motion. She slipped her feet into her boots.

	
	Yes. Yes, she was.

	
	“This is why your life is fucked up,” she lectured herself, as she walked out the door and down the sidewalk. She had seen a couple of nice, private spots, on her walks to get snacks. She was pretty sure she had even smelled pot smoke coming from the alley behind the market, at least once. She decided that that was probably the safest spot, and strode down the hill, on a mission.

	
	“Stupid, stupid, stupid,” she repeated to herself with each step…but she didn’t stop, and she didn’t turn around. When she reached the alley, her heart was pounding. She wasn’t exactly a risk-taker, by nature, but there she was. “What the fuck, Ev,” she scolded herself, almost in tears.

	
	She ducked back against the wall facing the back door to the market, where a dumpster obscured her from view of the road. Green fluorescent light fell over the alley from the bulb above the door, as she pulled the now slightly sweaty, wrinkly, half smoked joint from her breast. She lit it up and breathed deep. It was harsh in her throat, but she didn’t dare cough. Almost immediately, she felt her heart rate slow to a normal pace. The panic attack she had been fighting off, surrendered. She fell softly onto her butt on the pavement against the wall, and tossed her head back to look at the tree branches above. It had gotten later than she realized – the sky was dancing shades of vivid pinks and purples. She sat there, smoking, and enjoying the colors of the sunset through the leaves. She couldn’t remember the last time she felt this relaxed. This was really good weed. She laughed – moments ago she had been on the verge of a nervous breakdown. But here she was, appreciating life for the first time in ages. Like, really, actually enjoying a sunset. She found herself thinking about all of the things she was grateful for. The cheezy burritos. The big comfy sofa. A place all to herself for almost a week. And now this. She felt a warmth spread through her, and then a chill. And then…a chill.

	Was somebody watching her?

	She felt a wave of panic wash over her, and the unmistakable feeling of lurking eyes.

	Be cool, be cool, be cool, she told herself, silently. Just act like you’re supposed to be here. Everything is fine. She discretely crushed out the remainder of the joint against the wall, and slipped it into her pocket. She looked around the side of the dumpster, slowly leaning forward to see who she might find watching her. As long as it isn’t a DoH inspector (unlikely) or the owner of the market (more likely) this is probably no big deal, she assured herself.

	Leaning forward, she could see to the end of the alley. Standing with their back against the corner of the market near the road, wearing a collared leather jacket, an extraordinarily tall, dark figure was smoking a cigarette. The figure turned suddenly, glowing yellow eyes piercing the twilight, straight through to Everest’s dimly lit face. All but paralyzed with anxiety, she stood up and cleared her throat awkwardly.

	
	“Uh…hey.”

	
	She wasn’t sure what else to say, but it occurred to her that this was probably not the best approach. Oh well. Too late.

	
	They seemed to glare at her for a moment, before turning back to face the road, saying nothing.

	
	“Hey… hello?” she spoke just a bit more confidently now.

	
	Whoever this was, Ev didn’t like the tall, dark and creepy act. She was mentally preparing, in the way that any woman facing a large, mysterious stranger in a dark alley mentally prepares. She took a step forward, and repeated herself.

	
	“Hey! What gives, dude? What’s up?” She was all but shouting, now.

	
	She heard what sounded like a scoff from the darkness, as the huge, silent stranger flicked their cigarette from between their fingers. It soared downward and exploded in a tiny spray of sparks on the pavement. The next thing she knew, the looming presence was gone – striding away, up the hill. 

	Her heart sank. Fuck. They were tall. Her mouth went dry. There’s no way. She thought about the massive furniture back at the apartment. Fuck…fuck! She remembered the note her cohab had left for her in their absence. “Don’t touch my stuff.” Damn it…damn it…shit! She was panicking. She needed to calm down.

	
	“Deep breaths,” she told herself quietly. “Deep breaths. Small steps.” She straightened her back and squared her shoulders, inhaled slowly, and walked rigidly around to the front door of the market. “Deep breaths, small steps…” She glanced both ways, as she emerged from the alley. There was nobody in sight. “Deep breaths…just gonna get some cocoa…deep breaths…” she repeated, as she made her way through the market door.

	
	Whatever was about to happen, what more could she do, truly, than grab a hot beverage first?

	
	She took long, deep sips of hot cocoa, as she made her way warily up the hill and back toward the apartment. She had no clue what to expect. Maybe it was a coincidence. Maybe there were a lot of super-tall demons in this neighborhood? Or maybe she was absolutely screwed. She had already gotten into some trouble with the DoH over the whole warlock thing…but if she were reported for stealing from a cohab? What then? Probably prison, right? She was shaking. Deep breaths, small steps. Maybe she could talk her way out of this.

	She wondered what kind of demon she was about to face. The kind who would blackmail her? Try to force her into another deal? Would that be worse than whatever the DoH was going to do to her? Deep breaths. Deep breaths. Small steps.

	She continued taking deep breaths and small steps, and long drinks of cocoa, all the way to the door of the apartment. She hesitated there for a moment and thought about the outlanders, probably enjoying a shared song around a fire about now – and then wiped the thought from her mind. With another deep breath, she placed her shaking hand on the doorknob, and twisted it. The smell of cinnamon incense was enough to knock her backwards as she cracked open the door.

	Somebody’s home.

	She opened it slowly, cautiously, as if it might have been trapped. It wasn’t. She stepped inside, and called out with uncertainty.

	
	“Hello?”

	
	Nothing. She could hear the music still playing in the living room, from the TV she had forgotten to turn off. She looked around the kitchen, as she slipped out of her hoodie, tying it around her waist. It was always so hot in here, and she hadn’t found the thermostat yet. Probably in one of the locked rooms, she imagined.

	
	“...Xero? Hey, it’s me, Everest, your new cohab…I’m not a robber…or…whatever…Hello?”

	
	No response. Hey, it’s me, your new cohab? What was this, Saturday morning cartoons? She cringed at her own words. I’m not a robber? What? What was wrong with her?

	Normal. Be normal. She tossed her paper cup into the trash can. Everything is fine, she lied to herself as she made her way from the kitchen to the living room, through the large open arch in the wall that separated the two. The cinnamon smoke hung like a blanket draped through the air. It was strong, but she actually rather liked the smell. She breathed it in gently, and immediately noticed something else – freshly lit tobacco? But like…fancy tobacco. Somebody was definitely smoking in here. She stood in the archway, her eyes darting around the room. Were they…hiding from her?

	Paranoia crept over her. They know. She began to panic again. They know and now they’re fucking with me. She spotted a rather large, collared leather jacket draped over the back of the armchair, in the same place where she had made a habit of hanging her hoodie.

	She recognized the jacket immediately. Oh no… 

	Before she could fully spiral, the bathroom door opened lazily in the corner of the room.

	He closed the door gently behind him as he entered the space. He looked to be almost eight feet tall. The apartment’s high ceilings perfectly accommodated his stature. She froze at the sight of him, towering in the corner, as he turned to face her. She felt like a deer in headlights. She was certain her heart had stopped. He glanced at her, and ran a hand through his disheveled silver hair as he proceeded to sit on the massive couch. She stayed in the archway, frozen. He pulled a black cigarette tin from the pocket of his jeans, along with a zippo. His molten yellow eyes widened slightly with recognition as he looked up from behind his hands and lit a smoke. Fancy tobacco. He stared at her. After a few silent drags, he took the cigarette between two fingers and pulled it away from his mouth.

	She didn’t know what to say or do, so she just stood there, staring back at him for a long moment, before finally managing to force sound from her mouth.

	
	“Sorry…” she mumbled, trailing off, as her gaze dropped to the floor.

	
	His brow twitched. He inhaled deeply and deliberately through his nose.

	As if he were collecting his patience.

	
	He knows. Her mind raced. He’s pissed. He knows and he’s pissed.

	
	“By all means.” His voice came like butter and cream, deep and stern, stoic and rich. His tone was calm, but unsettling. “Make yourself at home.” He said the words as if they pained him.

	
	Everest looked up and stepped forward. She felt herself dissociating as she drifted toward the center of the room on the conveyor belt of her feet, and found herself sitting in the large leather armchair across from him, unsure of how she had gotten there, or how long it had been since she moved. She stared vacantly at the demon, but this wasn’t some sort of magical hypnosis. She wasn’t charmed or enthralled. This was normal for her. Her own brain was attacking her. Anxiety permeated her every thought. Her mind floated further and further from her body. She felt her lungs begin to seize as panic set in. She was done for. She knew it.

	
	“...Human?” his voice startled her, causing her eyes to focus briefly.

	
	He sounded annoyed, she thought. She didn’t blame him. She probably seemed insane. Maybe she was. Maybe he knows. She tried to speak again, but no sound came. What would she even say? Her mouth opened slightly, but thoughts and words fled from her then.

	He inhaled again, deeply, through his nose, his eyes fixed on her now rapidly rising and falling chest. He squinted, as if trying to read a foreign language.

	
	“…Okay then.”

	
	He picked up the remote and turned off the TV, put his cigarette out, and stood up slowly and calmly. He walked a wide path around the edge of the room, toward a door which Ev had only known up to this point as locked. He opened it and stepped through. She felt him turn and glance at her one more time. She was still glued in place on the over-sized armchair. She couldn’t bring herself to look at him. She couldn’t even bring herself to move. She heard the door softly creak and click shut behind him, and he was gone.

	She stayed there, unable to stand, for a few minutes, until her heartbeat eventually slowed to a less perilous pace. What just happened? It wasn’t exactly a proper introduction. But as she climbed down from the chair and moved down the hall toward the library, she found herself thinking…that could have gone worse. She wasn’t in the clear, by any means. She still had no idea if Xero knew what she had taken from his ashtray. Or if he cared. Her thoughts were a runaway train as she collapsed into her bed. It was one of the only pieces of furniture here that was actually sized for her. She wished it was bigger. She laid there in uncomfortable silence, replaying the events of the evening, and imagining what might happen tomorrow until
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