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Testing the Waters
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Mike stared at the Victorian style home in awe, the sheer scale of it overwhelming him. Tower-like structures gave the blue dwelling a medieval touch, and the house was ringed in simple gardens with waist-high shrubs that were in desperate need of a trim. Stone lions guarded the walk to the front door, and a cobblestone path disappeared around the back.

"Impressive, isn't it?"

Mike, startled, dropped his sleeping bag. He bent to pick it up, warmth flooding through his cheeks.

"I'm afraid you have quite a task ahead of you, Mr. Radley."  

Mike let out a nervous laugh as Beth, his great aunt's estate representative, walked past. The woman was taller than him, very attractive, and all business. Her dark hair wrapped up in a bun, she paused to check something on her clipboard. Mike took the opportunity to admire her backside through the thin layer of her pencil skirt. Very faint panty lines ran around her buttocks, lines that Mike had trouble taking his eyes away from.  She turned to face him, and he pretended to struggle with his sleeping bag.

"I doubt you'll need that," she pointed out, lending him a hand. She smelled like peaches and something floral, a scent he couldn’t quite place. "The house has plenty of space."

"I’ve been a Boy Scout since I was six. Be prepared. That's my motto."

"Uh huh." Beth helped him secure the bag under his arm. "Trust me when I say you won't need it." She led him up the stairs, the wooden deck creaking slightly under their weight. Mike stared briefly at the swinging chair on the front porch, moving slightly in the breeze. As Beth produced a key, she looked at Mike. "This must be like a fairy tale to you."

"No such thing as fairy tales. Just a weird coincidence," he said, careful to keep his eyes above the lacy top of her blouse. Women, as a rule, made him nervous. Particularly pretty ones.

"You hear about these things all the time," she said, sliding the key into the lock. "But you never get to see them play out." The door stuck in the frame, and Beth leaned her shoulder in to give it a shove. A strand of hair came loose from her bun as she pushed her way inside. "A long-lost relative dying and leaving everything to you."

"Yeah. Lucky me." Mike followed her inside. The house was cool, and dark. Beth opened up some of the windows, allowing the light in. The furniture in the home was all covered, giving the sitting room the eerie appearance of a haunted house. Beth pulled the cover off of the couch, sending a small layer of dust into the air.

"You don't seem very keen on the idea, Mr. Radley." Beth uncovered the coffee table, and set her purse and clipboard down. "It is a very nice house."

"It's not the house. And call me Mike." Mike threw his sleeping bag on a clean portion of the floor along with his backpack. Out of habit, he slipped off his shoes at the door.

"Well, Mike, we went through an awful lot of trouble tracking you down." Beth uncovered a nearby love seat. "This home was only weeks away from being liquidated by the firm."

"Which I understand is still an option?" Mike asked, staring at the pale yellow curtains.

"Correct." Beth picked up her clipboard. "Only if you decide not to keep it."

"Right." Mike looked down the long hallway to the kitchen. "I'm not used to having so much space. Gives me the creeps."

"By nature, homes of this style are actually quite cozy." Beth led the way to the kitchen, the heels of her boots clicking on the hardwood floor. “There is quite a bit of space for you to spread out.”

"I've never lived in anything with more than two bedrooms," Mike responded. Beth checked the appliances to make sure they still worked, and showed Mike where the fuse box was. A brief tour of the kitchen turned up several jars of preserved jellies, an old box of cat biscuits, and an empty tub of ice cream in the freezer.

"So, where is the cat?" Mike asked, shaking the box of biscuits.

"As far as we know, she didn't have one. Your great aunt conscripted our services long before my parents were even out of high school, and rarely contacted the firm. According to our sources, she was largely a shut-in. It's likely those treats are older than you or I."

"As long as she wasn't eating them," Mike muttered, throwing the biscuits back in the cupboard.

"So, you've only lived in apartments?" Beth stood now at the bottom of the stairs. She climbed up, and Mike paused to look in the living room. Sure enough, a creepy fucking porcelain doll sat right above the fireplace, legs draped over the mantle. He shivered and looked up the stairs. Enough of Beth's legs were showing that he could see the top of her stockings. Jesus. He pulled hard on the railing, eager to catch up.

"Yeah. My mom was always unemployed, so we were always staying with friends." Memories of being crammed away in the back of someone else's home made him shudder. Long nights pressed up against his mother as they shared a bed, the smell of alcohol oozing from her pores and stinging his eyes. Years of therapy might have helped him over the worst of it, but he still had nights where he woke up panicked, convinced that he was crammed in bed again with his mother.

"Sounds rough," Beth said. She opened a door to reveal a study. "This is the office. Everything in here was custom built."

"I don't see a router." Mike walked in, his eyes scanning the room. The shelves were packed with poetry books and different inspirational pieces. Fake flowers adorned every free inch of desk space.

"Your great aunt didn't have Internet."

"Well, I will." Mike frowned, checking out the window. He could see how overgrown the back yard had become. A large stone fountain full of muck had been overrun with weeds. "I build websites for a living. If I decide to keep the place, I will need to get it installed."

Beth was already making notes on her clipboard. "I will see what we can do. Just to remind you, this home is on the list of historical places, so we may experience some delays."

Mike waved a hand dismissively, kneeling beneath the desk. "I have my ways. Just get me some sort of high speed line, I'll do the rest." He stuck his hands behind the desk, feeling for an outlet. Determined to find one, he slid his hands into every crevice, using his phone as a flashlight and cramming his face against the wall. 

"Let me show you to the guest room," Beth said, reminding him that she was waiting on him. Mike smacked his head on the desk as he stood. He grinned sheepishly, rubbing the top of his head as he followed her back into the hall. Beth opened another door, showing him a plain twin-sized bed with a large pink comforter. Daisies were embroidered across the top. The walls of the room were painted a robin egg blue, giving the whole space a dollhouse vibe.

"I have no words," Mike said, staring at the guest bed.

"I don't blame you." Beth opened the closet. "There are some spare linens, but they aren't any better."

"What use does a shut-in have for a guest room?" Mike inspected the closet. In the bottom, he saw another porcelain doll.

"My best guess is that it was a room your father stayed in as a child."

"You think?" Mike held up one end of the pink comforter. 

Beth laughed. "I never said it was a good idea. Your dad had some cousins, and most were little girls once."

"I'm sure." Mike stared at the bed, his thoughts drifting. Was it actually possible that his own father had slept beneath this roof? The man had died not long after Mike was born, lost to an aggressive form of cancer. It was the same disease that had led his mother to drink. Thinking of his mother, he looked at the tiny bed, an enormous pit opening in his stomach.

No fucking way. He needed a larger bed.

"Where did Great Aunt Emily sleep?"

"In her room, down the hall." Beth paused. "She died in there."

"In the bed?" Mike was already wondering where he could unroll his sleeping bag.

"No, if that's what you’re worried about." Beth took him back into the hall. Mike found himself staring again at her butt. His eyes flicked up to hers when she looked back. "It's this one right here."

Beth opened the door. The room was large, the ceiling elevated. Mike realized he was in one of the round, tower rooms he had seen from the front. The bed was centered along the back wall, a large four poster with draping curtains all around. His gaze followed the curve of the walls, taking in the intricate molding along the mid wall and ceiling. Two dressers, a standing armoire, and a mirrored nightstand were all uncovered by Beth as she made her rounds. A large opening signaled the entrance to the bathroom. Towards the other side of the room, a giant oriental rug covered the floor.

"The rug is in an odd place," Mike said, pointing at it.

"It was some time before we found your aunt," Beth replied. “I’m afraid the... decomposition process creates a stain that is very hard to remove. We’re working on finding proper replacement material. It isn't easy to find hundred-year-old hardwood flooring that matches the surrounding floor."

"Why not replace it all?"

"Historical society, remember?"

"Ah." Mike stared at the bed. It was easily a king size. "Her heart gave out?"

"She was ninety six. It happens." Beth looked at her clipboard. "I made myself a few notes. I just need a signature to authorize some purchases."

"Of course." Mike walked in to the bathroom. "Holy shit, have you seen this thing?"

Beth laughed behind him. "I have. Impressive, isn't it?"

Mike stared at the largest claw-footed bathtub he had ever seen. Looking at Beth with wide eyes, he hopped inside it, lying down along the bottom. Neither his head or feet touched the ends. He reached his arms out. They were almost fully extended before touching the sides.

"I will admit, your great aunt's taste in decor is questionable in areas, but this is probably my favorite piece here." Beth sat on the bath, staring in at Mike. Mike sat up and looked over the side of the tub. The edge was to his chin.

"I feel like I'm sitting in a boat." Mike turned his attention to the spigot. Two separate faucets made of some sort of bronze fed the tub. "Does it still work?"

"I assume so. We had the home inspected in case we were selling it." Beth stroked one of the spigots. "I wish I could try it out."

"Hop in. Plenty of room." The words were out of his mouth before his brain could stop them. He looked away, pretending to fiddle with the faucets.

Beth laughed. "Afraid I'm too busy at the moment." Extending a hand for support, she helped Mike stand. He had to lift his legs high to step out of the basin - the inside was deeper than the outside. “Maybe I can house sit sometime.”

“I’ll leave you some bath beads.” Mike stepped back to admire the tub. “I’ve never been a fan of baths, but this may be big enough to change my mind.”

Taking a wide berth around the rug in the bedroom, Mike followed Beth through the remaining rooms of the house. Beth made several notes on her clipboard, noting necessary adjustments. Mike’s great aunt had left behind a very large sum of money, and her will stipulated that her oldest surviving relative be given full opportunity to make the house livable before selling it. Mike was well aware that one offer to buy was on the table already, a group of women who wanted to turn the place into a local museum. He had never been able to set roots down, rarely living anywhere longer than six months.

Beth stood at the front door, going over her checklist. Mike stared out the front window, watching the hanging chair rock in place. She had said his name twice before he snapped back to reality.

“Sorry, lost in thought,” he apologized. “What did you say?”

“I said I can swing by tomorrow to take you shopping. Your great aunt had a car, but I’m afraid it got sideswiped eight months ago, a total loss. You’re going to need to get some essentials if you’re going to make this place a home.” Beth let the clipboard relax. “Which I hope you do. It was her utmost wish that the home stay in the family. I know you have already voiced some concerns over maintaining the property, but I really think you should give this place a shot.”

“Yeah, maybe.” Mike gave her a small smile. “This is a unique opportunity, after all.”

“Good. You have my business card, so don’t hesitate to contact me for anything.” Beth picked up her purse from the coffee table.

“Actually, there is something.” Beth waited patiently as Mike walked over to the fireplace and removed the porcelain doll. “I don’t care how, just get rid of it.” He handed it to her.

Beth stared at the doll and laughed. “I’m on it. Have a good night, Mike.” Taking the doll, she handed over the keys, then walked out the door and down the steps. Mike watched her as she went, the clicking of her heels on the pavement echoing across the deck. He waved as she got in her car on the street and drove away.

The swinging chair creaked softly. Mike stepped onto the deck, staring at the offending piece of furniture. He unhinged the chains and lowered the seat to the deck. He let the front door shut softly behind him.

***
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NIGHT CREPT UP ON MIKE as he whittled away his evening on his laptop. Using his neighbor’s unprotected Wi-Fi, he checked on several sites he had been maintaining, answered some of his emails, and opened up his bank statements. None of the money his great aunt left him had been transferred in yet, but he pictured the new amount in place of his current one and wondered.

What would he even do with all that cash? If he were to sell the home, he would be walking around with several million and nothing to spend it on. He had been poor as a child, poor enough that by the time he worked his way through college, he was simply used to the survivor’s lifestyle. All the clothes he owned would easily fit in two suitcases, and the bulk of his belongings were made up of a couple of desktop PCs and a tablet at his apartment.

He finally noticed the time near the bottom of his screen and shut down for the night. It was nearing eleven, and he still hadn’t even eaten dinner. A quick search on his phone revealed a nearby pizza place, and he ordered himself a medium sausage with a two-liter bottle of Sprite. He wandered the lonely rooms, eventually tossing his bag in his great aunt’s bedroom. He drifted through the house, picking up random belongings, trying to envision the woman his great aunt was.

He had looked her up online. She had inherited the house from her own aunt (a notorious spinster) at a young age, living off of several very old railroad bonds that had paid off big in the 1940’s. A job as a librarian supplemented her income through her fifties, and then she had simply shut herself away.

Not completely, though. Mike noted that some of the purchases in the home must have been made in the last couple of years. A few of the books in the library had tipped him off. She must have left on rare occasions, or at least hired somebody to shop for her.

To be honest, the thought was pretty appealing to him.

The doorbell startled him out of his reverie, and he nearly dropped a clown figurine he had pulled from a shelf. He put it back and walked to the front door.

“Hi!” The pizza delivery man was, in fact, a gorgeous blonde girl, likely a college student. Her hair had been swooped back into a ponytail, and she was wearing a stylish pair of black rim glasses. The name tag on her jacket said Dana. “Your house is beautiful, by the way! I’ve always loved it!” She handed him his soda.

“Uh, yeah.” He fumbled with his wallet and dropped it. “Um, if you wanna come in, I don’t want flies.” She stepped into the entryway, and the door closed behind her. She looked around while he picked up his wallet, then nearly dropped his soda when he looked up into her crotch. Blushing, he opened his arms to help her take the food from its special cooler, and accidentally brushed against her breast through her jacket with his hand.

“I don’t think I’ve ever delivered here before,” she added, staring past him at the stairs. “Are you new in town?”

“First day.” He handed her a pair of twenties. As she dug into her pocket for change, he caught a whiff of her perfume. His world started closing in. “No worries, keep it.”

“Seriously?” Her eyes were huge as he nodded.

“Yeah, no problem.” He ushered her out the door as she thanked him, then closed it as soon as her back was turned. Placing the pizza on the coffee table, he took a few deep breaths. The sensation of her breast against the back of his hand, the sheer firmness of it, accompanied by the scent of her perfume had given him a surprisingly hard erection.

He ran through the house, flipping on all of the lights. His mother’s voice attempted to rise up in the back of his mind, but he shut it out. Years of sharing a bed with her had inevitably led to an incident, shortly before his eleventh birthday, when he had awakened suddenly to a slap in the face. In his sleep, he had managed to roll into his own mother while sprouting wood.

The physical abuse was immediate, but the verbal abuse continued. Whenever he got aroused in his sleep, his mother would slap him awake, or call others in to make fun of him. Often, this led to a sudden change in address, as most normal people recognized her behavior as appalling. Her constant teasing in front of anyone who would listen had led him to a largely celibate lifestyle. The few women he had been with had been unsympathetic to his sexual panic attacks, or his mommy issues, as one had called them. Now, in an unfamiliar setting, he found those old emotions resurfacing, attempting to claw away at the protective shell he had put around himself.

His imagination was his own worst enemy. Picturing her specter hiding in the shadows, waiting to pass judgment, had simply clinched the deal. Now, though, with all of the lights on, she couldn’t afford to surface. His panic attack subsiding, he picked up his food and made his way to the kitchen.

Mike consumed his meal while streaming a movie on his computer, leaving the last five slices for tomorrow. The fridge looked painfully bare, occupied only by a sole pizza box and a soda bottle. Mike returned to the table, watching for another half an hour as the generic action star did something to confound the villain. His mind kept flipping back and forth to the feel of the pizza girl’s breast and his mother’s demonic memory.

He pulled out his phone and flipped down to Dr. Gorman in his contacts. He hadn’t sat with his therapist in over three years, but the urge to reach out had surfaced. Hands shaking, his thumb hovered over the call button.

“Fuck it.” He closed his contact list. His mother was dead, the past was the past, and he needed to get over it. Years of being told in therapy that arousal was natural, that everybody did it, that it was okay to fantasize. He closed his eyes, recalling the cute appearance of Dana the pizza girl. He unleashed the memory of her scent, the feel of her breast, the surprised expression she had made when he had tipped her eight bucks extra. It was probably the same face she made during her first orgasm, or perhaps when her lover’s lips first touched the nipples of her firm breast...

That did it. His body was back in full swing, he was back in control. Well, almost. The urge to watch porn to help get off was strong, but Dr. Gorman had reminded him that porn could be too much of an escapist fantasy. It was better for him to visualize on his own; he was less likely to panic in bed with a real woman. However, porn wasn’t so much the issue, but rather location.

He was in a stranger’s house with a major hard on. Technically, he could jerk off in the hallway for all anybody cared, but just because the house was now his didn’t mean it was home. It definitely didn’t feel safe.

Mike closed his computer and proceeded up to the bedroom. He could take care of his needs in there. That wasn’t much different than a hotel room, or new apartment, really. The more he told himself these things, the more he was ready to get off.

Stepping into the room, he took one look at the bed and shuddered. Beds were sometimes just as bad, and today was no different.

“Why am I so fucking damaged?” he shouted to the walls. They had no answer for him. Instead, he stormed into the bathroom and turned on the faucet, then splashed cool water on his face. Staring in the mirror, he watched the cool drops fall down his cheeks, his eyes suddenly on the giant bathtub.

The bathroom’s contoured walls prevented anyone in the tub from seeing anything but the bathroom. Remembering how well he fit in it earlier, and seeing how isolated it was, he knew it would work.

Turning on the water, he watched as the basin filled quite quickly. Obviously, his great aunt had found a way to trick out the water pressure. Beth had told him that they paid a cleaning service to turn everything over, which meant that dry towels were already hanging near the tub. He stripped down in the bedroom, then threw his clothes on the nearby dresser.

Walking into the bathroom, he caught sight of his own naked figure in the mirror. He was lean (he really didn’t eat too much), and marred with massive scars on the right. They went all the way from his thigh to under his armpit, crossing chaotically. They were a reminder of the fatal accident that had taken his mother, one final mark for her to leave behind. One girlfriend had told him they made him look like a badass, but he couldn’t be certain she wasn’t just saying that to make him feel better.

Mike thumbed through the playlist on his phone and found one he liked. The water was just right, and he carefully slid into the tub. The whole inner surface had a texture that helped prevent him from slipping. He soaked a nearby washrag in hot water then placed it across his eyes and forehead. Drowning out the world with water and music, he let his hands explore.

One hand slid across the head of his penis while the other one tugged gently at the skin beneath the head. He let both hands slide down the shaft with plenty of room to spare between them. A former girlfriend had once told him (upon breaking up) that a dick like his was a waste, because no girl ever got to use it.

“Fuck,” he muttered. He only found the courage to do this once every few weeks, which meant he was always extra sensitive. He ran his thumb gently over the head, flinching at the sudden intrusion of pleasure. He pictured the delivery girl in his mind, running his fingers down and across her slender hips, hearing her moan as he leaned in to suck on her neck. In his mind, he slid his hands underneath her shirt to play with her nipples, letting go to watch her kiss her way down the length of his body until she took him in her mouth.

The mind was a tricky thing. Mike let his brain rewind. This time, she was in a hurry, but she desperately needed to get fucked. Yanking her pants down, he took her roughly from behind, her soaking pussy squeezing hard on his dick. His brain tossed and turned over both possibilities, allowing him the luxury of both fantasies.

Grabbing the root of his cock, he squeezed hard. The the pressure slowly built inside, and his fantasies took hold as a warm mouth engulfed his cock, sucking it in hard.

Surprised, Mike opened his eyes to see a woman beneath the water’s surface, her hands pinned to his hips, her head bobbing up and down slowly on his dick. Her hair was light blue, the color of sapphires, and she appeared as if a ghost, the light of the room passing through her body. Confused, he withdrew a hand from the water and pinched his own cheek.

“Urgh!” That had hurt! He grabbed the side of the tub with one hand and fought to pull free. The woman beneath the water bobbed her head frantically, her tongue swirling around the head of his cock as she pulled him farther into the back of her throat. Gasping for air, Mike tried to slide away from her, this strange specter, but she clamped her hands against his ass and pulled his cock in as deep as it would go.

He had been too close to the edge already. Letting out a moan, Mike gripped the sides of the tub, his cock spurting out rope after rope of cum. Through her translucent body, he saw that his cum was filling her throat and traveling down to her stomach with each swallow. He gave up the struggle, the fight leaving him as her body became more solid. She continued to suck, and he grew lightheaded until he went limp, her tongue rolling hungrily across the head of his dick.

“What...the fuck?” The woman beneath the water was busy stroking his balls. He grabbed her by the hair, pulling her free of the water. She broke the surface, her mouth wide, water and semen dripping down her chin. She had thin slits along the side of her neck, slits that closed and vanished in the air. 

“More,” she rasped, her blue eyes unfocused. “I need more.” Already she was beginning to fade, the faucet behind her becoming visible through her body. “Please.”

He stared, uncertain what special kind of stroke he was suffering from. He could see the white line of semen just inside her throat, trickling downward toward her stomach with every swallow.

Her eyes finally focused on his, her body snapping back into reality. She teased his limp cock with her fingers.

“Please,” she begged, her face lowering toward the water. “I need it.”

“I don’t understand. Who are you?” he asked, touching her cool skin. “What are you?”

“Later,” she whispered, her fingers touching the bath water. The liquid came alive, squeezing rhythmically up and down his legs. It swirled around his cock, tugging it like a thousand tiny hands, massaging blood back into it. Her eyes on his, he felt one of her fingers slide effortlessly up his ass.

He was immediately rock hard.

“Take me,” she gasped, pulling him deeper into the tub and wrapping long legs around his waist. “Finish the spell.”

“What spell?” he asked, her lips finding his. Her tongue split his lips, and his dick slid into her, her body pulsing in time with his own heart.

“Fuuuuck!” He moaned, pulling his mouth away from hers. She rode him frantically, her whole body blinking in and out of existence as she forced her hips against his. Water splashed over the edge of the tub, soaking the cool marble as she let out a scream, her face and breasts flushed as she continued to grind against him.

“I-I-I...” he said, his balls contracting. She pushed against him, hard, as he blew his load again. The water in the tub exploded upward, the lights above flickering as the electricity in the house surged.

The room descended into darkness, and he felt consciousness slip away.

***
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MIKE OPENED HIS EYES. He was in the tub, the rag over his face. Pulling it off, he sat up, splashing water over the side.

“What the fuck?” He looked around the room, but saw no sign of the mysterious woman. The bath water was still warm. Had he fallen asleep?

He stood slowly, staring down into the tub with a mixture of relief and regret. It had to have been a dream, he thought, staring at his reflection in the mirror. A hot fucking dream.

Sighing, he stepped out of the bath onto the plush bathmat. A mystery woman who had ridden him senseless. He let out a laugh, rubbing the back of his neck. He never had sex dreams, and couldn’t remember the last wet dream he’d had. Looking back in the bath, he expected to see a giant glob of semen floating somewhere in the water. 

That was strange. He swirled the water. He could have sworn he had come. A dream couldn’t fake that sensation... could it? He gave his dick a light stroke, and sure enough, it rose to the occasion.

“Just a dream,” he muttered, crawling back into the bath. It was still plenty warm, and there was no way he could get so hard again after coming twice. May as well take advantage, he figured, sitting down in the tub. He gave himself a few light strokes, pulling on the base of his balls, picturing the girl from his dreams.

The water rippled with his movements, and suddenly she was there, as if stepping through a mirror. Mouth agape, he stared as she stood up before him, the water dripping down from her full breasts. Her hair was a deep blue, far richer than the color it had been before. Thin horizontal lines that looked like tattoos were etched down her ribs, and the lips of her vagina were thick and long, dribbling a fluid of their own.

“Again?” she asked, kneeling in the water. “Let me help you.” She licked her lips, taking hold of his dick at the base.

“Who the fuck are you?” Mike cried, pulling away. She stared at him patiently as he tried to climb out of the bath. Tendrils of water circled his legs, pulling him back in so that the two of them were face to face.

“My name is Naia,” she cooed, touching his lips with her finger. “And you just saved my life.”
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A Swing and a Miss
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“Whoa!” Mike splashed water everywhere in his haste to get out of the tub. This time, Naia didn’t fight him as he scrambled out into the bathroom, covering up with a towel. She pouted as he slid across the floor, looking for his pants while keeping an eye on her. Seeing that she hadn’t moved from her spot in the tub, Mike’s heart rate leveled out, the burst of adrenaline gone.

“Who...what are you?” he asked, trying to keep his eyes off of her breasts. Other than the strange markings on her ribs, her skin was flawless. He felt the fabric of his pants against his toes, and he knelt to gran them.

“I am Naia.” She smirked. “Though I suspect we are past names at this point, Mike. I am full of your cum, after all.”

“So it wasn’t a dream.” Mike slid his pants on, the fabric catching on his wet skin. “That still doesn’t tell me anything else. For instance, how you got here.” He had been alone in the tub, and she had appeared from beneath the water. 

“I’ve been here for quite some time.” She swished the water with her hand. “If you don’t mind,” she waved her hand and the spigot came on.. It filled even faster this time, until another wave of her hand turned it off. “It’s been a long time since I’ve had a hot soak.”

“What do you mean, quite some time?” Mike crossed his arms. “You’re lucky I don’t just call the cops.”

“You won’t do that.” She pulled a handful of water over her breasts and let it run free. “We are linked now. You are struggling with what you saw, but accept that it happened and want to know more. You are also afraid that you are suffering a psychotic break which will only be confirmed when the cops arrive and find nothing but a tub full of water.”

Mike stared at her, mouth open. “You can read my mind?”

Naia laughed, a beautiful sound that echoed off the tiles. “Not quite. Just general stuff. I would far rather have this conversation here in the water, by the way.”

“You practically raped me,” Mike told her. “If I get back in there, I assume you are going to try again.”

“I hardly raped you.” Naia narrowed her eyes, an intense frown crossing her face. “You were the one jacking off in my tub. I did what I did out of self-preservation, by the way, and I happen to know that you enjoyed it.”

Mike sighed. Being angry was getting him nowhere, and he had to admit that she had a point. “Okay, give me a second to calm down. If you can read my mind, you should know that this is a little much for me right now.” He walked toward the tub, staring warily at its edge. “If I sit, do you promise not to pull me in or anything?”

“Yes.” She moved away from the edge, allowing him a better look at her body through the water. God, she was gorgeous. 

“Let’s back things up a bit. Fill in the gaps for me. Let’s start with who and what you are.”

“I’m Naia.” She ran her hands across her body. “This is what I am. I am a nymph.”

“A nymph?” The gears in his brain spun. He had only heard the word used in nymphomaniac. “Can you elaborate?”

“I am a water spirit.” She stirred the water with one finger, summoning a floating sphere. “My spring was dammed up a century ago. Luckily, the water was diverted through the fountain in the yard, and eventually pipes were installed to allow spring water to come up through the pipes to this tub so that I could come inside.”

“For what purpose?”

“I think you know.” Naia winked at him. “Nymphs are sexual by nature. The person who built this house did it to protect me, and he and I had quite the life here. It was too cold in the winter to fuck outside, so this was a pretty good compromise.”

“What do you need protecting from?”

“My spring was going to be destroyed. If it ever stops flowing, either it forms somewhere else or I die. Which I was quite close to doing, I might add.”

“Really?”

Naia nodded. “When your Great Aunt Emily died, the house went unused for a really long time. The fountain became clogged, and the fixtures in the house never flowed. There’s a slight trickle in the fountain, but minerals are backing it up. When you turned on the bath, it gave me just enough energy to manifest.”

“Wow.” Mike watched the tiny sphere of water float above the tub. It occasionally touched down on the water’s surface, then bounced back into the air.

“Yes. But I needed more. Nymphs can channel sexual energy into magic, but we try not to because it causes links between our lovers. That’s why some of us drown our sexual partners.”

“There are more of you?”

Naia nodded. “There used to be. Modern civilization has not been very kind to my race.”

“Tell me more about our link.”

Naia blushed. “The first spell was to help unclog the fountain. It was minor, but if you were to die, I could make it through another winter.”

“If I were to die?”

“While I was taking in your essence, I looked into your soul. If I hadn’t liked what I saw, I would have drowned you. Don’t take it personally.”

Holy shit. “If you got what you wanted, then why the second spell?”

“When I looked inside you, I found a man who grew up without a home, one who needed a family who could love him for who he is. The second spell was selfish on my part, but we will both see the benefit.”

“What does it do?” he asked.

“I swapped a small part of your soul with mine,” she admitted, then bit her lower lip. “That way, you and I would be forever linked, and you would be more likely to stay here.”

“PART OF MY WHAT?” Mike stood, balling his fists. “You took part of my soul?!?”

“Swapped. No taking, an even exchange.” She stood up, water trailing from her body. “It’s like a gift, but magic always needs an equivalent exchange. By taking part of your soul, you and I are forever connected. By taking part of my soul, you have been given certain gifts.”

“You can’t just take...“ the watery orb now had a twin, and tiny lights sparkled within, relaxing him. “So, what, I go to Hell now or something?”

“Silly man.” Naia splashed the water at him playfully. “This isn’t some demonic pact or anything. When you die, your soul goes with you and the piece I gave you comes back to me. So relax. As long as I don’t terminate the spell early, our continued existence benefits each other.”

Mike sighed, rubbing his head. This was too much. “Okay, so tell me about these benefits.”

“Traditionally, precognition, mind reading, things like that. However, those have fallen out of vogue, as the last thing we want is for you to call attention to yourself, or this house. Instead, you will find yourself far more charming than usual, a natural beauty of sorts. Heightened sensitivity of your senses and just enough of those earlier abilities to keep you out of danger. Oh, and a gift more for me.” She leaned forward, pressing her breasts together. Mike’s crotch twitched in his pants. “You no longer have much of a refractory period. I figured that’s a fair trade for not being able to win the lottery.”

“So a magic boner and a Spidey-sense. Fucking fantastic,” Mike muttered.

“Well, and a permanent psychic link to me.” Naia pouted. “You’re being rude.”

“I’m sorry, Naia, this is just a lot to take in.” He was staring at her breasts, the way they pushed together, her tiny nipples rigid just above the water’s surface. 

“Get in the bath with me,” she purred. “I can help you relax.”

“You still haven’t told me what you get from the link.”

“Your protection.” She leaned back, her breasts bobbing on the surface. “This home needs a caretaker, a human who won’t expose our secret to the world, one who will care for us until his dying day. When I read your spirit, I knew that you could be the one who will protect us.”

“Us?” He peeked out into the bedroom. “There are other nymphs in the house?”

Naia shook her head. “I’m referring to the house itself. Emily was the last guardian of this place, and it holds many secrets.  If this house should fall into the wrong hands...” Naia shivered. “I’m afraid I can’t be of much help in discovering them, as I am unable to leave this room. That, and I can’t actually tell you.”

“Why not?”

“It’s the house.” She frowned. “Powerful magic, a geas. When Emily died, the house’s protective magic kicked in. It’s like being unable to remember someone’s name, even though you are looking right at them. There is something important that I want to tell you, but it floats away from me when I try to focus on it. I’m afraid it will be that way until you can figure out for yourself the real purpose of this house.”

“Secrets, huh?” Mike thought back to his college days, low-key hacking into servers just to see what was there. “Sounds like a challenge.”

“I wish I could help, I really do.” Naia frowned. “I have huge gaps in my memory, but the main thing I remember is Emily.”

“You knew my great aunt well?”

“She was a good friend. I know you picture her in your mind as some old woman traipsing through the house, but she never looked a day over twenty-seven. Not until the day she died, anyway. The magic preserves beauty, but doesn’t prolong life itself.”

“Interesting.” Mike stroked his chin. “So, I’m going to be young forever. Well, until I die, anyway.”

“On the outside.” Naia smiled. “And I think I can make your stay worth it.”

“I’m going to be honest—I’m not really good with women.” Mike looked at her naked body, his cock twitching once more. His body and brain were disconnected, his body suddenly ready but his mind hesitant. His mother’s voice was distant, but it was still there.

“I saw that.” Naia trailed a finger down between her breasts. “A lot of pain in your past, something holding you back. You’ll find that our new bond will alleviate that somewhat.”

“What, are you my therapist now?”

“Even better.” Mike hadn’t realized how close he had come to the water. Naia slid her finger into the waistband of his pants, pulling him even closer. “My magic has created a special bond between us, one that enhances trust, allowing you to momentarily forget.” Tugging the band of his pants down, she freed his cock, which pointed directly at her mouth. “I can teach you to overcome your pain, if you will let me.” She stroked his cock lovingly, her fingers magically warm and wet. She gazed up into his eyes, adoration on her face. “Please let me do this, Mike. Please.”

“I...” Mike gazed at the woman in his tub, the one who radiated warmth and safety. For the first time he could remember, he had become lost in the moment, the slight heat of her breath teasing the head of his swollen dick. Gone were any thoughts of his childhood, the house, or what had happened earlier. Her eyes were shimmering pools, glowing with an inner light of their own.

“C’mon, Mike. Let’s do it right this time.” She continued stroking. “With your permission.”

Mike breathed hard, his fingers stroking lightly at her hair. She broke eye contact, staring hungrily at his cock. She was panting now, and his cock tingled with every stroke.

“Please,” Mike begged. “Please.” He couldn’t put the feeling into words, but he needed her.

She leaned forward, sucking him in gently, her teeth just barely sliding across his foreskin. He shivered as she took him all the way to the root, one hand stroking his balls while the other slid around his hip. She sucked on him for several seconds, and he moaned softly, unsure what to do. She broke away, a trail of spit connecting her mouth to his dick.

“Get in,” she said huskily, as she pulled down his pants. He helped, pushing them to the floor as she caressed his balls, rolling them gently between her fingers. He stepped into the bath, and her mouth found his dick again. She grabbed him by the hips, moaning quietly as he thrust into her mouth. Already, his body felt light, his muscles relaxing as the magic took hold of him. He popped free from her full lips, and she reached up for him as he knelt down, their lips finding each other. He ran fingers through her blue hair, then traced the line of her jaw. She clutched his shoulders, breaking free of his kiss to suck at his collarbone.

“Everything feels like electricity,” he told her, meaning every word. His skin was practically tingling, her touch igniting tiny sparks between them in the warm of the bath.

“Part of that is my magic,” she whispered in his ear, her breath hot. “The rest of it is me.”

He moved his hand down her belly, parting the thick folds of her pussy. She was impossibly tight. He worked her cunt this way for a few minutes, rubbing at her swollen lips with his fingers. He moved them farther back, teasing her wet opening with his middle finger while his thumb circled her clit. After a minute of this, he realized that something felt odd. Pushing back from her, he stared down.

In between her labia was a shiny sphere. “Is that a piercing?” 

“That’s my clit,” she giggled. She stood, then sat on the edge of the tub and spread her legs. When she pulled back her folds, he saw that her clit strongly resembled a pink pearl. He ran his finger across the top of it, causing her to gasp. It was smooth, yet hard.

“Is it always like this?”

“Only when I’m this turned on.” She said, smiling. “It’s called a Nymph’s Pearl.”

“God damn.” He moved closer, taking in her scent. The aroma made his head swim. “May I?”

“You’re such a gentleman.” Grabbing the back of his head, she pulled him in.

He opened his mouth and gently sucked in her Nymph’s Pearl, moving it with his tongue as he slid two fingers in her pussy. Naia gasped, digging her fingers into the back of his head as he rolled her Pearl around in circles. Moaning, she wrapped her legs around his head, squeezing him tight.

From his position between her legs, her scream of delight sounded like distant thunder. He switched from two fingers to three, her eager pussy gobbling up the extra digit with no effort. He pulled his fingers free, lapping at her inner folds, marveling at the salty-sweet taste of a nymph’s vagina. Hands clutched at his neck, and her legs trembled uncontrollably as he drove her to the edge.

Sucking the Pearl back into his mouth, he slid his fingers inside her, curling them upward.

She screamed again, soaking his face with her cum. Three rapid bursts of fluid coated him completely. Startled, he pulled away, wiping his eyes clear. It had the same taste that she did, with just a hint of spice. Naia, leaned back against the edge of the tub, gasping for air, her body suddenly limp.

“I’ve... I’ve never seen that before,” Mike told her. His cock was absolutely throbbing.

Naia’s eyes glowed from within, and the water in the bath suddenly became steam. Rolling over, she lifted her ass into the air and clutched the rim of the tub.

“Fuck me, Mike,” she hissed, the water’s surface becoming choppy. He wrapped his hands around her hips, staring down at the juicy curves of her ass. Oddly, her prominent pussy was missing its neighbor, the long curve of her labia stretching farther back to where her asshole should have been.

Sensing his pause, Naia looked over her shoulder. “Nymphs don’t need assholes. Now hurry up and fuck what’s in front of—Oh God!”

Mike, wasting no time, shoved himself inside her awaiting hole. Her body lurched forward as he pounded her from behind, giving no thought to her pleasure at all. Somehow, this didn’t seem to matter to Naia. She panted like a dog, her raspy breath echoing off the tiles of the bathroom.

“Holy shit,” Mike shouted, desperately shoving his dick inside. His newfound sensitivity was driving him wild, and he clawed at Naia’s ass cheeks, his excitement building. The water around them bubbled with energy, tiny water spheres taking flight and hovering in the air. 

“Fuck, fuck, fuck, FUCK!” When Mike came, his vision went black around the edges. The world shrank to an infinitesimally small point , his back arching while he filled Naia with hot sperm. She let out her own shriek, pushing into him as her back spasmed, water-like ripples traveling down her spine and legs, then spreading out into the water.

“Oh, Mike,” Naia moaned, going limp beneath his hands. She sank into the water, and Mike joined her, the two of them easily floating side by side.

“Naia.” Mike was officially spent. He ran his fingers through her hair, sighing to himself as her fingers traced circles on his chest. “That was absolutely magical.”

“I’m glad you liked it.” Naia kissed him on the neck. “Consider it a down payment.”

“For what?”

“For taking care of me. This place.” Naia’s face was suddenly serious. “If you choose to stay, you will find out that there’s a lot more to do than just live out our days fucking. There are some really bad people out there, people willing to do anything to get their hands on this place.”

“Because of you?”

“The man who built this house didn’t just do it for me. He was a collector of magical items. These objects have tremendous power, and he hid them well. My job is to guard the house—because of the spring, I can never leave, so I was the best choice to be its guardian. Every time the house is passed to a new caretaker, I either make the pact like I have with you, or the new owner suffers an accident. Also...” Her face went blank for a second. “Damn. It’s that thing I want to tell you again. I just can’t remember, it’s so frustrating. Anyway, I can’t leave this room—or the fountain once it’s repaired, for that matter.” Naia stroked Mike’s stomach lovingly. “Please fix my fountain. I miss being outside.”

Mike stared at the canned lights in the ceiling. Magical artifacts? This night had taken a strange, impossible turn. “It shouldn’t be too hard to figure out where these magic artifacts are kept. The house is big, but it’s not that big.”

Naia smirked, kissing Mike on the lips. “You keep telling yourself that.” Yawning, Naia stretched. “I’m exhausted. Once you get some of that muck pulled from the fountain, you and I can stay up all night next time.”

“Consider it done.” He stayed with her for a while, but the water grew cold. Bidding her a good night, he watched as she vanished beneath the water’s surface, the cool liquid flowing down the bath drain.

After drying himself off, he stretched out on the giant bed. Within moments, he was asleep.

***
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THE BED WAS PROBABLY a hundred years old. God alone knew how old the mattress was. Somehow, Mike awoke from easily the best night’s sleep in years. He was in the same position as when he fell asleep. Yawning, he stepped onto the hardwood floor. His left ankle popped. Rubbing the back of his head, he strolled naked to the toilet to pee. Once done, he flushed the toilet, then stepped out into the main bathroom. The tub was still there, glistening in the light of the morning sun.

“Naia?” His voice quivered slightly. The events of last night were fresh in his mind, and he wondered how much he would crack if he discovered that it had all been a dream.

“I’m still here.” Her voice echoed from inside the tub. “I’m always here. Now go get some work done. You and I can play later.”

Mike laughed in relief. Washing his hands, he put on yesterday’s pants and a clean shirt, then left the room behind.

Breakfast was some of last night’s pizza, quickly reheated, and some soda. Mike quickly threw together a grocery list that would keep him fed for the week. He stepped out the back door, staring at the poorly-kept yard. The house itself was built near the top of the hill, and the back yard’s high stone walls ensured privacy. A wrought iron gate led out into the woods behind the home, but someone had strung a chain across the bars, a giant padlock holding it in place.

The fountain was in sad shape. Its giant basin was full of silt and dead leaves, with not a drop of water to be seen. Mike sat on the side of the fountain, looking at his laptop. A quick Google search yielded several ways he could begin to restore it, but he was either going to have to look for tools or buy them.

“Fuck it,” he muttered, adding the tools to his digital shopping cart. He didn’t feel like spending hours looking through the house trying to find what he needed, and the local home improvement store had a service counter pickup option, which would get him home and back that much faster. Closing his computer, he stood up to go back inside.

“Jesus fuck!” He nearly dropped his laptop. A stone figure tucked away in an alcove by the back door had startled him. Moving in for a closer look, he saw that it appeared to be a statue of a woman, but other than an ample bust, few details could actually be seen. She was covered in creeper vines, and Mike tried to push them aside for a closer look. Failing, he made a mental note to pick up some garden shears. Kneeling down by her feet, he expected to see a plaque on the pedestal she stood on, but it was blank.

“Damn near gave me a heart attack,” he muttered, standing up and walking in through the back door. He set his laptop on the kitchen table, listening to the sounds of the house around him. Nothing but silence. The others were still in hiding, but where would he find them?

His rental car, a green Kia, was still on the curb where he had left it. Leaves had tumbled down from the trees along the street, creating a blanket across the hood. When he opened the door, several of them drifted in, landing softly on the driver’s seat. Sweeping them out, he got in and started the car. When he pulled away, the leaves spun in circles behind him, creating little green tornados in his rear view mirror.

Pickup at Mel’s, the home improvement store, was super quick. Mike grabbed an extra pair of work gloves and some garden shears on the way out.

At the grocery store, he picked up some basics, including coffee and a new coffee maker. He had seen one in the kitchen, but didn’t trust it to actually work.

He arrived back at the house, gathering up all of his bags in an attempt to make only one trip. Walking precariously between the stone lions, he made it to the front door and set the bags down to get his key out of his pocket. Holding the key to the lock, he slid it in and the hairs on his neck stood on end. He looked around, wondering if he was being watched. Turning the key, the deadbolt clicked open. He quickly pocketed the key, then knelt down to grab his bags.

The porch swing creaked. Mike watched it, the gears of his mind turning. He thought he had disconnected the swing last night. Yet there it was, swaying in a non-existent breeze. He walked over, then unhooked the swing and lowered it to the porch.

Shaking his head, he picked up his bags then walked inside, putting the swing from his mind.  He stacked his groceries up on the counter and tossed the bag of supplies on the kitchen table. Stocking the fridge first, he then organized the tools from the store. A few scrub brushes, a trowel, and a drain snake were tossed into the bucket he had purchased, as well as a screwdriver.

A knock at the door was followed by the sound of the bell. Mike walked back down the long hall. A shadowy figure was visible through the frosted glass of the front door. He opened up to reveal Beth, his great aunt’s estate representative, standing on the other side. She was holding a stack of files, but that wasn’t what Mike noticed first. Her dark hair was in a bun again, and she wore a bright red blouse, the top buttons straining to hold it shut, with a knee length white skirt.

“Mr. Radley,” she greeted him, a warm smile on her face. “I thought I would drop by and bring you some paperwork. There are several things the firm needs you to look over before we can finalize a transfer of assets. May I come in?”

“Um, yeah. Certainly.” He stepped back, and she moved past him, the smell of soap and lavender following her in. He shuddered internally, this human woman somehow ten times more daunting than the mystical creature upstairs. “Here, this way.” He led her to the kitchen, where she set down the pile of documents.

“It looks like you’re getting ready to tackle a project,” Beth said, picking up the trowel. “Hopefully nothing the Historical Society would disapprove of.”

“Just cleaning some gunk out of the fountain,” he told her. “Hoping to see it running soon.”

“Those don’t sound like the words of a man who is still debating keeping the place.”

“You’re correct. I’ve decided to stay.”

“In that case...” Beth slid one of the folders out and checked its contents. “This was an offer from that group of women I told you about. They call the firm almost every day, they’re absolutely in love with this place. I kind of look forward to telling them you saw their offer and still said no.”

“I hate to disappoint them, but the place is growing on me already.” Mike smiled, thinking of Naia. “Not sure why, but I feel like this is where I’m meant to be.”

“I’m very happy for you, Mike.” Her smile was genuine, crinkling the skin next to her eyes. “I know what you mean. I’ve been over here several times to make sure the place is being cared for properly by our interim team, and admit I’m a little sad that I won’t get to see it much longer.”

“Nonsense.” Mike waved a hand dismissively. “You’re welcome over here anytime. Besides, you’re the only person I even know in this town. My job doesn’t offer many opportunities to meet new people, so I’m afraid you are my entire social group.”

“I may just take you up on that.” Beth sat at the table. “I’ve been a bit obsessed with this place since I was a little girl. I was convinced a fairy queen lived here, probably until I was thirteen. I used to ride my bike past every day, hoping to catch a glimpse of her. Your great aunt must have hired her, a young woman who I sometimes caught working in the garden. She had this brilliant radiance around her, almost like she was stuck in an old Disney movie. I half expected birds to circle around her as she broke into song or something. I won’t lie, I tried to figure out who she was once your aunt passed, but there weren’t any records.”

She chuckled, stroking the files with a finger. This action pressed her breasts together, causing a tiny gap to form between the buttons of her blouse. Mike stared into that dark space, wondering what color her bra was. “It’s silly, I know, but I can’t help but love this place just a little.”

“I’ve only been here one night. Trust me, I know what you’re talking about.” Snapping his eyes away from her chest, Mike leaned forward, opening the top file. “Ugh. This looks like a bunch of legalese.”

“In triplicate. These are some additional assets, plus some agreements I need you to sign since you are taking ownership of the home. Per the will, there are a few protective clauses, primarily stating that you can never bulldoze the home and start from scratch. This was per your great aunt’s wishes, but I’m guessing that isn’t a problem.”

“You would be correct.” Mike slid open a drawer, looking for a pen, but Beth had one ready.

“You can have an attorney read these over first. I prefer that you do, actually. There isn’t any hurry—now that we have an heir, the clock sort of resets for a bit.” She set the pen on the table. “However, I am just on delivery duty today. I need to get in to the office to begin processing some additional documents. Today is Tuesday. I would be happy to drop by on Friday to pick these up, if you have them done. Otherwise, I can just drop by to make certain you are getting settled. That is part of the provisions as well.”

“Um, yeah. Sure. Thank you.” Finished, they both stood and he followed her outside. He walked behind her, watching the gentle sway of her ass until they arrived at her car, a cute little convertible. Getting in the car, Beth gave him a wave and a smile before driving away. He strolled up the walk, stopping to pat one of the lion’s paws for luck. In his mind, he was planning to take the bucket straight out back to see what he could do about that pesky fountain.

He was up the stairs, his hand on the door, when the swing next to him squeaked. Turning his head, he saw her sitting there, kicking her legs gently as she stared across the front yard, her eyes distant.

“Hey,” Mike said, moving to get a better view. Her skin was unnaturally pale, her hair white. She wore a simple white dress with a thick black belt around her waist. The skirt stopped just above her knees, and white stockings were visible above a black pair of shoes. The swing creaked as she swayed, coming close to the siding of the house. She ignored him.

“Hello? Hey?” He stood in front of her, waving his hand in front of her face. Her slightly milky eyes stared forward. Maybe she’s blind, Mike thought. Her skin was paper white, but her facial features made Mike think of a mixed European heritage. Small breasts pushed against the front of her dress, filling out the top as if it had been custom made for her. Her eyes didn’t budge, her white-eyed gaze settled on eternity.

“Now look...” Mike grabbed the chain of the swing, halting its forward motion.

The change was immediate. She was suddenly standing, her whole body lurching forward as if a movie had skipped several frames. A blast of cold air assailed Mike as her wild face was inches from his own, her feet hovering above the ground. She let out a blistering screech, her hair fanning out wildly behind her as she raised her hands, fingers curled like claws.

Mike, panicking, stumbled backwards, the railing hitting him in his lower back. A second icy blast of air pushed him over the edge, where he fell into the scratchy bushes below. Wide eyed, he stared into the sky as the specter leaned over the rail, floating upward.

“Fuck, fuck, fuck,” he muttered, struggling to fight his way free of the bushes. She let out another shriek, her suddenly darkened features stretched until her face was a nightmarish mask.

“Stop unhooking my swing, fucker!” she cried, then poofed out of existence.

Mike scrambled to his feet, rolling free of the bushes, covered in bloody scratches. Standing in the warm light of day, his heart pounding a mile a minute, Mike stared up at the porch he had fallen from. The railing was cracked, and behind it, the swing swayed gently in the breeze.

Mike ran up the stairs, his eyes on the empty swing.

He shoved the door open, slamming it shut behind him once inside. “Naia!” he hollered, stomping up the stairs. “Naia, what the fuck was that?” he shouted, running into the bathroom.

The tub’s faucet opened up, pouring a thin layer of water on the bottom. Her head and shoulders emerged as if she was in a lake rather than an inch of water.

“What happened?” she asked.

“Some woman on the porch. On the swing. Screamed at me. I fell into the bushes.” Mike gasped for air, inspecting the cuts on his arm.

“Oh. Oh!” Naia’s eyes flashed. “I remember! That’s Cecilia!”

“Who is Cecilia?” Mike sat on the side of the tub, rubbing his eyes.

“She’s a banshee. She lives on the porch. She really likes the swing.” Naia sunk even lower, her lips just above the surface of the water. “I’m sorry, Mike. I wish I could have told you.”

“Is that the important thing? The one you wanted to say but couldn’t?”

Naia shook her head, her face moving even lower. Just her eyes were visible above the water.

“Naia, what aren’t you telling me?” Mike crossed his arms.

The nymph blushed, her words muffled by the water.

“What did you say?”

Naia rose up out of the water until her lips were visible. “I said that there are others.”

“Others? Others like who?”

Naia shook her head. “I can’t remember. I’m sorry, Mike, but I really can’t. Now that you’ve met Cecilia, I can remember her very well, or at least what Emily told me about her. She almost never came inside, or visited my fountain. But there are others.”

“If you can’t remember them, then how do you know there are others?”

“It’s the important thing, the one I couldn’t remember.” Naia slumped. “I think you’re going to be mad.”

“I’ll do my best. What is it?”

“Remember earlier, when I told you that the man who built this house collected magical artifacts?”

“Yes?”

“It’s part of the geas. It’s a failsafe, a half-truth. He did collect artifacts, yes. But he came across most of those on accident.”

“How do you accidentally come across artifacts?”

Naia put on a fake smile, most of her teeth showing. “You see a lot of them when you decide to start your own monster collection.”
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“Monsters. The guy who built this house collected monsters.” Mike sat on the edge of the tub, Naia wrapping bandages around the deeper cuts on his body. He wore only his boxers, having stripped away his clothing. He was grateful that the bushes had caught him, but a bit miffed that they had taken their price in flesh.

“Yep. It started as an academic thing, but he had a really big heart. The world was changing too quick for us monsters to adapt, so he rescued as many of us as he could.” Naia rubbed some Neosporin into a cut on his leg. Nymphs could do a lot of things, but healing magic was not one of them. “While there are people out there who would kill for the magic hidden in this house, the monsters here are a magical goldmine.”

“How so?”

“Hard to answer. For instance, it wouldn’t be difficult to hold a nymph hostage and demand that she share her gifts. Cecilia’s gifts wouldn’t be worth much, because banshees only appear before someone dies, generally.”

“Wait.” Mike grabbed Naia’s hand. “What do you mean banshees only appear before someone dies?”

“Cecilia is different. She’ll appear to the owner of the house-it doesn’t mean anything. She and Emily used to sit out there and watch the sunset a lot of evenings. Nobody needed to die, so don’t worry about it.” Naia dabbed some more Neosporin on his leg before wrapping it.

“Who built this place?” Mike asked.

Naia froze, mid-wrap. “I wish I could say.” A tiny tear formed in the corner of her eye. “All I know is that I was extremely happy while he was here. Emily was nice and all, but I had a special bond with the man who built this place. It kills me that I can’t remember him.”

“But you remember Emily?” That was a mystery he was going to have to think on. Why would the former owner need his identity kept a secret? How does one get into collecting monsters in the first place?

“Yeah, I do. And Natalie. She was our Caretaker before Emily. I can remember all of the Caretakers, but I can’t even picture the Architect, the man who built this place and saved my fountain.” Naia sniffed, finishing the wrap on Mike’s leg. “I wish I could remember.”

“I hope you remember.” Mike meant it. Anything she could remember was something he could use. The sooner the better. Seeing a banshee on the porch had spooked him, and bad. What other surprises did the house have for him? Naia made him feel good in so many ways, but was the trouble worth it?

“There. All better.” Naia kissed him on the neck, sending chills down his spine. “Now go unclog my fountain. Once you do that, I can see the stars at night again.”

“Fair enough. Thank you, Naia.” Mike stood, tossing his bloodied clothes in a hamper by the bed when he walked past. Peeling open his bags, he found a pair of athletic shorts and a clean shirt to wear inside. Walking down the stairs, he pondered the situation that had developed. Cecilia, the crazy bitch on his front porch, had nearly killed him for touching her swing. How many others like her were there? Was he going to get killed by something that was using a room as its lair?

He stared at the furniture, covered in white sheets. The house had been cleaned numerous times, and as far as he knew, no problems had ever been reported. Something to ask Beth. He found himself looking at the fireplace in the sitting room, some stray thought crossing his mind. Before he could focus on it, he heard the creak of the swing out front, the immediate memory of an angry banshee sending chills down his spine.

Rubbing his face, he moved toward the back of the house, away from the sound of the swing. He walked to the kitchen table and grabbed the bucket, eager to go out back and deal with a problem he could handle. Lifting the bucket, he realized that it didn’t feel quite right. Looking inside, he saw that it was empty.

“Are you fucking kidding me?” he shouted, throwing the bucket angrily. He sat down, putting his face in his hands. Should he go back to the store? It meant walking past the Swing of the Damned, and he wasn’t ready to deal with that. With a resigned sigh, Mike walked outside to the garden, hanging a left at the fountain. Key in hand, he unlocked the door to the garage and pushed it in.

Beth had warned him about the garage. Apparently his great aunt had been using it primarily for storage, and he immediately saw that the boxes had been piled high. He flicked on the light switch, which didn’t actually help that much. The garage itself felt cavernous, somehow bigger than its two-car capacity. The maze of boxes had him twisting to maneuver through them, hoping to make it to the other side. He expected to discover a tool bench on the opposite wall, and he was not disappointed. The bench was burdened with several boxes, so he lowered them to the ground. 

“Fuck, these are heavy.” He cracked open a couple boxes to reveal several paperback novels. The box he was looking in contained old sci-fi novels. He searched through the box, pulling out a couple of classics that he intended to read for himself. He opened the next box, revealing a pile of romance novels.

“Bleh. Never mind.” He closed the flap. Why were there so many books here? Pushing the thought from his mind, he got a good look at the tool bench. It had several drawers, all of which were empty. On his knees, he opened the cabinet doors to reveal that they were also completely empty.

Who had a tool bench with no tools? Mike scratched his chin, double checking the drawers to make sure he saw right. He wondered if somebody had stolen them, but then thought of the girl on the front porch. If this place really had been built to harbor a monster collection, then ordinary thieves wouldn’t have a chance. Looking at the boxes, he debated cracking them open, but was convinced that he would only find more books.

“Fuck, it’s hot,” he muttered, wiping sweat off his brow. The afternoon sun was turning the place into a bit of a sauna. He resigned himself to the fact that he was going to have to leave the house again. Carefully moving through the stacks toward the door, he heard the sound of metal dragging on concrete.

Mike froze. He closed his eyes, listening carefully. It was faint, but the sound of light fabric across concrete carried to him from the back of the garage. He moved slowly, quietly, maneuvering around the stacks of boxes. A narrow gap between some boxes revealed a small hallway in the back of the garage. Mike breathed out, barely fitting between the stacks.

The hallway U-turned, revealing a flight of stairs that went beneath the garage. He quietly descended the concrete steps. Toward the bottom of the steps, he heard it, the unintelligible mutterings of someone up ahead. The voice was raspy, but feminine. He ducked his head, the space just barely over five feet tall.

There was just enough light that he saw the pull-cord dangling from the ceiling. He yanked on it, casting light into the dark spaces beneath. Unlike the room above, this one had plenty of space. Boxes along the edge of the space had been decorated with dirty fabric, and it was immediately obvious that it was originally intended for working on cars — large pit covers up above were sealed and locked shut. Along the back wall was a tool bench littered with tools, and Mike immediately spotted the supplies he had bought earlier. Off to the side was a tiny bed. The muttering he had been listening to had vanished.

Of greater interest, however, was the short figure between him and the bench. facing away from him, it stood at around four feet tall with dark green skin covered in dirt and grime. Its hair was so dirty that Mike couldn’t make out any color, but did notice that it had been pulled back in a wild ponytail. The sudden light had frozen the creature in place, casting a comical shadow along the back wall. The figure dropped what it had been holding-Mike’s screwdriver.

Mike tried to process what he was looking at. It wasn’t see-through, so not a ghost (thank God). Where could he even go from here, now that he had discovered the creature’s den?

“Those tools belong to me,” he said, trying his best to sound firm. The creature in front of him turned around slowly, squinting into the light. She wore a dress that looked like it had been stitched together from spare furniture covers. A dirty yellow pair of goggles were on top of her head, and she bared her fangs at him, hissing through her teeth. Her tiny hands curled, revealing claws.

“Tools are for Tink.” She growled. “All tools are Tink’s tools.”

Mike’s heart raced. The thought of this angry little creature attacking him was simply too much. Still, he couldn’t help but stare at her body. She had wide-set hips, accentuated by small breasts, and her makeshift dress had a split up the side, revealing just the edge of her bony hip and the movement of a thin tail with hair at the end. Her ears were wide and pointy, and a tiny nose made her big mouth look even larger.

He had no idea what he was looking at.

“Uh, okay. Tink, is it?” Mike held his hands up to show that they were empty, his knuckles scraping the ceiling. “Look here, Tink. My name is Mike. I bought those tools so that I can fix the fountain. I can’t fix the fountain without them. May I please have them back?”

Tink bared her fangs again. “You challenge Tink. Tink fight. Protect goblin home.” She grabbed a wrench off of the floor, holding it over her head.

“Whoa, whoa.” Mike backed up. “We don’t need to fight, Tink, but I need those tools. There’s no reason we need to do this.” Mike ran through his memory, looking for info on goblins, but drew an absolute blank.

“Then man leave. Never come back, or Tink fight to protect goblin home.” Tink hunched forward, tossing her goggles to the side of the room. It was now or never.

“Let’s talk about-fuck!” Tink leapt across the room, arms spread wide. She tackled Mike, and Mike fell over backward, pushing Tink’s head into the ceiling by accident. The wrench clattered across the floor, vanishing into the boxes.

“Oh shit, I’m so-hey!” Unfazed, Tink clawed at him, grabbing handfuls of his t-shirt. He fought back, not wanting to hit her at first due to her size. Unfortunately, it was like tangling with an angry cat. His bandages were quickly shredded, and Tink was busy trying to wrestle him into submission.

The low ceiling prevented Mike from standing up easily. Instead, he rolled around on the floor, doing his best to avoid her teeth, which tore away the rest of his shirt. As they fought, her dress ripped too, and Mike was soon grappling with a naked goblin.

At first, the fight seemed a sure defeat, but Tink was rapidly tiring. He flipped her on her back, slamming her rock-hard skull on the pavement. It didn’t seem to faze her, but she slowed down quite a bit. Using the moment to his advantage, he crawled on top of her, pinning her in place with the weight of his body.

Tink almost got free, but Mike managed to pin one arm down with his knee while holding the other straight. The rest of his body was on top of her torso, and she flopped helplessly for several minutes before going still.

“Give up, Tink. I’ve won,” Mike panted, sweat pouring off his body. “It’s over.”

Tink fixed him with an angry stare, which quickly melted into defeat. Her large, yellow eyes pooled with tears, and she turned her face away from Mike.

“Tink lose. Tink give up goblin home.” She exhaled, the dirt on the floor billowing away from her. “Tink leave, and no come back.”

“Wait, what?” Tink had relaxed beneath Mike, so he took his knee off her arm. “No, Tink, you don’t have to leave, I just want my tools so I can fix the fountain.”

“Goblin Law. We fight over home. Loser leave, never come back.” She tried to rise, but Mike wasn’t having it. He knew that Naia would be disappointed in him if he managed to lose one of the inhabitants of the house so quickly.

And honestly, was he even as entitled to the home as they were? They had been here longer, he was just the current human legally entitled to the place. Watching the goblin weep, he couldn’t help but feel extremely bad. Tink obviously came from a culture he wasn’t going to understand overnight, but this was a problem he needed to take care of right this second.

“I don’t want Tink to leave,” Mike explained. The instant the words left his mouth, the goblin turned her head toward him. There was a glimmer of hope in her eyes that he was afraid to shatter, so he waited for her next move.

“Goblin Law say fight over home, someone leave.”

Mike fought hard to avoid rolling his eyes. Clearly her head was hard literally and metaphorically. “Well, goblin law doesn’t apply here. This is my house, so we follow my laws.”

Tink shook her head. “Always follow Goblin Law.”

“Well, then is there a law that lets us fight and you get to stay?” He felt Tink relax even more. Her snuffling stopped, and she became silent beneath him.

“Fight for goblin wife,” she whispered.

“Oh.” Mike was officially between a rock and a hard place with the little green monster he had found beneath the garage. If he took her as a goblin wife, what did that entail? Then again, where would she go if she left? Naia had warned her that the world was a bad place for monsters, and it occurred to him that, as far as he knew, nobody even remotely believed goblins existed. What if Tink was the last of her kind? What about his relationship with Naia? “Shit.”

“No have to take goblin wife,” Tink whispered. “Tink can just go.”

“Well, hold on.” The gears in his mind were turning. “If I take you as a goblin wife, what about other people? Do we have to live down here?”

“Goblin husband take many wives. Goblin wife no mind.”

“Okay. Well, Tink, this was a fight for a goblin wife. Now you don’t have to leave.” Mike wanted to clap himself on the back, but was afraid of scaring Tink.

“Fight for goblin wife not over,” she told him. Seeing the puzzled look on his face, she grabbed one of his hands and dragged it down to her breast. “Different kind of fight.”

“Oh.” Mike wasn’t sure what to say, but he was immediately struck at how firm the breast beneath his hand was. It was slightly bigger than his hand, and when he rubbed his thumb across the top, he felt a pair of nipples, stacked vertically. He gave it a squeeze, releasing his hold on the goblin. She immediately grabbed him by the hair on the back of his head, pulling him close.

“Tink want you to fight harder,” she hissed. Clawed hands dragged down his back, just hard enough to remind Mike that they were there. They found the waistband of his shorts and shoved them down.

Mike grabbed her breasts tightly now, and Tink’s clawed hands found Mike’s cock. “Fight even harder. Make goblin wife.”

Mike wrapped his hand in her hair, looping it across his knuckles so that he could yank it backward. He pulled her face in, suddenly entranced by the exotic curl of her lips, something he only saw now that her fangs weren’t bared at him. Tink was working his shaft with both tiny hands, dragging her claws expertly across his dick. He shivered, the sensation hitting him directly in the gut.

“Almost ready,” Tink muttered, then licked the palms of her hand with an unusually long tongue. Mike bit down on her breast, rolling her double nipples around with his tongue. He was amazed at how large each nipple was in his mouth.

Tink arched her back. “Bite harder, sweaty man.”

Mike chomped down, expecting a cry of protest, but he got a moan of pleasure. Her skin was dirty, but tasted mainly of the earth, and didn’t yield in the slightest. Letting up, he curled three fingers and caught her double nipples between his knuckles, pinching them and pulling up. Snarling, Tink grabbed the head of his hard cock, now slippery, and placed it at the edge of her pussy.

“Make me goblin wife,” she growled, and Mike obliged. He shoved his way into her, her tight pussy squeezing him the whole way in.

“Holy shit!” Mike yelled, feeling hard ridges inside of Tink rub against his glans. Tink wrapped her tiny legs around Mike and forced herself up to meet him, but she was so tight, he wasn’t getting in any further than just the first couple inches.

“Fight from bottom,” Tink begged, and Mike rolled on his back. She mounted him, forcing herself down, and Mike felt like his dick was being squeezed by a set of angry hands. She struggled, only part of his dick penetrating her tight folds. Mike grabbed her shoulders first, trying to push her down. The tender side of him demanded that he show some sort of gentle gesture, so he ran one hand lovingly across her brow and then back through her hair.

What was this? Mike swept Tink’s hair aside to reveal a horn, nearly three inches long, hidden in the wild tangles of her hair. Surprised, he searched the other side of her head, finding another, slightly shorter horn. Suddenly inspired, he clamped his hands down on both horns, forcing Tink onto his cock.

Tink couldn’t reach the root of his cock, her insides simply not large enough for him. Her belly bulged outward with every thrust of his dick. Tink panted, mouth open wide, as she rode Mike hard, squeezing at his pecs with clawed hands. Her wide hips made it easy for her legs to wrap around Mike’s waist, and she was lifting and dropping so quickly that Mike was tensing his stomach just to brace for impact.

“Oh! Oh fuck!” Mike’s insides churned, his balls getting ready to blast a load. Tink rode even harder, guttural moans and drool leaving her mouth, gasping for air as her fingers clutched Mike’s biceps. Mike yanked down on her horns, squeezing tight, and Tink’s grunts became a protracted growl. Mike’s whole body tightened, and Tink threw herself forward, slipping free of his hold, to sink her teeth into his shoulder.

“Ow, you fucking-“ Mike bit her back, trying to dig his own teeth into the flesh around her neck. His crotch was suddenly soaked in Tink’s cum, and she screamed into Mike’s shoulder. It like hell, but his balls never got the message. Mike bit her even harder, filling her with three giant bursts of cum, Tink grunting as each one entered her.

She released him. Mike let go too, leaving mostly just indentations and spit on her skin. His shoulder was wet, a mixture of her spit and the blood that flowed from several tiny punctures in his skin. Her pussy contracted, squeezing out another stream of goo, and Mike shuddered with pleasure. Tink laid her head down on Mike’s chest, letting out a low rumble like a cat.

“Tinker now goblin wife of sweaty man,” she told him, tracing her fingers along his arm.

“Tinker? Is that your full name?” Tink nodded, her shining eyes on his. 

“Well, I’m Mike, not sweaty man.”

“Mike goblin husband. Tink belong to Mike now.” She sighed, laying her head down again.

Mike held her this way for a bit, letting his body relax. Even as his dick softened, her goblin cunt was still so tight that she held him in place. “Well, Tinker-“

“Husband call me Tink.”

“Well, Tink, I’m sure there’s plenty of daylight left. I need my tools to fix the fountain.”

Tink shook her head, her ears flopping lightly beneath her hair. “Tink good at fixing. Tink help, you see.” She dismounted, and Mike’s dick plopped free along with a giant puddle of cum. Tink squatted and lapped up the mess with her long, slippery tongue, until his cock was clean once more.

“Jesus Almighty,” Mike muttered to himself, finding his shorts bunched around one ankle.

Tink was holding what was left of her dress, staring at it in sadness. “Tink need new outfit,” she informed him, tossing the rags aside. 

“I think I have a shirt that will fit you,” he said, not wanting to waste any more time thinking about it.

“Good idea. Husband get new dress, Tink go look at fountain.” She retrieved her goggles and fixed them in place on her head, then grabbed a small toolbox next to the bench. “We go.”

Tink followed Mike out, and they navigated the labyrinth of books until they got to the back door of the garage. They headed outside. The sun was past the roof of the house now, meaning it was at least four in the afternoon. In the sun’s light, Tink’s skin took on a pretty hue beneath all the grime, and he could now see the giant, single areola that surrounded her double nipples. Dark green pubes hid her crotch from view.

Seeing where he was looking, Tink became suddenly bashful. She held the toolbox up, covering her crotch with it.

“Get Tink’s dress,” she said, her yellow eyes looking away from him.

Mike left her behind and headed upstairs. Today had destroyed a significant chunk of his wardrobe. He needed to go shopping soon.

Mike grabbed a simple black t-shirt from his bag. He didn’t bother putting a new shirt on-his new scrapes and cuts were still clotting. Staring in the mirror, he just shook his head. It looked like he had fallen through a plate-glass window. The bite marks on his shoulder, however, had already clotted up. He really hoped that goblin bites weren’t poisonous.

When he got outside, Tink was squatting, naked, inside the fountain. He strode over and was handing her his shirt when a spoonful of cum dribbled free from her pussy.

“This nice.” Tink inspected the material before slipping the garment over her head. The sleeves were a little too wide, but the length was perfect. It covered Tink down to her knees.

Mike joined her in the fountain, and the two of them started by scraping the mud and grime from the bottom, then scooping it over the side into a bucket. The center of the fountain was a simple marble monolith with a single basin that would overflow into the giant basin below.

Scraping up the muck and grime from the fountain, Mike couldn’t help but sneak glances at Tink. Her tiny body was lean and sexy in a different way than Naia’s.. However, in the light of day, it was obvious that Tink was in need of a bath, and Mike hoped that Naia would be willing to share her tub.

“How long have you been living in the garage, Tink?” Mike asked.

“Tink there for-“ Tink put a clawed finger to her lips, deep in thought. “Hm. Tink not sure. Tink remember big sleep, wake up yesterday.” She shrugged.

“Do you remember Emily?”

Tink nodded. “Human lady. No need to fight. She let Tink live in garage.”

“Wait. You didn’t have to fight her, but you fought with me?”

“Is goblin way. Males too aggressive, always take, never give. All males fight.”

“Well, you need to remember that I’m not a goblin. Do you think you can do that for me?”

Tink stopped what she was doing and cast a soulful look in Mike’s direction. Several seconds passed. “Tink remember.” A sly grin crossed her face as she traced a line down Mike’s thigh. “Mike much bigger than a goblin.”

“Oh, well, thanks Tink.” Mike laughed.

“Not much of a biter, though.” Tink stuck her hand into a crevice, then twisted it and pulled free a long trail of rocky sludge. It was almost a foot long, and Mike heard stone scraping on stone as it slid free. Tink tossed the sludge over the edge of the fountain.

Suddenly the sound of water rushing up from beneath the earth was audible.

“We did it, Tink!” Mike high-fived Tink, then grabbed her around the waist. He picked her up and they jumped out of the fountain, escaping the icy cold water as it filled the basin. Tiny bubbles of energy formed, fluttering around the fountain like butterflies, and Naia surfaced, wearing a simple cloth dress.

“Gods, it’s so good to be outside,” Naia said, eyes closed and arms wide. She took a deep breath, opening her eyes to survey her fountain. “Let’s work out some kinks, shall we?”

Naia snapped her fingers, and the stone monolith shook, blasting dirt and mud free. Water rolled down its sides, filling the middle basin with fresh spring water. The remaining dirt and mud was caught in tiny tide pools, which spun them into a surface froth that was unceremoniously dumped over the side onto the concrete slab beneath the fountain.

“Oh, it’s like having the feeling come back to your legs after they fall asleep. Thank you so much, Mike!” Naia turned to blow Mike a kiss, but froze when she saw Tink standing behind him. “Tink? Is that you?”

“Naia!” Tink scrambled onto the rim of the fountain, standing eye to breast with Naia.

Naia gave the goblin a tight hug.

“You know Tink?” Mike asked.

“Of course I do. She is in charge of keeping the house in working order. Goblins are typically quite dumb, but Tink is somehow brighter than most humans, though she may not sound like it.” Naia gave Tink an affectionate pat on the head. “She was one of the last monsters collected, still just a child when she came here. She stayed mostly in the garage, though. Her people have a weird thing about housing.”

“Yeah. I ran into that. Apparently she’s officially my goblin wife.” Mike winced inwardly, waiting for the emotional fallout.

“Tink, is this true?” Naia asked, kneeling down in the water so the two were face to face.

“We fight,” Tink declared. “Mike win goblin wife.”

“I’m so happy for you!” Naia and Tink embraced again, causing Mike to shake his head. He was having one hell of a weird day.

“This doesn’t bother you?” Mike asked.

“Of course not, silly. I have a part of your soul, remember? You don’t realize this, but in a way, this is the nicest thing you could do for her.” Naia patted Tink’s head again. “Her kind doesn’t care for goblins like her. She’s very smart, which is bad enough if you’re a goblin female, but she is also very ugly for her kind.”

“Ugly?” Mike didn’t think so, though his definition of beauty was currently in a rapid tailspin.

Naia nodded. “Goblins are a weird bunch. Trust me, you would have had no reason to make a wife of any normal goblin.” Naia’s nose crinkled. “Tink, you stink.”

“Tink hungry too,” the goblin announced, holding her stomach. “Just finish big sleep.”

“What’s the big sleep?” Mike asked.

“Between owners, the house has a way of hiding its denizens. I stay conscious the whole time, but the fear was that if a long enough period of time passed, some of the monsters would lose their shit and wander out into the world, lonely and looking for company. So they sleep, but I’m guessing that they are starting to wake up now that you are here.” Naia flipped her wet hair out of the way. “Tink, can I talk to Mike for a minute?”

Tink nodded. “I put away tools.” She quickly gathered the cleaning supplies and vanished into the garage.

“You fucked her, didn’t you?” Naia asked.

Mike gulped. This was the fallout he was expecting. “If I didn’t, she thought she had to leave. I couldn’t do that to her,” Mike explained.

“It was more than that.” Naia grinned, stroking Mike’s chin. “You fucked her, and you liked it.” Her hand found his cock through his shorts.

“Unexpectedly, yes. I did. It was weird, but kind of hot.”

“Goblins have weird ways of looking at marriage. As it is, you could order her to march into a fire, and she would do it because you are her husband. I’m telling you this so that you know how you should be treating her, despite her willingness to please you. Prove to me that you can handle this by treating her well, because it would break my heart to discover that you can’t.”

“What about us?” Mike asked.

“There will always be time for us. Goblins are polygamous. I could let you fuck me while she watched, and she would just be happy to be in the room.” Naia laughed. “Not that I would ever treat her that way. I think of her very much like a little sister. You should get her some food, and then have her take a bath. I promise you that you’ll find something underneath all that dirt and grime that you will like.” She winked.

“What will you be doing?” Mike asked.

“I’ll be out here, no worries. Take some time just the two of you.” Naia slid her hand across the bite mark on Mike’s shoulder. “She’s marked you, you know? Now that she’s tasted your blood, she can find you anywhere.”

“Goblin bites aren’t poisonous, right?” Mike said in a low voice in case Tink came back.

“You would know by now if they were,” she whispered back, giving him a kiss on the nose.

Tink emerged from the garage, her hands now empty.

“I’m going to fix us some lunch,” Mike announced, and Tink was immediately by his side. “And then I’m going to wash up. Care to join me?”

“Tink come too.”

Mike held the door for her and she pinched his ass as she walked by. Mike turned to Naia, but the nymph was already floating on her back, staring up into the clouds.

***
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MIKE TOOK TINK INSIDE, where he heated up what was left of the pizza for them to eat. She sat across from him, gobbling down the pizza in huge bites while he got on Amazon to order a few things. He was lucky in that he was in a city with Prime Now (meaning two hour delivery times), and he made a few purchases that he thought would come in handy, watching Tink over the top of his computer. Now that they were inside and eating, he realized just how bad she smelled, but didn’t want to hurt her feelings.

After they ate, Tink followed him upstairs, where the bath had already filled itself with hot water. Mike smiled at the silver brush that had been left on the rim of the tub by the soap and shampoo. Tink stripped off her shirt, and Mike helped her into the bath.

It started innocent enough-Mike pulled off what was left of his bandages and joined her, and they took turns cleaning each other. Mike used a rag to wash the dirt and grime off of Tink, to discover that her dark green skin was actually the bright green of a healthy lawn. He scrubbed her back, marveling at the prominent ridges along her spine, making him think of her as a tiny dragon instead.

“Tink’s turn.” Tink gently washed around his wounds, taking particular care near the bite mark on his shoulder, which was now just a series of small scabs. She scrubbed him slowly, looking to him constantly for approval. He smiled, which caused her to smile back, showing all of her needle sharp teeth.

Her hair was the worst. Mike had Tink dunk her head, which turned the water brown. He drained the tub and refilled it twice, helping her shampoo the long, dirty strands. Once it was clean, Mike discovered that her hair was a dark auburn, with alternating streaks of red and brown throughout. While he had been willing to fuck her earlier, the emerald creature in his tub was looking more and more feminine with every layer of dirt they scrubbed off, and Mike was realizing what a gem she actually was.

Tink sat in front of him, her head and shoulders above the water. Even though she was clean enough, he was having a tough time taking his hands off of her. Tink sighed and scooted back against him. Her fingers lightly traced shapes on his thighs.

Mike slid his hands along the tops of her shoulders, then down across her chest. He squeezed her breasts as one of her hands circled his cock.

He pulled Tink up onto one of his legs, using it like a booster seat. With her wet hair pulled to one side, she reminded him of the green girl from Guardians of the Galaxy, albeit much smaller. She growled affectionately at him, and he slid his hand down her thigh and into the patch of hair between her legs.

“No biting this time,” he warned her, tracing circles around her crotch.

“No bites,” Tink promised, her pink tongue running across her thin lips. She licked the side of his neck, tickling his ear when she reached it. Mike explored her pussy, puzzled at the shape of it. She had a double set of labia, the outer set thin while the inner set was puffy and engorged. He ran his fingers over them slowly, enjoying how the folds squeezed at his fingers.

Tink shivered in the warm water, her tail splashing the surface. While Tink was enjoying herself, Mike was having difficulty finding what he was looking for. Determined, he searched her folds for any trace of a fleshy nub, hoping that his theory about goblin anatomy would prove correct. After a minute of this, he decided to explore something else, pulling her leg wide and pushing a finger inside of her.

Tink let out a growl, and Mike was surprised to feel not one, but two semi-hard lumps just inside her pussy. He hooked his finger, tracing figure eights around them, and Tink gyrated her hips in rhythm with his movements. It was no wonder that he had trouble fitting earlier-he could barely bend his finger inside her, and her pussy was already squeezing it so tight it was uncomfortable.

Mike grabbed Tink by one of her horns, tilting her head sideways so that he could kiss her neck. Tink was still stroking his shaft with one hand while pinching a double nipple with the other, her claws digging into her skin hard enough that Mike was worried that she would hurt herself.

“We...we should lower the water a bit,” he said. “It’ll make it easier.”

“This time, Mike fit,” Tink declared, leaving Mike to pull the plug. The tub drained until the water level was below his hips, and then he pushed the plug back in place.

Mike held onto Tink’s horns as she went down on him, her long tongue wrapping around his dick, leaving behind a trail of slime that made his dick tingle. While her teeth made him nervous, her mouth was big enough that not only did she take his cock all the way to the back, but his balls as well. Mike held tightly to her horns again and thrust his dick in even faster, shuddering at the smooth feeling of her tongue.. Every time she took the entire length of him, she swallowed, her throat squeezing the head of his dick.

“Tink, that feels amazing,” Mike told her. She let out a growl of pleasure, and Mike began humping her face.

The goblin fingered herself while pinching her breast. Mike began all-out face fucking her, causing her to moan every time he bottomed out in her throat.

“Fuck,” he muttered, feeling the pressure build.

Tink wrapped her tongue around his balls, staving off his orgasm. She opened her mouth wide, and Mike realized that he was so far down her throat that the head of his dick was stuck in place. Tink swallowed several times, squeezing him. Her wide, innocent eyes looked up at him lovingly, but her long tongue squeezed even harder, trapping his orgasm. She slapped at his hands, and he let go of her horns. She pulled her head back, and Mike popped out of the back of her throat.

“Not yet,” she chastised him, scooting forward. Mike lifted her by the hips and set her down on his cock. Her tail swished back and forth, and Mike almost came at the sheer heat of her tight walls. Tink growled at him, trying to force herself down the length of his cock again. 

“Tink, it’s okay,” Mike told her, but she was having none of it. She turned around, facing away from him. Her ass was like a giant peach from this position, a heart-shaped fruit ripe for the plucking. Tink grunted in frustration again, trying to force Mike’s length all the way into her body.

“This time, Mike fit,” she growled in frustration, slamming into him with long thrusts. She always came up a couple inches short. If nothing else, she was determined.

“Tink, I’m going to come soon,” Mike informed her.

The pool of water left behind in the tub bubbled, sending tiny spheres of water into the air. “Not if I can help it,” Naia’s voice came. A hand made of water wrapped around the base of his cock, once again cutting off his orgasm. The nymph emerged from the water, her dress plastered against her body. Tink was panting, fighting off an orgasm of her own.

“Naia!” Mike said, shocked to see her.

Naia snapped her fingers, and then her dress vanished. She put both hands on Tink’s shoulders and gave her a hard push.

Mike moaned, his balls aching as he slid in almost half an inch more.

“That’s right, lover.” Naia gave Tink another push, but she simply couldn’t go any further. “I saw you struggling, and thought I would help. Is it really that important that he fit inside of you?” Naia asked Tink.

Tink nodded, apparently unable to speak.

“Then there’s only one choice.” Naia pulled Tink off of Mike’s cock and maneuvered her onto her hands and knees. Mike’s cock was covered in Tink’s creamy fluids and his own precum. Leaning over Tink, Naia grabbed her tail and lifted it. Mike was treated to the vision of Tink’s puckered asshole, dark green and coated in her own juices. “I can guarantee that he will fit in here.”

Mike felt a sudden surge from within and his heart beat in excitement. Naia held Tink’s tail up, and Mike positioned the head of his cock at her ass. Tink gasped as Mike pushed in, her fluids providing plenty of lubrication. Just as the head of his cock penetrated her, Tink wiggled her ass, forcing herself back.

“Make...Mike...fit...” she declared, working her way steadily down. Somehow, her asshole was even tighter than her pussy, and Mike could feel Tink’s pulse through his cock. He’d only made it halfway in when he found he couldn’t go any further. Tink let out a frustrated moan.

“Don’t worry, dear, big sister Naia will help.” A mischievous grin on her face, Naia drew a pattern in the water. The water sprouted finger-like tendrils which tickled Tink’s pussy. Her breath came in ragged gasps as her hips lurched back and forth. Tink growled, then moaned, then growled as Mike’s dick worked its way in even further.

“Oh God,” Mike moaned, the water hand gripping his balls even tighter. He grunted, pulling his dick out and then pushing it back in, trying to get his balls to touch her green flesh with every push.

“You need to pay it forward, little sister,” Naia informed Tink. Grabbing onto her horns, Naia pulled Tink’s head between her legs. Tink greedily lapped at Naia’s folds, while Naia hovered above the water’s surface. “Yes, that’s a good little goblin.”

“That doesn’t seem like little sister behavior,” Mike muttered.

“Nymphs don’t follow conventional family rules,” Naia replied, then sighed in pleasure.

“Ngggh,” Tink added, gasping occasionally when the water fingers penetrated her. Mike shuddered, the sensation of the fingers traveling through the thin wall between Tink’s pussy and ass setting him over the edge. He was certain Naia was working magic on Tink, because the goblin was letting out tiny shrieks every few seconds now, her body tensing up and relaxing.

“Nobody comes until Mike bottoms out,” Naia declared.

Frantic, Tink pushed herself backward as hard as she could.

Naia handed Tink’s tail to Mike. “Make sure you pull it by the base.”

One hand on Tink’s hip, the other on her tail, he began pulling with all his might, every thrust getting him even closer. He wrapped a hand around Tink’s stomach, feeling the bulge of his dick moving beneath the skin of her belly.

“Oh fuck. Oh fuck. FUCK!” Mike felt Tink tighten, then relax. His dick slid the rest of the way in, his balls slamming against her ass cheeks. She tensed up once he was all the way in and grunted into Naia’s pussy. He fucked Tink’s ass with very tiny thrusts, unable to move much farther, and Naia winked at him, touching the water with her finger. The pressure around the base of his balls vanished, and he felt several waves of energy build up simultaneously.

Tink came, spraying a milky fluid into the water, and Mike filled her ass, coming again and again, his stomach aching from the number of times he tensed up. Mike let out a growl.

Tink collapsed face first into Naia, then turned her head sideways in her lap. Large tears were running down her face, and Mike worried that she was hurt.

Naia held up a hand to stop him from moving her. “They’re happy tears, Mike. Let her have this moment,” she whispered.

Mike rubbed the base of Tink’s back, then ran his hands over her bubble-shaped butt in lazy circles. Much like before, Mike started to go soft, but still couldn’t slide free. He grabbed Tink’s shoulders, pulling her up into a sitting position. She let out little whimpers as he slid himself free, cradling her in his arms.

“God, that was so fucking hot!” Naia declared. The faucet turned itself on. The tub began filling up once more.

Tink slid away from Mike, then turned to face him. “Tink know you make great goblin husband,” she told him, a single tear traveling down her cheek. Her yellow eyes were like stars, reflecting the light above the tub.

Naia picked up the brush from the side of the tub. Mike gave Tink a kiss on the forehead as Naia began working the brush through Tink’s tangled hair.

“Tink is a great goblin wife,” Mike declared, smiling at the monsters in his tub.
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Made of Stone
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Mike yawned, the morning light through the white curtains casting a blissful glow on the room. He scratched the back of his neck and kicked the lump near the bottom of his bed. He sat up, then leaned forward to give the lump a playful pat.

“It’s time to get up, Tink.”

The lump slid to the edge of the bed and disappeared over the edge with a thud. “Owie,” Tink muttered, standing up holding her bottom. She was wearing a tank top night shirt, one of the things Mike had ordered through Amazon, as a full dress. She wore her goggles too, refusing to part with them, even at night.

“How did you sleep?” Mike asked, sliding out of bed in just his boxers. 

Tink responded with a yawn, her wide mouth revealing dozens of needle-sharp teeth. “Tink sleep extra heavy. Mike hog bed.”

“I did not hog the bed,” he said. After the threesome in the bath, Naia had spent a solid hour brushing Tink’s hair out, and then braiding it tightly against Tink’s head, starting at the base of her horns and running behind her ears. Mike eventually wandered out his front door (with a wary glance at the swing) to retrieve the Amazon packages he had ordered; some replacement shirts for himself, and some clothes he thought Tink would like. Tink had cried when he showed her the shirts he had bought -they all fit her like little dresses, albeit the fit was odd.

Naia informed Mike that Tink’s skills extended to sewing as well, and that the goblin would likely alter the material later for a better fit. 

“Mike hog bed, too much roll over. Goblin husband have bad dreams.” Tink beat him to the bathroom, closing the door behind her. She wasn’t wrong-Mike, despite ending the night on the best note of his life, had suffered through the standard recurring dreams again. He stared at the scar tissue on his hip, pondering why his brain insisted on living through the worst moments of his life in dream form, his broken mother shrieking at him from the past.

“You okay?” Naia’s voice drifted up from the tub. “I’m getting a vibe off of you.”

“Just some old memories. I’m okay.” Tink flushed the toilet, but the door remained shut. Wondering what was taking so long, Mike opened the door.

The goblin stared at the water swirling in the bowl, her goggles pulled down over her eyes.

Mike didn’t dare investigate any farther, preferring to wait.

“Bad pipe,” Tink declared. “Water not fast enough. Bad pipe.” She looked at Mike, her eyes magnified through her goggles. “Tink can fix, but need some parts.”

“How can you tell?” Mike asked. The toilet seemed slow, but the house was old.

“Tink know.” She tapped her goggles. “Tink good at fix, but goggles good at seeing what need fix. Tell Tink big water leak come soon.”

“Shit. Is it safe to use again?”

“For now, is safe.” Tink strolled out of the bathroom, giving Mike’s butt a slap. “Need fix in couple days, or big mess. Tink look in basement today, check where pipes go.” Her stomach growled. “Tink go after breakfast.”

“Yeah, I’ll make us something.” Mike excused himself, then peed in the toilet. The tiny scratches on his arms and legs looked bad, but didn’t hurt any longer, which was a good sign. He walked out of the bathroom, staring into the tub. “Is it weird that I’m just sort of accepting this? The last twenty-four hours have been out of my depth.”

“It’s what makes you a good fit,” Naia’s voice informed him. “You can handle all of this because it isn’t normal. When you got into a fight with Tink, you thought outside the box to make sure she stayed, even if it meant fucking a goblin. I know you did it partially for me, but you did it partially for the house without realizing it. It works through you, much as it does through me. If you had encountered a horny, human woman down there who wanted to suck your dick, you would have suffered a panic attack and come running inside.”

Mike thought about this for a second. Naia was right. Somehow, the sheer lunacy of this whole situation wasn’t even registering on his panic meter. “Did my great aunt handle it as well as me?”

“In some aspects, yes,” Naia replied. “She accepted things quickly, but she didn’t take your unique approach to tackling problems.” Her laugh echoed in the tub. “At least, not right away. We spent plenty of nights together in the tub, just the two of us.”

“Gonna be honest, not sure how to take that news right now.” Mike pulled a shirt over his head. “I’ll see you later.”

“Stop out in the garden,” Naia told him. “I would love the company.”

“Can do.” Mike left his room and walked silently down the long hall. He pondered every closed door he passed, seeing each as an inevitable trap. What was hiding here, behind these quiet doors? Eventually, he would open them all, checking each room for another Tink, or even a Cecilia.

A chill went up his spine at the thought of the banshee. He needed to make nice with her, and he thought he had a good way to do it. He placed his hand on the top rail of the stairs, looking down the rest of the hall. There were two doors on each side of the hall and a tall, ebony wardrobe with a silver handle. 

Had that wardrobe always been there?

The sound of breaking glass startled him. He ran down the stairs and into the kitchen to see Tink frowning at a busted bowl on the floor. She blushed when she saw him.

“Tink got startled,” she explained, eying the bowl. “But Tink can fix.”

“Don’t bother.” Mike grabbed a broom and swept up the glass. “Bowls are easily replaced.”

Tink nodded at this, following him to the fridge. Mike pulled a box of Eggos out of the freezer. 

“Are those good?” Tink asked. Mike nodded, shoving them in the toaster.

“Eggos? The best, as long as you know how to dress them up properly.” Pulling a tub of butter from the fridge, he set syrup and peanut butter next to it on the counter. When the toaster popped, he stacked the Eggos on his plate, slathering them first in butter, then peanut butter. He topped them with some syrup and handed them to Tink. “Try that and let me know what you think.”

Tink took the plate, sniffing at the Eggos. “Tink not so sure,” she informed him before picking up an Eggo. She bit into it, syrup and peanut butter running down her chin.

“So what do you think?” Mike asked.

“Tink think goblin husband learn to cook.” She handed the plate back to Mike. “Tink need real food.” She opened the fridge, standing on her tiptoes to see to the back. Her double nipples perked up under the cold air. “Tink like pizza.”

“Well, we’re out of pizza, but maybe this will help.” Mike pulled a bag of pizza rolls out of the freezer. “We can cook these up in a hurry.”

“Use oven. Microwave is lazy.” Tink took the bag from him and read the instructions. “Tink can do this. Mike eat Eggo things.”

“Fair enough.” Clearly, he and Tink had different tastes in food. He prepared a pot of coffee, which Tink happily shared with him. Tink unceremoniously dumped the whole bag onto a pan, and Mike sighed inwardly. When he had bought food yesterday, he hadn’t accounted for another mouth to feed. Tink found a pad of paper in one of the drawers and was busy jotting notes to herself as the pizza rolls cooked. Mike dug through a collection of inbound emails, mostly job related, when he saw one from the Historical Preservation Society.

Curious, he clicked on it. The writer of the email laid out all sorts of reasons why they wanted to buy the place, but Mike didn’t bother reading them all. He trashed the file after only a few sentences.

“Show Tink.” The goblin appeared between him and the laptop, her head blocking his view. “Show Tink how to use magic screen.”

“I’ll show you later. What did you put on the list?”

Tink handed him the paper. Her handwriting was surprisingly elegant, a cursive lettering that made him think of wedding invitations.

As he scanned the list, a hard lump formed in his throat. Every line of the paper was full with something that needed fixing. “You found all of these things wrong already?”

“Tink know some from before.” The oven beeped, and Tink left his side to retrieve her breakfast. Mike couldn’t help but watch her as she inspected each roll carefully before popping them in her mouth. “Before big sleep, Tink keep journal on broken stuff, but Emily not always buy Tink supplies. Bad ladies won’t let her, she tell Tink.”

“Bad ladies?” Mike thought of the email. “Oh, the historical society. Yeah, we have to be careful doing repairs, apparently. This place is on a national registry, and we have to follow the rules or...”

Or what? That was a question for Beth, obviously. What was to keep him from doing whatever he wanted to the house?  Some of the items on list were simple enough, and he didn’t see any harm in letting Tink work on them.

“Hey, Tink.” Tink, her mouth full of pizza rolls, tilted her head at him. “This thing right here. I’m planning to take care of that.”

Tink nodded and swallowed. “You do good job, or Tink be mad.”

“Yeah.” He didn’t need any more people mad at him. “Do we have the supplies for this?”

“Tink show you.” The goblin led him out to the garage, where he once again navigated the maze of boxes.

“Are these books yours?” he asked.

“No. Tink read sometime, but not these. These belong to-“ Tink stopped walking, her eyes going blank. “That strange. Tink forget.”

“Not that strange,” Mike muttered.

Tink led him down to her dwelling beneath the garage. Mike tilted his head to fit, listening carefully as Tink described her organization system. She opened various drawers and boxes, showing Mike how everything fit together like a Tetris game from hell. Opening the third box, Mike held up a hand in surrender.

“Tink, you don’t live down here anymore. If it’s possible, could we take these things out of the boxes and use the very nice tool benches upstairs?”

“Tink make trade. Mike move books out, Tink move tools back.”

“Deal.” He kissed Tink on the forehead, and the little goblin’s face turned a darker shade of green. “But that’s a job for a different day. Right now, I need some WD-40, a couple of screwdrivers, and those shears I bought.”

Tink dug through the boxes, pulling out the things Mike needed and stuffing them into a small toolbox she slid out from under her own bench. She threw in some extra items, then handed it to Mike. “You go fix, Tink check pipes.”

“You got it.” Mike left the goblin behind, smiling at the sound of her humming a little song to herself. He cast a look back, watching her assemble her own box of tools. Then he picked his way through the garage, briefly wondering if the garage door would even open if he tried. Deciding that he wasn’t feeling adventurous enough to chance it, he took the long route through the house, stepping out into the real world on the front porch.

The swing swayed back and forth, squeaking incessantly, but a breeze was passing through, which meant Mike had no idea if Cecilia was there. There was an easy way to find out.

“Hello? Cecilia?” He moved closer to the swing, fighting the urge to shut his eyes. It was like watching a scary movie, and knowing that the scary part was coming. “Are you out here?” The swing swayed gently, with no sign of slowing down. If the banshee was gone, that would make the process that much easier.

He approached the swing, then grabbed the chain and unhooked it from the frame before lowering it to the ground. When nothing bad happened, he inspected the eye-hook at the top of the chain.

Sure enough, it had managed to wiggle partially free and the surface had rusted over. Staring at the useless screwdrivers he had chosen, he instead found the wrench that Tink had tucked away for him. He laughed at the goblin’s forethought, using the wrench to twist the eye-hook. The hook barely turning, he used a few sprays of the WD-40 to help things along. It took him a few minutes, but he managed to yank it free.

Using a rag from the toolbox, Mike gave the screw a good cleaning, then scraped the rust off as best he could. After inspecting the screw, he looked inside the hole of the frame. It was caked with rust as well. He used one of the screwdrivers to clean it out as best he could, knocking loose quite a bit of rust and dirt. Sticking the eyebolt back in, he then twisted it tightly into place. He gave it an experimental tug, and it held fast.

“Here goes nothing,” he muttered, picking up the chain. Lifting his arm to reattach it, he felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand as the temperature dropped. Spinning in place, he saw that she was only a foot from him, hovering inches off the ground, hands balled at her side. Her face a twisted mask, Cecilia took a deep breath and opened her mouth.

“Wait!” Mike cried, dropping the swing and holding his hands in front of him. “Just hear me out!” He knelt down and lifted the chain, then hooked it back through the eyebolt. Keeping a cautious eye on Cecilia, he sat down gently, wincing as he gave a gentle kick of his legs. The porch swing was silent, gliding back and forth with just the soft rustling of the frame above it. “I know that you like this swing, so I thought I would fix it for you.”

Cecilia’s ghostly features softened, her hands reaching out to touch the moving chain. She glided gently around Mike and sat beside him. The air by her skin was cool, as if she was generating her own breeze, and she closed her eyes, letting out a sigh.

“Thank you,” she said, her voice soft with an Irish lilt to it. She opened her eyes, revealing milky orbs that stared into the distance. Her hand felt along the bench, resting on his knee. “I appreciate it.”

“You’re welcome. My name is Mike, by the way.” He tried to stand, but Cecilia squeezed his leg, holding him in place.

“I’m sorry about before.” She turned her sightless eyes toward him. “Please stay with me for just a bit. I haven’t had anyone to talk to in quite some time.”

Mike could think of several things he wanted to do instead, but Cecilia’s demeanor was drastically different. He couldn’t help but notice that she seemed lonely.

“Okay, sure. I can stay for a bit.”

“Thank you.” Cecilia rocked on the swing, saying nothing for several minutes.

Mike stared at the banshee, more than curious. Her white clothing was simple, but tailor made for her, and her curls were as white as she was, though they terminated in eerie spikes that spread out around her as if she sat on a Van De Graf generator.

The chill of her hand was intense through his jeans. Uncomfortable, he slid his hand beneath hers. “I hope this is okay,” he told her, and a slight grin crossed her face.

“You’re the first man to hold my hand in many years,” she informed him. “The last one to do that was-“ Her entire body flickered, like a shock had gone through her. “Someone whose name I can’t remember.”

“Yep.” Mike couldn’t help but notice how soft her skin was. The longer he held her hand, the warmer she felt. “Now that you’re not pissed at me, you don’t seem very banshee-ish.”

This elicited a frown. “A banshee is what I am, not how I act. It used to be something I was proud to be, a job I was proud to do.”

“A job?”

Cecilia nodded. “Every family had its own banshee. It was my job to guide family members into the afterlife when they passed. Nobody loves a banshee for what they represent, but they needed us for what we did. Our wails of sorrow were to announce our coming, and we would guide the spirits into the ever after.”

“So... the afterlife is real?”

“Very much so. When Emily passed, I was allowed to guide her soul to its resting place.”

“That’s...wow.” That was something to chew on, for certain. “What’s it like?”

Cecilia smiled. “You’ll find out someday.”

“To be honest, I try not to think of it much.” Mike winced. “I had a close call when I was younger.”

“I can tell. Your soul has a certain polish to it.” Cecilia’s face broke into a wicked smile. “Tell me, do you-“ Cecilia flickered, vanishing from view at the creaking of the front steps.

A woman in her forties walked slowly up the wooden stairs, accompanied by a much younger woman. The older woman's long black hair was wound tightly in a bun, but there was plenty left over that it had been fashioned into a long braid beneath it. She wore a simple gray skirt with a modest white blouse. Her dark eyes found Mike, and she paused at the top of the stairs.

“Are you Mr. Radley?” Her tone was formal, the question almost a command.

“That’s me.” Mike stood and walked across the porch. He was going to shake her hand, but his stomach clenched suddenly, sending pain through his gut. He grabbed the railing instead.

“My name is Elizabeth. This is my daughter, Sarah.”

Sarah’s dark hair scattered along the fabric of her red suit jacket, contrasting nicely in the sunlight. Her skirt matched her jacket, and a low-cut top was accentuated by a shimmering blue stone pendant that dangled perilously between her large breasts. 

“We are from the Historical Preservation Society, and I was wondering if we could have a word with you.” Elizabeth said.

Mike found his mouth inexplicably dry, his forced smile twitching. Something about Elizabeth made him more than uneasy, a gut feeling that he couldn’t ignore. “Um, sure, I guess.”

“Excellent, Mr. Radley.” Elizabeth stayed where she was, her eyes locked on Mike. Mike saw Sarah staring at the door of the house. “Maybe it would be best if we went inside?”

Mike immediately thought of Tink wandering around the house in just a shirt and goggles. “I would prefer we speak out here, actually. It’s a bit stuffy inside, and I wasn’t expecting company.”

“We can talk out here then.” Elizabeth held up a folder, and Mike immediately recognized it as identical to the one Beth had taken away with her yesterday. “I was informed yesterday evening by the estate agent that you declined our offer to buy this property without even looking at it.”

“Um, yes, I did decline the offer.” It was odd, but he couldn’t help but notice that Elizabeth stood on the top step of the porch rather than the actual porch. “I’ve decided to live here.”

“By yourself?” Sarah asked, her predatory eyes scanning the windows. If Elizabeth was giving him a mad-school-principal vibe, then Sarah was a cop who had pulled him over and was ready to bust a taillight. 

“I’ve been by myself most of my life.” The feeling in his gut manifested now as a cold ball of ice. What the hell was going on? “I’m not sure why it would change anytime soon.”

“Well, this is a pretty big place for just one man, Mr. Radley.” Elizabeth’s smile didn’t make it to her eyes. “And I can’t help but be offended that you didn’t even consider looking at our offer.” Sarah had taken a step back from her mother to get a better view of the second-floor windows.

“Why are you so interested in this place?” Mike asked, leaning against the column.

“It was one of the first homes built in the area,” Elizabeth told him. “Constructed by a mysterious architect, and paid for by an unknown benefactor. This home is a mystery hiding in plain sight, and the Historical Preservation Society is interested in not only answering these questions, but preserving the home’s original beauty.”

“Well, if that’s your primary concern, then you should know I have no intention of changing anything about this house.”

“But caring for such a place will be hard for a single person, don’t you agree, Mr. Radley?” Sarah had backed down the steps all the way, squinting at the shadows under the porch.

“I’ve already got someone to help with that.” Mike crossed his arms. “Can I help your daughter with something?”

Sarah was crouched down, inspecting the bushes Mike had fallen into yesterday, gloved hands gently touching their branches. Surprised that Mike was watching her, she stood up suddenly.

“She’s been fascinated by this place since she was a little girl,” Elizabeth informed him. “I would like for you to actually look at our offer this time, Mr. Radley. Strongly consider it. I promise you that this home will only become a burden, one that the women of the Society will be more than happy to take on.” She held the folder out.

“I’ll look, but no promises.” Mike took the folder, and Elizabeth’s finger briefly touched his. He felt a tiny spark, and suddenly Elizabeth’s smile finally reached her eyes.

“We’ll be in touch,” she said, moving off the steps and down the walkway to the street. Sarah smirked and followed her mother out to a sports car parked on the street between the stone lions. He didn’t bother waving as they roared out of the neighborhood. The cold feeling in his stomach faded, leaving him alone with his thoughts.

“What a couple of fucking weirdos,” he muttered. He opened the file, revealing a set of legal documents and a monetary offer that was entirely too large. The offer pertained to the contents of the house as well.

“Okay, gotcha.” Mike closed the folder and walked inside the house. Naia had made it very clear that there were people who wanted the home for its artifacts, and the odd behavior of Elizabeth and Sarah now made perfect sense.

Well, almost. Obviously, Sarah was hoping to get a peek at one of the inhabitants, and her behavior had been anything but normal. Elizabeth acted pleasant enough, but he had recognized the mask she wore all too well. His own mother had donned it every time they needed a new place to sleep for the night, every time she needed to bargain just another week on the couch. This was a woman who was used to getting her way, and Mike wasn’t playing along.

He sat at his computer and pulled up the website for the Historical Preservation Society. There were photos of the Society, and a little digging revealed that Elizabeth and Sarah were indeed high-ranking members. He frowned, staring at their smiling faces. After looking again at the folder, he tossed it in the trash. If those two knew there was more to the house than he was letting on, he needed to figure out how to get the point across that he wasn’t leaving.

That could wait, however. He walked out front, hoping to strike up another conversation with Cecilia, but the banshee didn’t appear. He grabbed his toolbox and wandered back through the house and out into the garden.

The fountain was flowing freely now, and several small birds were bathing in the upper basin. Naia, floating in the water, had one hand in the air with two small finches chirping happily to her on her fingertips.

“What are they saying?” Mike asked, setting down the toolbox. Naia’s fountain was clean, but the surrounding area had been covered in dirt and muck from her blowing out the lines and overflowing the fountain yesterday.

“They’re telling me about the visitors you had,” Naia said, giving her hand a flick. The birds took flight and landed in the basin to join their brethren. “You felt sick around them, yes?”

“Yeah. How did you know?”

“That touch of precognition I told you about. Those women were trouble, and I sensed your apprehension.” Naia rose, the water pushing her into a seated position. “What did they want?”

“They want to buy the place. They know something is up, because one of them kept trying to peek in the windows.”

“She wouldn’t have seen anything if she had. Unless you invite someone in, the geas protects us from outside observation. Tink could stand naked in the doorway of the house, and it would appear empty to them.”

“Spooky.” Mike sat on the edge of the fountain. “Yeah, when they wanted to come inside, I felt super uncomfortable.”

“That’s from the magic. Listen to it always.”

Mike nodded. “Don’t worry, I will. Oh, I talked with Cecilia. She didn’t shriek at me this time, and we chatted a bit. That was kind of cool, not having the shit scared out of me.”

“Emily always told me that Cecilia was very kind.”

“Yeah, well, it was nice to talk to her. Are all the monsters here like that? Are you all friendly?”

Naia shrugged. “I want to say yes, but I can’t be certain. It would make sense that we all respond well to being taken care of-this was meant to be our haven, our stronghold. Gone are the days when monsters roamed the world freely. For mankind, that’s a good thing. Several of us treated mankind as a food source, or our playthings.”

“Well, humans do the same thing to each other, actually.” Mike scowled at the water.

“Like your mother?”

Mike nodded. “In the worst way. I spent years thinking that she would one day love me back, accept me, show me kindness. I’m glad she’s dead, but that makes me feel bad, so it’s a cycle that can’t really be broken. I’ll never get that closure, so...” Mike waved his hands dismissively. “It is what it is.”

Naia sat next to Mike and ran her hands down his arms. “I can think of a way to take your mind off of it.”

Mike chuckled. “That sounds like an amazing offer, but if I’m going to take care of this place, I actually need to do some stuff first.” He pointed at the dirt surrounding the fountain. “This is just gross, by the way.”

“Trust me, I know. Having all of that stuck in the lines of my spring was like a sinus infection. Blowing it free was so refreshing.”

“Do nymphs get sinus infections?” Mike asked.

“No, but I’m inside your head. I know what one would feel like, lover.” She kissed his neck. “By the gate, there is a drain located beneath the bushes that leads out to the street. If you get a push broom, I’ll flood the place again, and you can try and push it all over there.”

“That’s a pretty good idea, actually.” Mike checked the garage and found what he needed almost right away. Tink may have squirreled away most of the tools, but the bigger things were all grouped together in their respective holders. He retrieved a large broom and stepped back into the garden.

Naia was doing her best impression of a leaf, floating in circles in the fountain as birds took turns landing on her fingers and chirping at her.

“Are you ready?” she asked.

“Not quite.” The statue tucked near the door had caught his attention again. “What do you know about this?”

“Not much. It’s buried in creeper vines.” Naia stood on the edge of the fountain. “It seems familiar though.”

“Yeah. I bought some clippers.” Mike pulled them from the toolbox. “I’ve always had a fascination with statues. When I was a kid, there was a park with a bunch of sculptures, and part of the park was surrounded by a lake. I would go out onto this little island that you got to by a footbridge, and sit beneath the statues there.” Mike examined the vines, then cut them near the base of the statue and began unwinding them. “We would move all the time, so whenever we were close enough to the park, I would stop by and just sit with them for a while. There was one set of statues, three figures standing and a space between them as if a fourth one was missing. Sometimes, I would stand in that empty spot, willing myself to turn to stone for a hundred years and see where mankind ended up.”

Mike worked quickly, cutting the vines free and peeling them off. It was almost half an hour before he had freed the statue from its leafy prison. It was a woman, head bowed and eyes closed. Her lower face and entire body were covered in a robe that clung tightly enough to her figure that he could run his hands across her breasts.

“Well?” Naia asked.

“Um, it’s a statue.” Mike moved away so she could see it. “She’s pretty, but whoever carved her didn’t feel like fucking around with details. Still, at least she’s freed from all this crap.” He tossed the vines into a pile. “What kind of plant is this anyway?”

Mike held the free end of one of the vines he had cut, scrutinizing the tiny leaves growing off of it. The garden was full of random shrubs and mostly dead flowers in pots, and they didn’t match the vine he held. Strangely, the vine didn’t seem to come from any of the shrubs either. Instead, it had wound its way around several of them to grow along the statue’s surface. He gave the vine a tug, trying to follow it back to where it came from.

The garden extended along the back of the house. The vines were pressed up against the house too, hidden behind the bushes growing along the outer wall. Walking farther, he stared up along the house’s sides. He was fairly certain he was looking at the master bedroom window. 

The yard opened up, revealing a large grassy area. Vines were sprawled everywhere, pressing against the concrete wall that bordered the property and running up the side of the house. They all came from a greenhouse positioned in the corner of the property, three of its panels shattered and allowing the vines through.

“Ah, geez.” Mike shook his head. How the fuck had he missed seeing a giant greenhouse? The tour Beth had given him hadn’t been comprehensive by any means, but he figured even a cursory glance out the window would have revealed this mess. The greenhouse was roughly the size of the garage, and each of the intact glass panels were smeared in dirt from the inside.

No time like the present, he decided. Mike approached the door, the earth smells from inside making his nose wrinkle. The greenhouse door had a large, silver lever. He gave it a twist, frowning when it wouldn’t turn. Rattling the door, he was frustrated when it wouldn’t budge. Crouching for a better look, he saw that a key was needed.

“Of course,” he muttered. He contemplated the creeper vines, wondering if he should chop them up or stuff them back in the greenhouse. On the one hand, chopping them up would be easy. On the other hand, he could kill the plant, and the thought of simply slicing up the vines gave him that weird feeling again in his gut.

One of the vines twitched, flexing like a snake awakening from its nap.

“Oh fuck!”

The bundle of vines spasmed, recoiling enough that they spread across the lawn.

Mike sprinted across the lawn toward the house, giving the vines a wide berth. Coming to the narrow gap between the wall and the house, he saw that the vines had slid away from the house, spreading out and coiling around everything they touched. He hopscotched his way through them, timing his jumps to avoid touching them.

The fountain came into sight, and Naia stood at its edge, her face a mask of concern.

“What’s going on?” she asked, looking at the vines near the fountain. Her eyes met his just as the vines sprung up, a pair of them catching his legs.

“Shit!” Mike pulled the shears from his back pocket and cut at the vines that had ensnared him. Just as he’d sliced himself free, more vines whipped around him, closing in and knocking the shears from his grasp. He made it to the edge of the fountain just as his feet were yanked from underneath him. Naia grabbed onto his wrists and tried to pull him into the water. More of the creeper vines found him and spiraled up his legs and waist.

“Mike!” Naia cried as his grip loosened on the fountain’s edge. She held tightly to his arms, but the vines were simply too powerful. Yanked free of Naia’s grasp, he was pulled across the yard, his fingers scraping at flagstones and dirt. Twisting on his back, he saw the greenhouse looming closer, hungry vines curling in anticipation.

“Help!” Mike screamed, grabbing the vines. They spiraled around his arms, pinning him in place. He was pulled through the windows of the greenhouse, the busted panes cutting his arms. “Fuck!”

The foliage obscured his vision, and then suddenly, the space opened up. A scream lodged in his throat when he realized that he was not inside the greenhouse, but somewhere else entirely. A brilliant, dark blue sky was above him, and the rest of the greenhouse was gone, revealing acres of jungle in every direction. Leaning forward, he saw that the vines were pulling him toward a rocky ledge.

This was it. His brain had finally blown its last fuse. Was he even really here? Was he in bed? Was he in a mental institute, the weird guy who jerked off while pretending to fuck goblins and nymphs?

The world filled with the sound of shattering glass, and Mike heard something heavy hit the ground behind him. Crunching footsteps approached quickly, and the light above vanished behind a dark figure. The edge of the cliff loomed closer, the creature above him frantically swiping at vines with razor-sharp talons. Vines whipped up at his savior, who didn’t even flinch as they struck skin.

Mike’s arms were suddenly free, and he grabbed the figure’s ankle tightly. He was surprised to feel the cool, rough texture of stone beneath his skin, but couldn’t care less. Right now, the person above him was winning.

“Cut the ones down by my feet,” he said, pulling at the figure. More vines were whipping over the edge of the cliff, grabbing at them both. “There are more coming up.”

One foot was free, and then suddenly, the other. The figure helped him to his feet, and they tried to run from the ledge of the cliff, but the creeper vines had created a wall of branches behind them, cutting off their escape.

“Merde!” His savior swore, wrapping stony, feminine arms around him. She lifted him easily from the ground and jumped off the cliff, clutching him tightly. Wings attached to her shoulder blades, nearly twenty feet across, caught the air as they soared into the impossible sky.

Mike gazed at the jungle below, easily miles across in every direction.

“What is this place?” he shouted into the wind.

His savior was struggling to climb into the sky, so they soared along the edge of the cliff toward a massive waterfall. Several rocky ledges traversed the falls like giant steps, and they landed quietly on one of them about halfway down. 

“It is the greenhouse.” Her voice carried a thick French accent. She released him, and he stepped back from her. Her giant wings wrapped gently around her stone body, and her talons retracted into her hands. The wings became a cloak, covering her naked skin. Her face was feminine, save for the wide-set nose flattened against her face, and her eyes dark like obsidian. Short, jet black hair was pulled back behind her slightly pointed ears. With her cloak back in place, Mike recognized the statue he had cleaned off.

“Not the kind I am used to,” he said, pointing at the jungle. “This place is absolutely impossible.”

“Not impossible. Improbable.” She crossed her arms. “And now, I must ask who you are and why you are here.”

“I’m Mike. I inherited this place from my great aunt, Emily.” Mike sat on a rock, the adrenaline finally wearing off. “I’ve only been here a couple of days.”

“You are the new Caretaker? I see. That explains so much.” She looked across the cliffs at where the vines were hungrily whipping around, trying to find their prey. “That is the Mandragora. It must be pretty hungry to have broken out of the greenhouse. You will need to feed it soon.”

Oh God. “What the hell does it eat?”

“Meat, mostly. It also enjoys wine and cheese.”

“How does a plant... you know what? It doesn’t matter. Thank you for saving me.”

“You are welcome.” She bowed her head. “My name is Abella. It is my job to protect the grounds of the house. When Emily died, I fell into a deep sleep, and apologize for not greeting you sooner.”

“You were all wrapped up in the Mandragora vines,” Mike said.

Abella frowned at him. “That explains why I did not awaken at your arrival. The Mandragora was draining me of my life essence. This is not good. It means I have been asleep for far longer than I thought.”

“I thought the plant ate meat?”

“What better way to absorb life essence? The Mandragora could not eat me nor move me, so it fed on my energy through my skin.”

“What are you, exactly?” Mike’s legs were suddenly numb. He rubbed them, his muscles tingling beneath his fingers.

“My kind have many names, but your kind would know me as a gargoyle.”

“Doesn’t water have to run out of your mouth or something?”

“If you sever my head and mount it to a building, yes.” Abella frowned. “Anyway, I-“ Abella’s legs suddenly collapsed beneath her, and she fell to the ground, panting.

“Are you okay?” Mike asked.

“No, I am not.” Abella crawled over by Mike and lay down on the rock beside him. “How long ago did Emily die?”

“A couple of years, actually. It took them a really long time to find me.” 

“I told her that she needed to have a successor ready. The Mandragora has taken too much of my life force. I must rest for some time before I can get us out of here.”

“That’s ok. I’m just happy to be alive.” Mike moved closer to Abella, his legs still tingling. “Can I do anything for you?”

Abella remained silent, her eyes closed. Now that she was by his side, he realized she was only about five feet tall. Her feet were large, and had three giant toes with talons on them. A thick, muscular tail that was tucked beneath her wings. Mike held tightly to her, feeling the slow rhythm of her breathing beneath his arms. His savior had temporarily fallen, and he was determined to stay by her side.

***
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MIKE HAD ONLY CLOSED his eyes for a few seconds, or so he thought. The sky was growing black, distant storm clouds building giant thunderheads in the distance. Sitting up, he was delighted to discover that his limbs were no longer tingling, that sensation that they were full of sand finally gone.

“Mike?” Abella’s voice wasn’t more than a whisper.

“Yeah, I’m awake. Didn’t think I would sleep for that long.” He stood up and stretched. “Ow, shit, I’m sore. How are you feeling?”

“Not good.” Abella rolled to a sitting position. “I don’t like the look of that storm, either.”

“It can’t be that-“ A flash of light blinded him. Several seconds later, the thunder that chased it boomed against the cliff. “...bad,” Mike finished.

“My kind is made to weather storms. Yours is not.”

“I guess I could just climb out of here.” Mike stared at the sheer walls above him. “After someone installs a ladder.”

“I do have an idea, but you will not like it.” Abella was staring at her feet.

“I’m pretty open to living. What do you have in mind?”

“I am a being of stone. It will take me some time to recover. You, however, have already recovered. Humans are fountains of life—it’s why they make such a good food source.”

“You’re not selling me on your solution so far,” Mike muttered.

“If you were to... give me some of your essence, I would have enough energy to fly us out of here.” Abella pressed down on wrinkles in her wings, then released them and watched the folds pop back up.

“That doesn’t sound so bad. Are we talking magic, a blood pact, what?” Please don’t let it be a blood pact, Mike thought to himself.

“It’s kind of like magic. Old magic.” Abella looked down at her feet. “You could give me your essence like... like a human man would give to...”

“Are you talking about sex?” Mike was surprised to see Abella shrink in on herself.

She nodded, her eyes on the distance. “My kind and your kind have a hatred for each other, but I want you to know that I am different. It is why I was saved, and brought here to protect this house. And while I am sure you would rather be with a hundred different human women before you would consider a hideous creature like me, I think... I think it would work.”

Mike gazed at the shy creature in wonder, finding himself once more in a predicament. With Tink, it had been about protecting her from the unknown, a risk he had taken for the greater good. Now, however, it was about his own salvation.

“You would do that for me?” he asked.

“It is my duty,” Abella whispered.

“It may be your duty, but I don’t believe in making others do what they don’t want to do. I would rather risk the lightning than feel like a bag of shit every time I look in the mirror.”

Abella muttered something that was lost to another blast of thunder.

“I didn’t catch that,” Mike told her.

“It’s not that I don’t want to. It’s that I’m afraid that you won’t.”

“Wait, what?” Mike could tell he was missing a piece.

“I have a...” Abella sighed. “The other gargoyles thought I was weird because I have a human fetish.”

Mike almost laughed, nearly broke that stillness between them. A human fetish? Was that like a reverse furry?

“A human fetish,” Mike said.

Abella nodded. “It’s why I came here. I enjoy being around humans and interacting with them, something that is forbidden in the outside world. Gargoyles are a terrible species, content with killing for fun. They are very territorial, and last I heard, many were either wiped out by man, or in hiding as statues. I don’t wish for such a life. I enjoy the smile on a child, or the way a human woman tosses her hair. I like how smooth and soft your skin feels, and...”

“Have you ever been with a human in that way?” Mike asked, kneeling next to her.

“No.” Abella stared into the distance. “I’ve been too afraid to try it. How does one go about finding a man who can see me as enough of a human woman that the rest of my body doesn’t bother him?”

“That’s easy.” Mike stroked Abella’s stony curls, then tilted her face toward his. “You see, I struggle with being around my own kind, and I’m rapidly discovering that what I like is outside the norm.” He pressed his lips to hers, marveling at how hard they felt beneath his. As he pulled back, he met her eyes. “There’s a storm coming, you know.”

He ran his hands along the edges of her wings, then pulled them away from her body to reveal naked flesh. Her breasts were smooth, yet strangely supple. Her lack of nipples threw him for a moment, but her breath seized in her chest as he squeezed her stony breasts. Even with all his strength, he was only able to compress them slightly beneath his fingers.

“This is okay?” she asked, stroking his stiffening cock through his pants.

“It is,” he answered, running his hands down to her hips. She didn’t have a belly button either. Sometime later, he would ask her more about gargoyle anatomy. For now, he kissed her stone skin, grateful for the little sighs she made. He had no way of knowing if she could even feel them otherwise. He explored her body, squeezing the musculature of her thighs.

Thunder boomed again in the distance. Mike looked back, watching the thunderheads building. “You know, I would ordinarily be in favor of doing this slower, but do you mind if I hurry things up a little?”

Abella was panting. “You’ll have to be on top. I might crush you, otherwise.”

Fair enough, Mike thought, spreading her legs. The folds of her vulva formed a triangle. Tracing his fingers along the edges, he found that the stone was softer here, like thick leather.

Abella fumbled with the zipper on his jeans, then gasped as his dick sprung free of his fly. “I’ve never seen one so close before,” she told him, stroking it experimentally.

“Just... don’t squeeze it so hard, okay?”

Abella nodded, relaxing her grip.

He licked his fingers, then ran them around her creases in a search pattern. Her vagina was also triangle shaped, and it took some effort to slide two fingers into her- he was grateful to discover that she was very wet just inside her folds. He had no idea how he was going to fuck her without some sort of lubrication.

“Please,” Abella begged him. “I want to feel a human dick inside of me. Do it!”

Mike pulled his fingers free. Her bodily fluids were dark, like oil, and smelled like black licorice. He gave himself a few strokes and pressed his cock against her opening, amazed at how it unfolded for him as he pushed into her.

“Oh. Oh. OH!” Abella trapped Mike with her muscular legs, pulling him in tight as she rubbed herself with her hand. She tugged at her folds, revealing a ruby clitoris the size of a robin’s egg. Mike stared at her as she did all the work, using her wings as a lever to lift her hips and lower them. He did his best to thrust into her, but she had him pinned in place.

“Loosen your grip,” he said, slapping her thighs to get her attention. Abella ignored him at first, but finally caught on when he let out a grunt of pain. She was crushing his hips, her stony legs bruising the skin on his sides. She slowed the pace and allowed him room to maneuver.

“This is so hot,” she whispered, touching his chest with her free hand. “I can feel how warm your skin is when you’re inside me. Human beings are so warm, and so soft, and-nngh!” Her teeth clenched and she bucked against him, slamming her hands against the cliff floor and scattering tiny rocks with her fluttering wings. Her excitement drove him closer to the edge, and he put his hands on her smooth breasts, pummeling her as hard as he could. He pulled all the way out, teasing her triangular slit with the head of his cock briefly before pushing back in. Every time he did it, Abella gasped for air as his balls slapped against her cold buttocks.

“Oh shit!” Mike tensed, and then came. His eyes wide, he felt it, a sudden shift in energy between them.

Abella pulled him close, gasping and muttering in French as he went limp in her arms.

Tiny drops of rain pelted his face. He was laying between her breasts, a stupid smile on his face. She was running her fingers through his hair.

“Did it work?” he asked her, catching his breath.

“Only one way to find out,” she told him.

He pulled free of her, watching her vagina close up, trapping all of his semen inside her.

She stood, her wings cast defiantly into the stormy wind that was barreling down on them in the distance. She jumped from the ledge, wings spread wide, circling out over the valley.

Mike fumbled with his pants, zipping them shut as she returned. 

“We must hurry,” she informed him, flapping her wings so that she hovered above him. “I am already weakening.”

“Let’s do this, then.” He grabbed her ankles, and she clutched his wrists gently with her feet. Pulling him out into the sky, she beat slow, lazy circles as they climbed, the cliff’s edge becoming visible once more. Once they were high enough, she soared toward the greenhouse itself, a distorted wall of glass that climbed into the sky until it disappeared from view. The Mandragora vines were moving about a different part of the cliffs now, still searching for its prey. They shot overhead the Mandragora, crashing through one of the broken panels. Abella and Mike crashed into the yard, tumbling head over heels until they came to a rest, both of them staring into the darkening afternoon skies of Earth.
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“Ow, fuck!” Mike winced as Naia inspected the large bruise forming above his hip bone where Abella had squeezed him with her stony thighs. The Mandragora plant had actually injured him less than the gargoyle had, surprisingly enough. Save for some scrapes on his hands (well, and not being eaten), he was fine.

“Yeah, that will sting for a while.” Naia placed a kiss on it. “You had me so worried! I’ve never seen the Mandragora do that before. You’re going to need to feed it pretty soon.”

“Yeah, that’s right. Meat and cheese and wine. We’re going on a picnic next Wednesday,” Mike informed her.

“Oh, really? I think that’s a great idea,” Naia said. “She’ll love that!”

“Wait, the plant...” A cold sweat broke out on his forehead, even though he was standing naked in the fountain. “It can...it can...”

“I’m just kidding, goofball. The Mandragora can’t leave the greenhouse.” Naia glanced over at Abella. She sat in the water, her wings pulled close to her body, watching the tiny water spheres circle the fountain, glowing with their own inner light. The sun was setting on the other side of the house, and the garden was cast into darkness, save for Naia’s magic spheres. “You need to be more careful, Abella. Mike isn’t made of steel.”

“I know,” Abella grumbled, flicking the water with her finger. “Felt really good though.”

“That part I get, and I’m grateful you got to him before he was eaten. But none of this would have happened if you hadn’t picked that little cubby to hole up in.”

“I was tired of washing off bird shit,” Abella said, popping a bubble with her talon. It reformed on the other side of the fountain. “If I had known Emily was going to croak, I wouldn’t have come down here. It wouldn’t have mattered if the Mandragora hadn’t broken loose.”

“And that’s the peril of living here. The Mandragora wouldn’t have broken out if Tink had spotted the cracked windows. Tink wouldn’t have slept for so long if a new Caretaker had been selected in a reasonable amount of time. I’m actually kind of worried about what other surprises await us as we discover more of the house. I can’t imagine that the Mandragora is the only potential danger.”

“There’s an easy solution,” Abella said. “We need to make sure that someone is with him at all times. Currently, any time he is outside the house, he is under my care.”

“You can come inside,” Mike offered. “There’s no reason for you to be out here.”

“There is, actually. I’m a living statue-not only am I likely to damage the interior of the house, but my kind hates being indoors. I come inside only for emergencies.”

“Oh.” Mike sat on the edge of the fountain. The water was warm now, heated by Naia’s magic. “If guardianship is so important, then why didn’t Emily have something set up in advance?”

Naia shrugged, her greenish-blue hair shifting along the curves of her breasts. She was wearing her simple gown currently, which Mike actually preferred. It gave her some wonderful cleavage for him to look at. “It seems like there was a reason, but it’s been gobbled up for me. I remember arguing about it with her, but there are definitely gaps.”

“Which means it involves another monster.” Mike frowned at the water. “It seems like inheriting this home in itself is like a trial of sorts. If I’m not qualified for the job, something could kill me.”

Naia and Abella exchanged looks. “Someone with him at all times,” they both said.

“Well, that just means Tink needs to stick with me when I’m indoors,” Mike said.

“Anytime you go exploring, anyway. Currently, you’ve restricted your explorations to out here, and unless you go back in the greenhouse, you should be fine.”

‘And I need to feed the Mandragora, apparently. Any other plants living in there I should worry about?”

Naia shrugged, but Abella nodded.

“Yes, actually. The jungle inside the greenhouse is an extension of the house. The plants being grown in there are there for a reason. Think of it like a little herb garden, but with spell components. A wizard would kill for access to it- I imagine that there are things in there that might even be extinct in the wild.”

“Wait, wizards? Those are real too?” Mike looked to Naia, who just rolled her eyes at him. “Yeah, I guess that makes sense.”

“They aren’t as prevalent as in those pigwarts books,” Naia told him. 

“Hogwarts,” Mike corrected her.

“Whatever. Last I heard, the wizards of this realm were extremely limited in number. Less than forty total since Merlin sealed away magic for humans. Maybe one person a century figures out how to do magic on their own, and usually the others who already do track them down and kill them.”

“Holy shit.” Mike shook his head. “That’s insane.”

“Now you know why monsters and magic items are so coveted. For some, it’s the only way to gain any true power, at least safely.” Naia tilted her head at Abella. “Gargoyles are impervious to most normal means. Neither blade nor flame can scratch their hides, and they are extremely strong. There are few places in the world that could protect you from a gargoyle attack. With just Abella at your side, you could have your enemies killed with little fear of recourse.”

“Well, not that I really do that now,” Abella added. “I’m bound to the house. Unless such a task involves the long-term protection of this place, I can’t fly very far from here without feeling a strong urge to return.”

“So, if I was in trouble a mile from here, you would come for me?” Mike asked.

“Potentially. It would need to be a situation dire enough that I knew your chances of survival were slim.” Abella shrugged, her stony breasts shifting. “I’m more like a bouncer than anything else.”

“How do you know what a bouncer is?” 

“Please. I’m not that sheltered.” Abella popped another bubble. “I have a people fetish. I watch lots of TV.”

“Outside?” 

“Emily would leave the window open for me sometimes,” Abella said. “It’s not like I need sleep or anything.”

“Aren’t you supposed to be watching the house?” 

“Gargoyles have phenomenal hearing,” Abella told him. “If it’s quiet enough, I can hear a heartbeat from twenty feet.”

“Whoa.”

“Speaking of which, Tink is looking for you. I can hear her calling your name.”

“She’s probably worried. I’ve been gone all day.” Mike walked in the back door, listening carefully. He heard noise from the kitchen, and found Tink digging through a junk drawer .

“Hey there.” Tink jumped at the sound of his voice. She was covered in dirt and grime, and even cobwebs. “Where have you been?”

“Checking pipes,” Tink informed him, beaming. “Easy fix.”

“What are you looking for in there?”

“Tink look for money.” 

“Why do you need money?”

The doorbell chimed, echoing through the house. Mike stared at Tink, who stared back.

“Who is that?” Mike asked.

“Pizza,” Tink replied, scratching at a greasy smudge on her face.

“How did you order a pizza?”

“Tink use magic screen. Type in pizza.”

Mike stared at the little goblin, mouth open. “My laptop was locked. How did you get in?”

Tink tapped the goggles on her head. “Tink order extra good pizza.”

The doorbell chimed again. Mike grabbed his hair in frustration, then pointed at Tink. “Stay out of sight. We’ll have the internet talk later.”

Tink shrugged, walking out of the kitchen.

Shaking his head, he ran to the front of the house and opened the door. Holding pizza in one hand and a two liter of soda in the other was Dana. Her hair was pulled back into a ponytail, and tonight she wore a tight white top under her black jacket. The jacket was unzipped, revealing a pair of breasts that had been forced together by a dark black bra that peeked out along the edges of her neckline, the same breasts that had sent him into Naia’s tub in the first place.

Mike’s mouth went dry.

“Hey!” Dana said, holding out the pizza. “How are things?”

“Um, good?” Mike took the pizza. Dana was all smiles for him, and he felt that familiar nervousness hit him, a wave of anxiety across his whole body. “Uh, I didn’t, um, expect you so fast. Let me grab my wallet.”

“Yeah, sure.”

Mike backed into the house and was dismayed when Dana followed him inside.

“Whoa, this place is spooky!” Dana looked around at the furniture, which was still covered with white sheets. She pointed just off to the side of the stairs. “Does that grandfather clock actually work? I didn’t see it last time.” She knelt to examine the pendulum. The back of her pants slid down, revealing that she wasn’t wearing any underwear. Dana opened the door of the clock, her jacket lifting up to reveal a tattoo along her lower back.

“I, um...” Where had that clock come from? He couldn’t concentrate, staring at Dana’s exposed ass. “I’ll be right back.” He ran into the kitchen. Tink was busy staring at his laptop computer, which she had unlocked again. “Don’t touch anything on there,” he told her, setting the pizza down on the table. Grabbing his wallet, he walked back out to find Dana giving the pendulum inside the clock a push.

The entryway filled with the soft sounds of moving gears. The old clock’s second hand started moving around the face of the clock. Dana’s face lit up in excitement. “That is so cool!”

“You like clocks or something?” Mike asked. He held out a twenty, unsure what the total was.

“Oh yeah. I’m going to school for mechanical engineering. I love stuff like this.” Dana took the money from him and dug into her pockets for change. Just then a loud splash came from the bathroom. They both looked up.

“What was that?” Dana asked.

“Bad pipe. Trying to get it fixed. Go ahead, keep the change,” Mike told her.

“Are you sure? Thank you!” Dana’s face lit up, and she hugged Mike. Her breasts were soft, pushing against his chest, and he shivered as blood flow redirected to his dick. “Oh, shit, I’m so sorry!” she said, her face turning red as she backed away, stuffing the money in her pocket. “I don’t normally do that, it’s just that you’ve been very generous, and I needed extra money to get my bike fixed, and you’re so cu-“ Dana’s mouth slammed shut, her face glowing brighter. “I’m sorry, I just-thank you.”

“It’s okay. I remember what it’s like, working my way through school. I’m doing pretty well now, so just trying to pay it forward.” He stepped around her and opened the door. Dana stepped out onto the porch and Mike would have left her there, but Cecilia was sitting on the swing, gazing out into the yard. Mike walked onto the porch, keeping Dana from looking at the banshee. “So tell me more about your major.”

“Not a lot to tell. Class during the day, labs on weekend mornings. I have this gig to help make ends meet with student loans and such. I’m the only girl in my program now, so I deal with a lot of creeps.” She said the last bit with a great deal of emotion, but Mike decided not to ask about it.

Mike stayed just ahead of her, walking down the path to her car, hoping she wouldn’t look back. Cecilia seemed quite content on her swing, her hair fanning out around her as if she was storing up a massive charge.

“Hey, if you need an extra hand fixing stuff around here, I would love to help out. My dad worked construction when I was growing up, so I’m pretty handy.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.” They were at her car now, with the glowing Pizza Palace marquee on its roof. She seemed reluctant to leave, but got in, buckled up, then gave him a wave, the light from her GPS casting an eerie light on her face as she drove away.

Mike let out a huge sigh, then ran back up the steps to the house. Cecilia wasn’t sitting anymore-instead she was staring inside the living room window. “Something is happening,” she informed him.

“What?” Mike asked. Cecilia shrugged. You’re the Check Engine Light of the Damned, Mike thought to himself. He walked inside, staring upstairs and then toward the kitchen. Choosing the kitchen, he found Tink sitting at the table, clicking through websites on his laptop while eating her ill-gotten pizza.

“We need to have a quick chat about... what the hell are you eating?” He was standing behind her, and Tink tilted her head up and back.

“Tink order best pizza,” she informed him, holding up a slice for his inspection. Pepperoni, sausage, and pineapple adorned the top. The soda she had picked was orange, most of which was gone already. Only two slices of pizza were left in the box.

“You really are a little monster, aren’t you?” Mike flicked a piece of pineapple off.

“Tink find good stuff on magic screen.”

Looking over the top of her head, he saw that she was on Amazon and currently had nearly a hundred items in his cart. He leaned past her and opened it up to see what she was buying. “Tink!” he shouted, seeing that his total was in the thousands. “What do you think you are doing?”

“Tink see good stuff for fix house.” She opened her mouth wide and dropped an entire piece of pizza in. She licked the grease off her fingers. “Tink has job to do.”

“Okay, I see we’re going to have to talk about this right now.” Mike closed the laptop, eliciting protest from Tink. “The magic screen is off limits for the time being. Now I want you to-“

A loud thud caused the light hanging above the table to sway from side to side. Tink slid her goggles on, and they both stared at the ceiling.

“What was that?” Mike asked.

“Tink not sure.” She touched the side of her goggles, rotating a dial Mike had never noticed. “Water in ceiling.”

“Oh fuck.” Mike remembered the splashing noise from before. Running toward the stairs, he slid to a stop when he saw that the grandfather clock was no longer there. “Fuck!” Sprinting up the stairs, his feet squished on wet carpet when he neared the bedroom door. Shoving it open, he heard running water splashing  against the bathroom floor. He moved toward the sound, stepping into the bathroom. “Naia?”

“It’s about fucking time!” Naia appeared, splashing water everywhere. “I’ve been shouting for you to get up here.”

“I didn’t hear you. The door was closed.” Tink slammed into Mike from behind, nearly knocking him over. “What’s wrong?”

“There’s a fire elemental loose, nasty little shit was sniffing around up here. I was trying to snuff him out, but he got away.”

“What does it look like?” Mike asked. Walking into his room, he saw tiny scorch marks all along the wall. Inspecting them from up close, he saw that they were footprints.

“Like a lizard,” Naia said from behind him. “Mike, it isn’t something from the house. It got in somehow, and it was laying low.”

“For what reason?” he asked, peering under the bed.

“To kill goblin husband,” Tink hissed, looking all around the room. She hit a hidden button on her goggles and several mechanical arms sprouted, each one with a different covered lens. Flicking them into place, she knelt by the door of the room.

“Wait, to kill me?”

“Possibly. This one was sniffing around like it was trying to find a place to hide. If it wanted to, it could just burn the whole house down, but they are great for assassinations.”

“That doesn’t make sense,” Mike said, checking the window, but it was locked from the inside. He heard stomping above the room, followed by the sight of gray claws on the rain gutter. He opened the window up. “Abella, have you seen anything leave the house?”

“No. I don’t know how it got in, either.” Abella leaned over the edge of the house. “If you chase it outside, I can take care of it.”

“But where did it come from? Did it come in with the pizza girl?”

“It was here long before that,” Naia said. “It must have come in with you earlier today.”

“But that doesn’t...” He thought back to the spark he felt when he had taken the paperwork from Elizabeth. “Tink, check the trash downstairs.”

“Tink go look.” The goblin grabbed a towel and dunked it in the bath. She wrung it out, then rolled it up and cracked it like a whip. “Mike stay here.”

“Like hell I will.” Mike dunked his own towel. “I’m coming with you.”

“You both need to be careful,” Naia said. “If it touches you, it may just immolate you to nothing but ash.”

“Fantastic,” Mike muttered, following Tink. She walked down the hall, her eyes intent on something he couldn’t see.

“Tracks everywhere,” Tink informed him. “Upstairs, downstairs. Elemental go in most rooms, but come back out.” As he turned to go down the stairs, Mike noticed the wardrobe at the end of the hall. He walked up t pot, then made to turn the latch.

“No tracks there,” Tink told him, yanking on the band of his pants. “We go look downstairs.”

Mike followed her, holding his towel ready as they stepped into the living room. They kept going into the kitchen where Tink opened up the trashcan. She reached in and pulled free what was left of the folder from Elizabeth. “Fire elemental come from here.”

Mike didn’t have to ask how she knew. The folder was burnt. Looking into the can he saw the nest of ashes at the bottom. The elemental started as a spark, and he wondered if throwing away the offer had triggered it to burn and grow. “Okay, so what now?”

Cecilia’s loud wail carried through the house, sending shivers up Mike’s spine. Tink covered her ears, frowning in the direction of her cries. They ran toward the noise, ending up in one of the sitting rooms in the front of the house. Cecilia stood just outside the window, her mouth stretched wide, pointing at the ceiling. Up above, Mike saw the creature standing on the ceiling, hissing in response.

Mike and Tink walked further into the room as Cecilia drifted through the walls, her shrieks rising in volume. Mike put fingers in his ears, his eyes on the angry red lizard. It looked like it was made of lava, the air around it shimmering from the sheer heat of its skin. Its eyes blazed like fiery coals, and it hissed at Cecilia. It leapt off of the ceiling, passing straight through the banshee and colliding with the carpet. Spinning in place, leaving scorch marks on the hardwood, it spotted Mike.

“Oh shit!” Mike yelled, raising his towel when the lizard came at him. It left a fiery trail on the floor, the hardwood burning up beneath it. It launched itself through the air, and Mike dodged out of the way, letting it collide with a piece of furniture behind him. The white sheet burned up, the chair underneath igniting. The elemental burned its way through springs and fluff, the chair burning up, but the flames remaining local. Uncertain how to proceed, Mike watched the chair from the side, squatting down to see beneath it.

The elemental charged him, crossing the space in a second. Leaping for his face, it was knocked out of the air by the fast crack of the wet towel from Tink. The elemental missed, crashing into the table behind Mike. Mike, acting fast, unfurled his own towel and scooped up the elemental inside. It shrieked, steam rising from the towel.

“Fuck!” Mike shouted, dropping his bundle from Hell. It was too hot to carry.

Cecilia grabbed the wet towel with both hands, span in a circle and launched it toward the window. The glass shattered, and the elemental and towel landed in the front yard.

“Quick!” Mike and Tink ran outside, where Cecilia met them. The wet bundle looked like an angry steamed dumpling, rolling around in the yard as the elemental fought its way free. Mike grabbed the towel from Tink, unfolding it. “Is there a hose out here?” Mike asked.

“Tink find.” She leapt over the railing and ran along the side of the house. Mike held up the towel like a blanket, going the long way down the front steps. Staying off to the side, he watched the elemental squeeze free, scorching a circle in the grass and growing in size.

“Tink!” Mike cried. There was no way he was going to be able to grab it. The lizard was now the size of a large dog. It ran at him on its hind legs, letting out a high-pitched shriek. He saw Tink off to the side, wrestling with a hose that had too many kinks in it.

A thousand pounds of stone slammed into the elemental from above and grabbed it around the neck. Flames licked at Abella’s stone skin, but the fire wasn’t hot enough to bother the gargoyle. Clutching the elemental in her talons, Abella lifted into the sky, flying over the roof and crossing over into the backyard.

Mike and Tink ran back through the house and into the garden in time to see Abella fighting the angry elemental above the fountain.

“Naia!” Mike shouted.

The nymph appeared directly below Abella. She waved her hands, forming intricate patterns in the air as a wall of water formed around the fountain’s perimeter. Abella landed in the fountain, pinning the fire elemental in place as Naia made the walls crash in. The fountain steamed, the elemental desperately fighting through the waves that kept catching it and pushing it back toward the middle.

The water in the fountain started to boil. Naia ran around the edge of the fountain, coaxing more water up from below to replenish the basin. The garden filled with steam as the elemental unleashed its magic, attempting to boil off the water and escape. Abella’s face was a mask of anger, her teeth bared at the threat beneath her as it shape shifted, an amorphous being determined to survive.

Mike and Tink could only watch helplessly as the air became too thick with vapor to see.

Several minutes passed, the noise dying down. A cool breeze sucked the steam away, revealing Abella crouched in the middle of the fountain, the water now gone and a tiny glowing ember trapped beneath her hand. Naia nodded at the gargoyle, and Abella crushed it with her fist, extinguishing its light. The fountain refilled, the water sizzling upon contact with the hot stone floor.

“Holy shit,” Mike muttered.

Abella collapsed in the fountain.

Mike hopped in, the warm water soaking his pant legs, to help her stand. The gargoyle was covered in soot marks. She sat in the water, breathing hard.

“That was no simple fire elemental,” she told him. “He was almost too hot for me to hold onto.”

“She’s right,” Naia added, kneeling by Abella’s side. She ran her hands gently over the gargoyle’s skin. “Whoever summoned that creature has use of some powerful magic.”

“We know where it came from.” Mike explained what he and Tink had found in the trashcan. “The fact that it came from the trash and didn’t just attack me when I walked in the door means something, but I have no idea what. The Society clearly wants this house, otherwise they would have just burned the place down. Ideas?”

“I’m thinking this was partially a scouting affair,” Abella said, holding up a blistered palm. Naia summoned a stream of icy water to wash across it. “The elemental needed to see who was here first. I’m sure they have ideas, but it would be a bad idea to just attack without knowing who and what. I saw it in wars all the time.”

“You’ve been in wars?” Mike asked.

Abella nodded. “Usually I used forts or castles as hiding places. I loved watching the people below, and nobody questions another statue on the roof of a church. I have seen my share of sieges. My guess is that they sent in the elemental to scope out the territory and then kill you if possible.”

“If I die, that’s it. It was hard enough to find me, and as far as I know, I have zero family left anywhere.” Mike shook his head. “I almost sold the place anyway, but the will stipulated that I had to come and see it first, and could only sell when full ownership transferred, which takes a few days. I die, it’s only a matter of time before the Society gets this place, and then they get to you.”

“Who are they?” Naia asked.

Mike looked at Tink, who sat on the edge of the fountain. “Let’s find out.”

***
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MIKE AND TINK SAT AT the dinner table, his laptop open in front of him. Tink wore her goggles still, carefully watching everything Mike did. Even though she got the basics of navigation, he showed her how to streamline her searches, avoid leaving a trail, and not spend all his money.

“I’ll try and walk you through this,” he informed her, clicking on a small icon in the corner of his desktop. It was designed to match his screensaver, a basic “Lake in the Mountains” photo that came with it. Prompting him for a password, he logged in to the desktop computer that was at his old apartment.

Having more than three months left on the rent, Mike had never bothered to formally move out. Right now, a person sitting in his room would watch the desktop come to life, controlled remotely by his laptop computer. He needed something far heftier than what he had now. Even though he had parted with his hacker ways many years ago, he knew better than to simply throw away the programs he had kept. His job, after all, was website maintenance, and knowing what the bad people were using was the best way to keep his clients safe.

He opened up a Dos command window, typing in the phrase ZeroDarkThirty.exe. Anyone digging through his directory wouldn’t even see the hidden file, but his computer rebooted itself into Dark Mode, a term he had laughingly coined one night between rounds of Counter-Strike.

His computer began running subroutines, bouncing off of servers all over the world. Anyone trying to trace it would run into difficulty without some hacking knowledge of their own, and even then, he had ways to erase his tracks.

He pulled up the Society’s website and looked at its members. Elizabeth was his first target, and he immediately began digging into the local records. Tink watched intently as he pulled up easy stuff like birth records, address, and then went deeper with police records, real estate sales, and anything else he could find. Every time he found a lead, he opened a new window and let his programs do their work.

Nearly an hour passed in this manner, with him digging and creating his own file. He had Tink eat the pineapple off of one of the remaining pizza slices so that he could finish the rest, while drinking a beer from the fridge. A second hour passed, and then a third. Only darkness could be seen through the kitchen window.

“Well, that’s that.” Mike stared at the results of his digging, shaking his head in disbelief.

“What Mike find?” Tink asked. She had been by his side for the majority of his hunt, but had kept quiet.

“Nothing. Which, in and of itself, is something.” Mike showed her the website for the Society. “Clearly, these bitches stink,” he said, pointing at Elizabeth and Sarah. “But the only reason we know that is because we’ve met them, right? Well, look at the other eleven members of the Society.” He pointed at the circular portraits on the website. “Statistically, I should have found something, anything, about even just one of them. A parking ticket, a court summons, anything.”

“Mike have empty hands?” 

“Mike have empty hands. And they shouldn’t be empty.” He stared at the strange faces before him. “Other than birth records and their current addresses and such, I can’t even find pictures of them from when they were younger. It’s almost like they came out of nowhere.”

Tink nodded to herself. “Everyone come from somewhere.”

“Exactly.” Mike rubbed his eyes. It had been a long day. “I’m not sure where to go from here.”

“Everything look better in daylight,” Tink informed him, her face cracking into a yawn. “Old goblin saying.”

“That’s a human saying, too.” Mike stared at his computer. He had even hacked into the website hosting the Society, only to find that it was just a run-of-the-mill Weebly page. Nothing of interest. He changed the name on Elizabeth’s picture to Queen Cunt. Deciding that wasn’t enough, he uploaded pictures of dicks for the rest of the members’ profiles. He quickly changed the password to a string of random words, saved all changes, then logged out. Frustrated, he put his desktop back in sleep mode, severing the connection. “Why don’t you head for bed? I’ll meet you upstairs in a bit.”

Tink nodded, pushing her goggles up. They had left circular marks around her eyes. He kissed the top of her head, then she departed, her tail swishing from side to side. 

He stopped out in the garden, where Abella swooped down from above to meet him. “Thanks for your help today,” he said, giving her a hug.

“You’re welcome,” Abella replied, her breath tickling his ear. “Did you learn anything about the Society?”

“No, I didn’t,” Mike said, and turned to look for Naia. She was floating in the fountain again, her bubble lights casting their shadows. “See you in the morning, Naia.”

“Goodnight, lover,” Naia said, rolling on her side and winking at him.

He walked inside, stopping in the front entryway to stare at the empty spot where the clock had been. That was going to be a puzzle for some other time, he thought to himself, before stepping onto the porch.

Cecilia was on the swing, her legs tucked up beneath her. Her head turned, empty white eyes appraising Mike where he stood. She patted the seat next to her, her spooky hair drifting as if she sat in a vortex of wind.

Mike walked over and took the seat next to her. “Thanks for all your help tonight. If not for you, I may have died.”

Cecilia smiled. “That would be one way for us to spend some alone time together.”

“I’m not ready for that kind of commitment,” Mike replied.

Cecilia grinned, her eyes crinkling along the edges. “You are so different from those who came before,” she said. “With the others, it was different. They were here, but largely distant. Emily spent time with me, but I could feel it, that tension in the way she spoke, how she sat next to me like I had a disease she might catch. It’s hard sitting with death, contemplating its infinite nature, wondering when it will come for you in your sleep. My kind were never well loved, but we were respected.” She leaned her head on Mike’s shoulder, and his skin tingled at the chill in her touch. “I suffer from a special kind of loneliness. I wasn’t ready to walk you to your final resting place just yet.”

Mike shrugged. “Is it weird that I was more worried about what was going to happen to the others? I mean, I wasn’t keen on dying in a fire, but I kept thinking about what would happen to Naia, Abella, and especially Tink.”

“Did you worry about me?” Cecilia asked. The Irish lilt in her voice was suddenly softer.

“Should I? I mean, I don’t know enough about banshees to even guess at what could possibly happen to you. I imagine that whoever took this house, you would sit out here on your swing, content to watch the sun set.”

“A week ago, it wouldn’t have even mattered. Ever since I came here, I sat on this porch, watching the house and waiting to take its owner to the afterlife. I haven’t expected any more, or any less, but it beats the alternative of wandering the countryside, lost and alone, wailing out of self-pity. Still, even though I was mean to you, you made the effort. Emily would have done the same, but it was nearly a decade before she could even look me in the face, or be comfortable around me, for that matter.” Cecilia shifted, her hair tickling Mike’s nose. “Yet here you sit. You treat me like a person, not a lost soul. You touch me without flinching away-even now, I can feel the warmth of your body against mine. That is something nobody has ever done for me.”

“Part of that is Naia,” Mike explained. “She did this thing where she took a piece of my soul and gave me a piece of hers. It was to bind me to the house, make me feel obligated to help. I don’t want to take credit for something she did.”

“That’s where you are wrong,” Cecilia said, running her fingers across the top of his. “Everyone who has lived here has been given the nymph’s gift, but you are different than they were. There’s a part of you that has been broken, damaged in such a way that you don’t fit in anywhere else. You’re a mismatched puzzle piece-someone put you in the box, but you make a crooked fit.” She waved her hand at the house. “This place is a crooked puzzle piece in the fabric of the universe. Even if a piece is found that fits here, the edges will never line up quite right.

“Your edges are crooked. I imagine it’s what Naia saw in you. You don’t fit in with the rest of the universe like you do here. You’ve already seen things that most men never will, experienced sensations beyond what any human should. Naia’s magic may have snared you, but the person you are is what makes you special.”

Mike shrugged, unsure what to say. “I’m just trying to do right by the monsters here. Now that I know that there are people out there who want this place, people willing to sic a fire lizard on me, I feel more determined than ever to make it work.”

Cecilia snuggled closer. His chest itched as she drew away his body heat. He wasn’t cold-his whole body tingled like he was building up a massive charge. He could smell her perfume, a soft floral scent with a hint of cinnamon.

“Mike?” Cecilia said softly.

“What’s up?”

Cecilia moved away from him, sitting so that he could see her better. Up close, her sightless eyes were like pearls, fixing him with an intensity that rooted him on the spot. Her hair fanned out around her, floating ethereally around her head. “I think... maybe you should be worried about me.” 

She floated above the seat and rotated until they were facing one another. One cool hand gripped the back of his neck, sending tiny sparks jumping up and down his spine. Cecilia pulled herself in, touching his face with her other hand. She was only an inch away now.

“Very, very worried.” She gently placed her lips on his.

He opened his own mouth in surprise and her tongue found his. The tiny shocks were nothing compared to the sensation of his breath being stolen from him, the core of his being rushing outward into her waiting lips. Warning bells went off in the back of his mind, telling him to push her away, run in the house—natural instincts that served to keep a man alive.

Mike’s hand easily fit just beneath her ear and he ran it along her jaw and neck. He pulled her closer, her weightless body becoming heavier as she settled on top of him. Her legs were spread around his, bent at the knees. He broke the kiss, exhaling a cloud of vapor that could only be found on the coldest of winter evenings. He opened his mouth to speak, but she placed a finger to it.

“Don’t say anything,” Cecilia said. “Banshees are beings created out of the aether- we have human forms, but not human needs. We don’t eat. We don’t sleep. Other than taking a soul to the afterlife, we only watch. I’ve watched you since you arrived, seen how you treat the others. I can remember the others with the former Caretakers, feeling like an outsider looking in. Not quite welcome, not quite accepted. I watched you the other night, saw those things you did with Naia and the goblin. For the first time in my existence, I find myself wanting those things as well.”

“But?” Mike asked.

“I may have the body of a woman, but I do not have the experience of one.” Cecilia’s scent was overwhelming this close up. “And I do not think I could handle the rejection if you discovered I was not worth it. I don’t even know if we could be together as a man and woman should.”

Mike gazed into the banshee’s blank eyes. The spirit was already accepting failure before it had happened. “When you kissed me, did you like it?”

“I did,” Cecilia admitted. “It was new. I can’t remember the last time I experienced something new.”

“Maybe I should worry about you,” Mike told her, running his fingers through her hair. Tiny sparks kissed his flesh from beneath her snow-white strands. “You sit out here on the porch all day, but you came inside to help me with the fire elemental. You don’t sit out here because you have to-you choose to be here. And it sounds like, finally, you want to know if there can be more.” Mike’s hand followed the curve of her neck, sliding down her collarbone to caress her breast through the soft fabric of her blouse. Cecilia let out a tiny gasp, her eyes going wide. “Let’s find out. Together.”

Cecilia, her lips slightly parted, nodded in agreement.

Mike kissed her again, running his hands down her back and along the top of her ass. Breaking away from her, he allowed his lips to explore the soft underside of her neck, tiny kisses that elicited gasps as he moved his way down to her collarbone.

Cecilia’s fingers slid beneath the base of Mike’s shirt, then ran along his stomach. The sparks coming from her fingers tickled him in a couple of places, but he held his laughter in, afraid to break the spell that had been cast. He allowed her to explore, each touch uncertain. She tilted her head to the side, allowing him to kiss her upper chest. Her pale skin glowed, literally, in the darkness.

Mike worked his way back up her neck and kissed just beneath her ear.

“I like this,” Cecilia said, pulling Mike’s shirt off. Mike loosened the strings on the back of her bodice, allowing him better access to her breasts. As he pushed his fingers beneath the lace, the fabric shifted oddly around his hands, stray beams of light connecting her clothes to her body.

“Whoa,” Mike said, sliding her straps down along her shoulders. When he let go, they started to float back to their original position, clinging to her ghost flesh.

“Don’t mind that,” she said, wrapping her legs around his waist.

Mike suddenly noticed how heavy she was. With her straps the side, it was easy to push her dress down, freeing her breasts. Her nipples were tiny, spiritual afterthoughts on the part of whatever created banshees. He sucked at them, occasionally nipped, listening to the noises she made, narrowing in on what she liked. It wasn’t something he had ever been super good at, and he could only attribute it to Naia’s magic making him more aware, giving him new confidence. Running his lips across Cecilia’s breasts, she pressed her crotch into his, gentle pushes that quickly became more urgent.

The roof above them shifted, drawing Mike’s attention to a dark face hanging over the ledge. Abella smirked at the two of them, but kept watching. Mike tried to shoo away the gargoyle with a wave of his hand, but she wasn’t going to budge.

“More,” Cecilia whispered when Mike grazed a nipple with his teeth. “I want to feel more.”

Mike removed a hand from her breast, then twisted her body slightly sideways so that he could get access to her thighs. His hands moved up her stockings, finding smooth skin at mid-thigh. Cecilia parted her legs for him, allowing his fingers to roam up and over her skin. The shocking sensation was increased here, sending surges of chilled electricity to his very core. As long as he kept his hands on her flesh, it wasn’t bad, but if he broke contact, the sudden jolt was unsettling.

“Mike,” Cecilia whispered, kissing her way down his neck. Mike moaned, the sensations of electricity and ice colliding in his pine. His breath was visible now, the temperature of the air rapidly dropping. “I want more.”

His fingers found the edge of her panties. Like her top, it was difficult to separate banshee from fabric, so he contented himself with running his fingers across the outside, feeling her thick mound through the thin material.

“Ah!” Cecilia sighed, breaking away from Mike’s neck.

He made tiny circles over her panties now, a wet spot rapidly forming beneath his touch as he gently moved her folds apart.

“Ah! Ah!” She wrapped her arms around his neck, grinding her crotch down on his hand.

Mike grinned, pinching a nipple with his free hand as he shoved her panties aside. Again, they tried to move back to their regular position, but Mike was too determined. He gently pressed against Cecilia’s slit, teasing her opening with wide, lazy circles. The banshee chased his finger, trying to push down on it every chance she got. The tiny shocks now felt like a steady surge of energy, but Mike was too horny to care.

“It feels like we just might fit together after all,” he whispered in Cecilia’s ear. He looked up to see Abella still watching, a lusty grin on her face. She licked her lips at him, but Mike ignored her. “But only when you’re ready.”

“Okay,” Cecilia whimpered, her hips swiveling. Mike used his thumb to rub the folds around her clitoris-every time he touched it directly, the sensation caused his hand to flinch away. Cecilia was sitting upright now, eyes closed and mouth open, panting loudly as Mike teased her pussy. Several minutes passed, and Cecilia suddenly clamped her hand down on Mike’s wrist.

“Hold still, you fucker,” she said, forcing her pussy down onto his finger. He slid up into her, his arm becoming chilled as the heat left it, flowing up into Cecilia’s snatch. She let out a loud groan, startling Mike with her sudden loudness.

“Won’t the neighbor hear?” he asked, suddenly nervous.

“You know that won’t be a problem. Now give me another finger.”

Mike did as she said, relieved when it dampened the sensation. His first finger had gone nearly numb, and the second one’s entrance was restoring heat to it.

Cecilia let out another loud groan, moving her hips back and forth. “Oh God, I’ve never felt anything like this,” she said, rolling her hips back and forth. “I feel so...so...full.”

“If you think you feel full now, wait until I get my dick in you.” 

“Oh, fuck!” Cecilia slid backward, hovering away from Mike. She turned around, grasping the railing of the porch in one hand and pulling the back of her skirt up with the other. “I can’t wait any longer! Do it! Fuck me! I want to know how it feels!”

Mike rose, undoing his pants. His cock sprang free, the cool air crinkling the skin on his balls. He pushed against Cecilia, lifting her skirt up even farther and staring at her small, curvy ass. Her panties were white, just like her dress, and her stockings were held in place by a garter belt. The wet spot on Cecilia’s panties was the size of a silver dollar. He yanked her panties to the side, revealing ivory folds without hair. The sparks between them were visible now, little blue streamers of energy that connected them.

“Are you ready?” Mike asked, rubbing the head of his cock on her pussy lips. The energy between them made his dick feel like it was vibrating, each spark sending a wave of pleasure to his spine.

Cecilia responded by shoving backward. Mike’s eyes rolled back as a powerful blast of energy used his dick as a conduit, cold electricity flowing through his legs, up his back, and into his head. He grabbed onto Cecilia’s ass, the surge of electricity causing his whole body to lurch forward, slamming his dick into her once more. Gasping for air, he pulled back out, but the electricity caused him to stiffen up again. Cecilia let out a cry with each deep thrust, not realizing that her energy had trapped Mike in an endless loop.

“What is this? What is this? What is this feeling?” Cecilia cried, then let forth a stream of words in a language Mike didn’t recognize. She was incoherent now, babbling as he fucked her from behind. The pulses decreased in intensity enough that Mike could move his hands again. He wasn’t sure how much more of this he could take. He wrapped his arm around Cecilia’s tiny waist and found her clitoris from the front, folding over one of her lips as a buffer to prevent another intense shock. Cecilia’s babbling became moans, moans that built in strength and volume. Up above, Abella’s face was contorted in a silent mask of pleasure, her lips parted as she panted in time with the banshee.

Cecilia shoved against Mike hard enough that the two of them fell backward onto the porch, narrowly missing the swing. Cecilia’s hands replaced Mike’s on her clit, and she swiveled her hips as she rode him frantically. Mike grabbed her breasts through her dress, squeezing them tightly as he arched his back, pushing himself in deeper.

Cecilia went silent, her whole body starting to shake. Her hair rose up like crazy snakes, electric streamers arcing away from her skin as she took in a deep breath, the only thing he could hear.

“Oh shit!” Mike quickly stuck his fingers in his ears as Cecilia came. The noise was a cross between an air-raid siren and a cat in heat. Mike was grateful to be on his back-he felt the world spin beneath him as his equilibrium was destroyed. The house rattled, tremors making the wooden planks beneath him pop out of place. Cecilia let out another shriek as her body shook, her arms going limp at her sides. The lights in the house went out, casting the front porch into darkness. Cecilia’s skin was the only source of light now, and she went silent once more, her hips randomly spasming, sending pleasurable shocks into his cock.

Mike waited nearly a minute before pulling his fingers out of his ears. Cecilia had gone completely still now, the streamers of light dying down. Mike’s balls ached, his own orgasm chased off by the terrifying screams of the banshee.

“Cecilia?” Mike asked, touching her arm.

Cecilia burst into several motes of light and vanished from the porch. The electricity in the house came back on, leaving Mike, largely naked with his dick in his hand, lying on the porch. The wood beneath him was covered in frost.

“Cecilia!” Mike called, suddenly worried. He stood up, fumbling with his pants. “Cecilia, where are you?” 

The swing behind him rocked gently. She whispered in his ear, barely audible over the slight ringing that now lived there, “That was wonderful. I’ll be fine, don’t worry.”

“What happened?”

He heard her chuckle on the wind. “I came so hard that I fell apart. Once I have the strength, I’ll make it up to you.”

Mike shook his head in disbelief, watching the swing. His dick was rock hard, his balls tingling with the strange energy that Cecilia had been passing through his body.

“Fuck,” Mike muttered. He needed to come. Right now.

“Abella?” Mike called, but the gargoyle had disappeared. He yanked the front door open and ran up the stairs to his bedroom. “Tink? Are you here?”

“She went downstairs to check on the fuse box.” Naia sat on the edge of the tub, a coy look on her face. All of the water from earlier was gone. “Can I help you with something?”

Mike didn’t say anything-he didn’t need to. Walking toward the tub, he pulled his pants off on the way, nearly tripping.

Naia helped him in, forcing him to sit on the side. She rubbed the head of his dick with one hand while tugging on his balls with the other. She gave his dick an odd look. “That’s... interesting,”

“What’s interesting?” Mike asked, frowning. Was everything okay down there?

“You’ve been exposed to some kind of magic I haven’t seen before. Do you feel okay?”

“I feel fine. I was fucking Cecilia out front, and all sorts of weird shit happened. Then she vanished before I could finish.”

“Really?” Naia’s eyes sparkled. “You may be the first man in history to fuck a banshee. Congratulations!”

“Please, Naia,” Mike begged. “I need to come.”

“Oh, I knew that the moment you walked in.” Naia flipped her hair over her shoulder. “I wonder what banshee tastes like,” she said, sucking his dick into her mouth.

“Oh God, Naia!” Mike twisted his hands up in her hair and pulled her against him.

She worked the base of his cock with one hand, running the other across his naked thigh. Her mouth was hot, the water in the tub restoring warmth to his body that he hadn’t been aware he had lost. Bobbing her head up and down, Naia let out little gasps of pleasure.

“Oh my!” she said, popping her mouth free. “Oh. Oh!”

“Please, Naia!” Mike pulled her head back down on his dick by her hair. She worked his shaft frantically now, moaning into his crotch. She paused to swirl the water at her side with a finger, summoning a giant cock made of water. It positioned itself behind her ass, and she sank down onto it with a sigh.

Mike clutched the side of the tub, the sight of Naia being spit roasted sending him close to the edge.

Tiny sparks formed all along his skin, crawling down and across Naia. Her eyes grew wide as Mike’s orgasm built, a strangely cold sensation that pulled heat from his limbs. The lights in the room flickered, and water splashed everywhere as Mike clawed frantically at Naia’s scalp. Naia grabbed his ass cheeks, taking him in as deeply as possible.

“FUCK!” Mike’s balls contracted as he blasted a huge load into Naia’s mouth. When his orgasm subsided, the sparks in the room all leapt onto Naia. She held onto his waist, sucking deeply as another contraction hit him. Naia swallowed frantically as she came, moaning loudly on his dick, semen leaking from her nostrils as he filled her faster than she could swallow. That strange surge of electricity flowed back into Mike through Naia’s mouth, and he came again. Her cheeks bulged as she gave up, openly drooling cum as he creamed her mouth again. The sparks left again, crawling across her skin until she screamed into his dick, the sparks jumping back on Mike.

This happened for nearly a minute, the strange, magical feedback loop draining Mike of everything he had. Each time the sparks jumped, they diminished, until he unleashed one final, meager blast of cum into Naia’s throat. By now, she had given up trying to contain it all-she had his cum all down her throat and chest. His limp dick sliding free of her mouth, Mike scooted forward to join Naia in the tub.

“What... what the hell was that?” he asked, catching his breath. Naia gasped for air, semen dripping from her face into the tub. The water cock had vanished, and the tub was full of a mixture of Mike’s cum and Naia’s cream.

“I don’t know.” Naia stood up in the tub, her pussy dripping with her own fluids. “But if you figure out how it happened, you let me know. I’ve never come that hard in my life.” She offered a hand to help him stand-his legs had gone numb from orgasming so many times. Finally getting his footing, he stepped out of the tub, stumbled his way to his bed, and collapsed naked on it.

Staring at the wall, he heard Tink come wandering in the bedroom door.

The goblin sniffed the air, letting out a huff of disgust. “Tink should have waited,” she muttered, turning off the light and crawling into bed next to him.

He chuckled, wrapping one arm around her to pull her tight against his chest. She was facing away from him. “Some other time, Tink. Some other time.” Tink gave his arm an affectionate squeeze. “Oh. By the way, I think I broke the porch.”

Tink let out a groan of disgust and lightly bit his arm. Mike laughed lightly, sleep claiming him moments later.  
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Memories of Emily
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Mike was dead.

Well, not all the way. Opening his eyes to the blinding light coming through the curtains, he realized that the sensation of death was no more than the events of the last two days catching up with him. He groaned, sliding out of bed and sitting on the floor. His legs wobbled beneath him, muscles protesting his attempts to stand. His head pounding, he stumbled into the bathroom and leaned against the bathroom sink.

“You’re a mess this morning, aren’t you?” Naia’s head and shoulders were visible in the tub, her body magically hidden in three inches of water.

“Yeah. I feel like I have the flu.” Mike inspected his body in the mirror. The tiny cuts from the Mandragora and wrestling with the elemental were all scabbed over now, but the bruise on his hip had gotten larger, turning an ugly yellow. Some more bruises had appeared along his thighs, and his stomach muscles were sore from last night’s activities. “Can I get some hot water in that thing?”

Naia vanished, and the tub rapidly began filling with steaming water. Mike climbed in and lay on his back as the tub filled around him. As the water level climbed, Naia reappeared beneath him, pushing up from beneath. The back of his head was between her breasts, her body acting like a giant bath pillow. Mike closed his eyes.

“What do you need from me, lover?” Naia asked, her hands wandering across his body.

“Just keep doing that. It feels good.” Mike’s head was pounding, his neck and shoulders super tight. He thought back to the events of yesterday. “Please tell me yesterday was the exception.”

“Excuse me?”

“Well, I was attacked by the Mandragora, nearly eaten by it, saved by a gargoyle, fucked by a gargoyle, nearly incinerated by a fire elemental, made up with Cecilia, boned a banshee, and came up here to get caught in a game of orgasm volleyball with you.” Mike held up an arm, looking at all the scratches. “For starters, none of that is believable. At all. How does so much happen in one day?”

“You’re getting wound up,” Naia murmured, stroking the water’s surface. Thousands of vibrating fingers beneath the water found the sore spots on Mike’s body and gently pushed against him. “Your body needs to rest if you’re going to heal.”

“Ow, shit. That hurts, but it also feels good.” Mike put his arm down, trying harder to relax. “Seriously, though. Was every day this hard for Emily?”

“No. She had a few bad days early on though, that much I remember. She did have one day so bad that it led to her becoming a shut-in.”

“Tell me more. And keep doing that.” Mike sighed, pressing against Naia’s body. The water fingers twisted beneath him, and he felt his tightly-wound muscles relaxing. “I’m curious to know if she was as big a screw up as I am.”

“I can do better than that.” Naia placed her fingers along Mike’s temples. “How about I show you instead?”

“Wait, wha-“
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EMILY SLID OUT OF BED, her white nightgown creeping up her thighs, revealing pale blue panties beneath. She stretched, golden curls tumbling chaotically around her shoulders. The birds outside were singing love songs to one another, and her window was open, wreathed in vines that had sprouted pretty flowers.

“Why good morning, my dear.” Emily lifted one vine away from the sill, planting a delicate kiss on its green flesh. The Mandragora shivered in delight, several more flowers opening in response. “I’ll come down and visit with you later, sweet pea.” The vines, content that Emily was up, withdrew, closing the window quietly behind them. Emily stripped off her nightgown, then scratched the skin under her breasts as she went into the bathroom to pee.

“Naia?” she called. There was a splash from the tub. After wiping and flushing, Emily left her panties on the floor and walked to where Naia waited, her breasts bobbing along the surface of the water.

“Good morning, lover.” Naia moved away from the edge, allowing Emily to enter. Emily sank into the warm water, letting out a loud sigh. “Did you sleep well?”

“Like a dragon.” Emily lifted a silver bucket from the side of the tub. She pulled out a brush, shampoo, soap, and a rag. “Last night was a lot of fun. I’m so glad I was able to get so many of us together in the garden for a movie.”

“I liked the plot. It was fun seeing all the moving pictures, but I thought it was kind of sad when the witch melted because she got wet.” Naia flicked the water, and magic bubbles sprouted all along its surface. “I think Tink might have taken your projector apart after everyone went to bed, by the way.”

Emily rolled her eyes. “That figures. Those projectors aren’t just expensive-they’re very hard to come by. Rotten little goblin is nothing but trouble.” After soaking the rag in water, she washed her arms and chest with soap. “If I don’t keep her busy, she’s liable to take apart the whole damn house. Do you remember when she took apart the fridge to see where the cold air was being stored? I feel like I need to start buying her puzzles just to keep her busy.”

“That isn’t a bad idea.” Naia moved closer to Emily. “Us monsters like to be kept busy.”

“Indeed you do.” Emily placed a kiss on Naia’s soft lips. “Let me wash my hair first.”

“Or you can let me do it.”

Emily obliged, turning her back to Naia. Summoning a large water sphere, Naia then swirled it in circles over Emily’s head. Emily added shampoo to the mix, creating a giant, frothy sphere that twirled her hair in place. The sphere broke, dropping suds into the water. Emily used the silver bucket to rinse her hair out, squeezing the remaining soap out. Naia helped too, her long delicate fingers tugging at Emily’s locks.

The suds and bubbles made the surface of the water impossible to see through. With a mischievous grin, Naia slid below the surface, vanishing from sight.

“Naia?” Emily rubbed the water from her eyes, a grin of her own forming. Sure enough, she felt them-hundreds of gentle fingers, working their way up her legs. Grabbing onto the side of the tub for support, Emily gasped as Naia’s mouth navigated Emily’s blonde curls between her legs. “Oh, yes, Naia! Yes!” She grabbed Naia by the back of the head, pulling her in, 

Naia’s tongue swirled expertly in and out of Emily’s snatch, and her fingers gently ran up and down Emily’s thighs. Naia broke the surface, kissing her way up Emily’s body until she found her lips. Several water fingers teased Emily’s pussy and ass-Emily slid up and down the tub’s curved inner surface, moaning into Naia’s mouth in delight. 

Naia broke their kiss, fixing Emily with glowing eyes. “Don’t forget about me, lover.”

“I’m sorry, Naia.” Emily’s lips found Naia’s once more, but now her hands were busy with Naia’s breasts. She pulled at Naia’s nipples, tugging them the way she knew Naia liked. Naia’s soft moans echoed her own. Then Emily’s fingers circled Naia’s pearl. She softly rubbed its smooth surface, toying with the place where Naia’s flesh transitioned from hard to soft. Naia gasped.

“I love it when you do that,” Naia told Emily. “I love everything about you.”

“I know you do. But I know something that we both love.” Emily raised one leg over Naia’s, bending it to pull Naia in close. Their vaginas were touching now, Emily’s tangled bush against Naia’s smooth folds. “I’ve got a busy morning ahead. Shall we skip ahead a little?”

“How can I say no?” Naia used her other leg to grab Emily’s waist, then pulled her close to slowly grind her pussy on Emily’s. Naia’s pearl was hard enough that Emily gasped every time it pushed against her. They started slow, Naia grinning at Emily with every sudden outtake of breath. Their mouths found each other once more, Emily grinding down on Naia as the water fingers teased her ass some more. 

“You’re being a bitch,” Emily finally told her. “Stop teasing me.”

“Oh, fine.” Naia flicked the water. Water spouts formed, squirting water in figure-eight patterns before settling beneath the surface, the jets caressing the empty spaces between them.

Emily cried out, finding the sensation similar to sitting beneath a faucet.

Chronically horny, masturbating with the faucet had been the first thing she had done upon arriving at the house five years ago. When Naia had appeared, she had been so close to an orgasm that she just accepted it when the nymph had fingered her until she burst.

The powerful water swirled, the two women shoving against each other, the bathroom full of moans. Wet breasts pressed together, hands explored, and loving kisses were exchanged between little sighs. Emily came first, holding her breath, blood rushing to her cheeks and chest before she let out a loud gasp. Naia came shortly after, a loud cry that echoed off the walls. The two of them went limp in the bath, holding each other in the water.

“It’s too hot,” Emily muttered.

They broke apart and Naia touched the water, her magic cooling it down substantially.

“Here, let me help you with your hair.” Naia brushed out Emily’s hair. If Emily were to leave before getting it styled, it would turn into a giant rat’s nest. Naia sang a song for her in the old language, making a braid that started above Emily’s right eye and wrapped around to the back of her neck.

Emily returned the favor, knowing full well that Naia could simply alter her hair to look any way she pleased. Still, it was soothing to watch and feel her greenish-blue hair pass through her fingers.

After getting out of the bath, Emily put on black panties and a white, lacy bra. She dug through the closet and picked out a cute yellow sundress that went to her knees. The weather looked perfect for some gardening, and the greenhouse needed some work. Walking out into the hall, she ducked to avoid...
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“HOLY FUCK!” MIKE’S eyes snapped open, gripping the edge of the tub with his fingers.

Naia held tightly to him to keep him from sliding away. “Shhh, shhh, calm down.”

“What... what just happened?” he asked.

“When Emily first came to the house, I did the same thing to her that I did to you. My soul lived inside of her, so I thought it would help if you could see what she went through.”

“That was more than just seeing!” Mike said. “I was Emily. I felt everything she did, including...” His face became red. “God, that was amazing! Does it always feel that good? Oh. Shit.” His softening dick was still leaking cum.

“It can.” Naia smirked. “Do you want to keep watching? You seem a little worked up.”

Mike laughed. “I’m not upset, I just couldn’t figure out what was going on. It was like I was me, but I also wasn’t. I had free will, but it was actually Emily doing the thinking, but I thought it was me.” He tilted his head sideways on her chest so that he could see her better. “Why did you stop, by the way?”

“Geas. We encountered something in the memory that is still protected, so my memory simply ends right there.”

“Wow. The geas is no joke.”

“You’ve got that right. Here, settle down.” Mike put his head back between Naia’s breasts and stared at the ceiling. “Let’s see if I can get you back to after the blocked memory.”
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EMILY CLIMBED THE STAIRS of the basement, tossing the bag of bones into the trashcan next to the counter once she was at the top. A little green shadow tried to bolt away from the kitchen table, but Emily stepped in front of her before she could get away. Hands on her hips, she scowled at the goblin.

Tink wore a girl’s blue dress, her hair braided into pigtails. She held her hands behind her back and stared down at the floor.

“What do you have to say for yourself?” Emily asked. “I saw the mess you left in the garden.”

“I’m really sorry,” Tink said. “I just wanted to know how the magic box work.”

“And because of that, we don’t have a magic box anymore. Everybody is quite cross with you.” Tears flowed slowly down Tink’s cheeks now, but she remained silent. “You need to find a way to make it up to everybody. Something big, something that will make everybody forgive you.”

“I’ll try. I’ll try really hard, you’ll see!” The young goblin walked out of the room, sniffling and wiping away her tears. Emily sighed-Tink was such a pain in her ass. She was covered in dirt most of the time, and insisted on living in the weird crawlspace below the garage.

Picking up the pail full of raw burger on the counter, Emily walked out back. She blew a kiss to Naia, who floated in the fountain. Naia caught the kiss, then blew back one of her own.

Walking toward the greenhouse, Emily shook her head. The Mandragora’s vines had pushed the door open in their impatience. “Hey there, sweet pea.”

The vines twitched, then unraveled like a giant bundle of snakes. One large vine slithered its way to her, sitting up like a dog. Emily rubbed her hands lovingly along its leafy surface and the vines shivered in delight. She tossed chunks of raw meat to the plant, which coiled up around each one and dragged it back into the greenhouse. She eventually handed the big vine the bucket, which carried it away, closing the door of the greenhouse behind it.

Off to the side was yesterday’s pail, licked clean by the Mandragora. Emily picked it up, swinging it casually as she carried it back to the house.

Abella swooped down from the roof and landed gently on the grass. The gargoyle folded her wings against her body, creating the illusion that she wore a cloak. “Emily. There is someone in the front yard staring at the house.”

“That’s weird. I wonder who it could... oh no.” Emily knew exactly who it was. She dropped the bucket and ran through the house, then dashed out of the front door. Cecilia stood at the top of the steps, her arms spread wide to prevent him from going any further.

“Garrett,” Emily said.

The man on the front walk wore a black blazer over a white button-up shirt with dark jeans. His hair was combed back, his gaze predatory. “Call off your watch dog. I’m only here to talk.”

“I’ve got this, Cecilia.” The banshee threw Emily a dirty look before vanishing. “I thought you said you were never coming back here.”

“Well, I’ve changed my mind.” Garrett’s expression was particularly smug today. Emily couldn’t help but notice that the thin, academic man she had once known looked stronger somehow, like he had been working out. He was far more attractive than the last time she had seen him two years ago.

“You don’t get to change your mind. Not after what you did.”

Upon inheriting the house, Emily had spent a couple of years traveling the country, trying to track down research on the monsters that lived within. Garrett had been an expert in European mythology, and during one drunken night of fairly tepid passion, Emily had invited him to come back with her to see her home. Upon walking through the door with her permission, he was immediately able to see the different creatures within.

What started as a potential relationship quickly soured. Garrett became obsessed with some of the books in her library and the creatures under her care. What was supposed to be a chance to allow Garrett to pursue his life’s work had turned into an addiction regarding the magic that her monsters possessed.

She came home one day to discover that Garrett had tossed some sort of salt into Naia’s pond, which had weakened her, and had tried to force her into a sex act to gain the nymph’s blessing. Emily had Abella break Garrett’s arms, but didn’t have it in her to drown him in the fountain.

“I think you’ll find that I get to do a lot of things now.” Garrett walked toward the house, his eyes on the windows above. “I see your zoo is still as nosy as ever.”

Emily crossed her arms. Even though she had kicked him out, she couldn’t undo the permission she had originally granted him. “Don’t be an asshole. You aren’t staying long.”

“Oh, I think you’ll find that I’m staying for as long as I want.” He was close to the steps when Abella landed on the ground in front of him. A deep growl escaped her lips, and her claws were primed and ready to rip Garrett apart.

“You need to leave.” Emily crossed her arms. “Or I will have Abella make you leave.”

Garrett smiled at Abella. “You’re going to wish that you had taken me out when you had the chance.” An ivory wand slid from his sleeve into his hand. Abella lunged at him, but a single tap on her stony hide froze her in place, and a thin sheet of ice formed over her entire body.

“Garrett?” Emily’s arms fell to her side. “How did you do that?”

“The simple knowledge that monsters are real turns your mind, you know. Every bit of mythology became my instruction manual. I used the last of my money to travel Europe, looking in every nook and cranny, finding entire dungeons beneath castles, mere feet away from where tourists tread. I discovered beings that have hidden for centuries and added them to my collection. I have uncovered truths that you could only imagine.”

Cecilia reappeared now, the air filling with electricity and frost. Garrett threw a handful of powder at the banshee, making her puff out of existence. “Every monster in this house is just another specimen to be collected, another knick-knack to store away, to take out and study. You see, I’ve uncovered truths about the creatures here, about the things this home has hidden away.”

“You can’t-“

Garrett pointed the wand at her now, the end of it glowing. Her breath left her body, taking with it any thought of standing up to Garrett. She was barely even aware that she stood in the yard, dimly noticed the man in front of her. She was devoid of any thought of her own. He laughed, then closed the distance between them.

“I can do anything I want. You will do anything I want. You are simply a meat puppet, waiting to obey.” Garrett slid his wand into a pocket in his jacket. “The monsters here will do as I wish, starting today. This house belongs to me now.” He unzipped his pants, then ran a hand down Emily’s cheek. “Suck my dick, Emily.”

Emily’s mind was a fog of pleasantness, suddenly consumed with the idea of how happy it would make her to suck Garrett’s dick, take it to the back of her mouth, swallow all of his cum. Kneeling, she gently rolled back Garrett’s foreskin, then licked his glans and ran the tip of her tongue over his urethra.

“Yeah, that’s right,” he moaned. “I’m going to use you like the whore that you are. I’m going to sell your ass to anybody who wants it, for whatever price. Do you like how that sounds?”

“Mmhmm.” Emily’s only job was to agree. It brought her immense joy.

“This is making you wet, by the way.” The moment the words left his mouth, her pussy became a sticky swamp, begging to be filled. “In about a minute, you’re going to beg me to fuck you.”

She counted backward from sixty, opening her mouth to drag her lips up and down his cock. It seemed like there were a million reasons she shouldn’t be doing this, but for the life of her she couldn’t remember what or care why. Struggling for answers, she reached sixty and popped his dick free of her mouth. “Please. Please fuck me!”

She turned around, lifting her dress and slipping off her panties. She rubbed her hand seductively over her round ass before teasing her slit with her fingers. “Please, do it. Fuck me, do it now. Please, Garrett, please!” Tears sprang to her eyes when he just stared at her, a smile on his face. “Garrett, please, fuck me now, fuck me!” She slid her fingers between her labia, then spread them wide to reveal her juice-flooded pussy. A thick, sticky thread of lubrication dangled from her and her pussy throbbed in anticipation. “Please, Garrett, I’ll do anything!”

“Oh, I love this.” He placed his dick on the top of her ass, playfully slapping at her butt cheeks.

She ran her hands over her breasts now, pulling at her nipples, her universe centered on the idea that Garrett’s dick would soon pierce her, making her complete.

“Every time my balls touch you, I want you to cum.”

“Yes, please, just do it, just OH!” Garrett slid inside her, balls deep, and she came, her whole body shaking. Moaning loudly, Garrett pulled his cock back out, laughed, then pushed back into her.

“OH! OH YES!” She came again, her legs nearly giving out beneath her.

Garrett laughed, slapping her ass. “I knew it! I knew you were a slut!” He pounded her relentlessly, his balls beating against her like a moth against a lit porch light. “And all of your monsters, those freaky abominations inside, they will learn to fear me! I have real power now, the power to make them obey!”

The magic spell he cast held strong, which meant that Emily came over and over again, her heart frantically beating just to keep up. Each orgasm piled on top of the last, waves of passion that now threatened to drown her in their magical strength. In the back of her mind, what was left of her consciousness screamed for help, realizing that her body couldn’t take much more.

“Wait!” Garrett shoved Emily off of him, then tucked his dick away. She collapsed on the deck, barely able to move, grateful to comply with his new directive. “I want the nymph to see this.” Garrett had always been obsessed with Naia, who had refused to have anything to do with him. In hindsight, that should have been the first warning, but hindsight was only good when you still had options remaining. Panting on the porch, her chest on fire, Emily was officially out of options.

Garrett grabbed her by the hair, pulling hard on her braid. “Crawl, but just enough that you move. I want you to drag a little.”

Emily said nothing. Garrett pulled her through the front door of the house, her feet feebly pushing her forward.

“Daddy’s home, you little fucks!”

Doors slammed and shadows fled, but Emily could only look at the floor as the house erupted in chaos.
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“WE’VE ENCOUNTERED ANOTHER block.”

Mike blinked at the ceiling, then wiped moisture from his eyes. “That guy fucked me. He fucked me and I couldn’t do anything about it. He used that wand of his to make me want it. I feel all twisted up inside. Emily’s memories are my memories, but they’re not, so...” He shivered.

“Those are her feelings, and they will fade. He fucked Emily, not you. You’re fine.” Naia kissed Mike on the forehead. “The threat of being forced to fuck is a woman’s curse. Never forget that.”

“Why are you showing me this? Why would you show me something so terrible?”

“So that you can see that even Emily made mistakes.” Naia touched his head. “On your worst days, I want you to remember that everybody has their own burdens to bear. Now relax.”

“I don’t think I can handle much more,” Mike admitted. “I feel like this is too much.”

“Emily had to deal with it. You need to see how it ends, or you’ll never feel like justice was served.”

Mike sat in silence for several seconds, unmoving. Closing his eyes, he let out a deep breath. “I trust you, Naia.”

She placed her fingers on his temples once more. 
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THEY SHOVED THROUGH the back door together, blood running down Garrett’s arm and a piece of Emily’s dress torn away. Garrett swore, using his wand to seal the bite mark on his arm. Pushing Emily to the concrete in front of him, he stared at the fountain where Naia stood, waiting.

“Let her go,” Naia said. The water behind her had formed into several tall water spouts, each of them tilting toward Garrett, swirling menacingly. 

“Or what? You’ll get me wet?” Garrett drew his wand. Naia unleashed a blast of water intended to knock him off his feet, but Garrett froze the water and the contents of the fountain with a beam of frost from his wand. Naia screamed as the water froze around her legs, pinning her in place.

“No, damn you!” Naia tried to yank herself free, and Garrett laughed.

“Oh yes. You had some fighters inside, and they all now lay motionless, just waiting for me once I’m done with you.” Garrett pulled his dick free of his pants. It was erect and pointing at the sky. He dragged Emily to the fountain, then climbed inside to stand next to Naia. “You’re going to give me the Nymph’s Blessing, or I will kill Emily and bury this fountain.”

“You can’t!” Naia said.

“Oh, but I can!” Garrett pointed his wand at the house. “And none of you can stop me!” Faces disappeared behind curtains, the monsters in the house hiding in fear. “The creatures in this house will serve me, but it has to start with you. Give me the Blessing that I may become the rightful owner of this place, or I will murder every single one of you!”

“Emily? Emily!” Naia waved her hands frantically at Emily, who couldn’t move. “Please, help, somebody!”

Garrett laughed. “Oh yes! I am so glad I came for you first! Scream, cry, beg! I want to hear it all!” His wand glowed, causing icy hands to grow from the ice.

“Every last one of you will bow, and I will use your gifts to collect even more of you. I left here a man, and I return a wizard. Now watch me become a god.”

The icy limbs forced Naia to bend over. Garrett laughed, Emily blinked, and the whole world came to a crawl. Garrett released Emily, then stroked his dick with one hand while keeping his wand pointed at Naia with the other. “I can keep you alive for quite some time, just like this. How many times will I be able to fuck you before you give in?” He slapped his dick against her ass.

Tink scurried out from beneath the bushes, scrambling across the ground on all fours. She was fast, silent, and Garrett was too busy staring at Naia’s ass to see her. She leapt through the air and collided with Garrett, knocking him off his feet.

“Who the fuck are you?” he shouted, wrestling with the angry goblin. Punching her in the head soon proved worthless, so he fought to aim his wand downward, but it was too long-he accidentally fired a spell into the ice below, causing it to explode, icy shards spraying everywhere. He punched her in the face several times and her grip loosened, allowing him to force her down and away. Aiming his wand to vaporize her, he realized his sudden mistake as Tink suddenly shifted her weight.

Tink bit down on his dick with her needle-sharp teeth, then sunk her claws into Garrett’s thighs as she tried to shake him like a dog shakes its prey.

“AHHH!” Garrett misfired his spell, shattering one of the ice pillars nearby.

Tink ripped her head away from his crotch, taking part of Garrett’s manhood with her. She spat it out. “How dare you! How dare you attack my family! I’ll kill you!” she shrieked. Garrett curled into a ball to squirm away from her, but Tink wasn’t having it. She leapt on him again, fighting to take away his magic wand. The spell went off when the wand was pressed against her forehead, a blue blast of energy that hurled Tink through the air and into the side of the house. She fell behind the bushes and disappeared.

“This can’t be happening, it can’t!” Garrett dropped his wand and held what was left of his injured dick, groaning. “I worked too hard for this! I will grind you up into a paste, you worthless fucking monster!” He noticed the shadow fall over him and looked up..

“Die, you fucker.” Emily stood over him, the spell broken. She held up a chunk of ice the size of a basketball and brought it down on his head, smashing in his skull.

***
[image: image]


EMILY STOOD OUTSIDE the greenhouse, Garrett’s dead body lying in the grass.

“Sweet pea!” she called, opening the door. The Mandragora vines appeared, coiling around her arms lovingly. She was covered in Garrett’s blood from dragging his heavy ass all the way through the yard. It had taken her some time to empty his pockets-he had been traveling with so many jars and vials stored in magic, room-sized pockets inside of his coat. “I have a meal for you!”

“Help us get rid of the trash,” Abella added. She stood next to Garrett, holding his magic wand. The Mandragora slithered across the grass and wrapped gently around the dead body. A thin vine rose to shoulder height in front of Abella, who handed over the wand.

“Make him disappear,” Emily said, wiping tears from her face. The plant grabbed the magic wand, then dragged it and its owner away into the greenhouse. Emily shut the door behind it and fell to her knees. The tears came in torrents now, soaking her face.

“Don’t cry.” Abella put her arms around Emily’s shaking shoulders. “Don’t cry. It’s going to be okay.”

“I put everyone in danger. Tink saved us, even though I was so awful to her. I almost lost this place because I couldn’t keep my knees together! And now Tink may never wake up. It’s all my fault!”

“Everyone makes mistakes. Work hard and make up for it. Like Tink.” Abella used the edge of her wing to wipe away Emily’s tears, the leathery stone surprisingly soft. Emily could only look at the gargoyle through her own tears, a parade of regrets marching through her mind. 

“Okay. I’ll do a good job. Just like Tink did.”

***
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MIKE STARED AT THE ceiling, contemplating what had just transpired. He could remember the cold rage, the helplessness, all of it, Emily’s tears down her face, soaking her blouse. “What happened next?” he asked.

“Tink recovered, but as hard as her little head is, the injury did something to her brain. She’s just as smart as she ever was, but something happens between her brain and her mouth. It was almost a decade before she could string any words together in a sentence. Because of this, Emily almost never left the house again. She figured that, unless it was an emergency, she would take care of the occupants of this place. Garrett was a mistake. Anyone who comes inside of this home becomes a part of this place in one way or another. It’s why he was able to walk in without any trouble.”

Mike remembered the blood on Garrett’s arm. “Well, some trouble.”

Naia nodded. “I’m no fighter. Many of us aren’t. That’s your job. You are our bridge to the outside world. If that bridge should fail, it can spell our doom. We fight if we must, but that was never what this place was about. It is meant to be a home, not a keep. That goes double for our caretaker.”

Mike leaned his head back and looked into Naia’s bright eyes. “Emily made her mistakes. I know I’m going to make a ton, too. But I swear I will do my best to keep this house safe, for all of us.”

Naia leaned forward and gently touched her lips to Mike’s. “Consider that an oath, lover.” She kissed him again, her lips soft.

Mike caressed her cheek and basked in the silence of the house.

The doorbell rang. Mike swore to himself and got out of the water. “If Tink ordered pizza again...” He stopped himself, a thin smile on his lips. “Well. If she did, I hope she picked something better than pineapple this time.”

***
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ELIZABETH SAT IN THE old, wooden chair in the library. The chair was uncomfortable, and creaked every time she shifted.The tome she perused on the table was old, likely to fall apart at the slightest provocation. She turned its pages slowly and copied the letters within. Simply snapping pictures of this magical tome would never work, the resulting image always blank. Every time she finished copying a page by hand, the ink on the old page would disappear, its magic released. She slowly transcribed the ancient tome into a leather-bound book, arcane symbols swirling above her writing surface as they infused the new page with magic. The world around her was still, the result of a spell of silence.

Sarah stormed into the library, throwing a book of her own at the floor. It was odd to see her daughter behaving in such a manner, doubly so to see her rant but not hear it. Elizabeth finished transcribing her current page and set her quill down. Stoppering the vial of human blood she had been writing with, she snapped her fingers, breaking the spell.

“-and to top it all off, some asshole hacked our website and my profile picture is a giant dick!” Sarah kicked the book, launching it across the room. It bounced off the wall and tumbled wildly, coming to a rest only a foot away from Sarah. “Fuck, fuck, fuck!”

“The spells in that book are worth millions,” Elizabeth chastised her. Knowledge dating back millennia had been lovingly transferred to its pages eight decades ago. “It is not a thing for you to treat so lightly.”

“Oh, fuck it. We’ve had the knowledge in this book memorized for centuries.” Sarah aimed another kick at the book, but it shot across the room and landed gently in Elizabeth’s hands.

“Not everyone in the Society has memorized them. It would do you good to remember that just because you are my daughter does not mean you will be protected from the others. The Society is a democracy now, and I am beholden to the consequences of a group vote.”

“Ha. Only fools would dare to challenge my magic.” To make her point, Sarah scorched the floor with a small blast of lightning, causing Elizabeth’s ears to ring. Elizabeth sighed, then stood from her chair.

“And only fools throw tantrums such as yours. Now tell me what has you so riled up, my child.” Elizabeth found the spot for the book and slid it into the gap where it belonged. The whole bookshelf gave off a blue glow, the result of a powerful spell that would neutralize anyone curious enough to take the book without permission.

Sarah lifted her shirt, revealing the skin just below her breasts. A dark stain, like soot, was smeared across her belly in roughly the shape of a fish. “My fire elemental was destroyed, and now I can’t wear a bikini for a year!”

“We can make you a new fire elemental,” Elizabeth muttered, examining the mark. Sarah had trapped the elemental beneath her skin, a magical tattoo that was freed at her whim. Elizabeth had borrowed it from her in an effort to get it to ride into the Radley house with Mike, to kill him if he turned down their offer. Upon its demise, it had left behind a third-degree burn on Sarah’s stomach. Already the flesh was peeling off, the soft muscle tissue visible beneath. “Daryl can fix this for you.”

“He can fix my skin, but he can’t get me my elemental back.” Sarah dropped her shirt and threw herself into one of the chairs, then crossed her long legs. “It’s the principle of the thing. I summoned that creature over a century ago. It was like a pet, and there’s no way that idiot could have done it on his own. No fucking way he could have extinguished it.”

“So in response, you want to treat the books in our collection like garbage?” Elizabeth examined the tome on the table, stroking its pages. “I’m half tempted to turn you into a weasel for a week.”

“You always were mother of the year.” Sarah turned sideways on the chair, kicking her legs impatiently. “There has to be something we can do. You tried to play nice, we offered him far more than the house is worth.”

“And there is no way he could have taken out the elemental on his own.” Elizabeth frowned. “It’s obvious that he has discovered at least one of the house’s secrets.”

“You don’t suppose-“ Sarah sat upright in her chair, clutching her amulet. “I mean, he couldn’t have...”

“The Caretakers of that home have been there for decades. We would have known if they had found it. Garrett would have known. Maybe even the whole world would know. You told me earlier that we shouldn’t have bothered trying to do things diplomatically. The longer we wait, the more power he will draw from those... things. We need to send something into the house that won’t easily be spotted. Something that can get in and out without a trace, something that the creatures in the house can’t defend him against.” She held out her hand. “I’m going to need the blood sample.”

“You mean this?” Sarah grinned, retrieving a leaf from a hidden pocket inside her bra. It had a single drop of blood on it, a tiny red spot on an otherwise ordinary leaf.

“I saw you pull it. He almost saw you too. That should have been our first warning. Despite our glamours, he didn’t fall for charm, whimsy, or distraction. He is obviously warded.”

Sarah laughed. “You can’t remember the last time a man didn’t fall all over himself to impress you, can you?” She handed the leaf over to Elizabeth.

Elizabeth stared at the blood spot, a murderous grin on her face. She walked across the room to a portrait on the wall, a picture of the Society’s founder. She moved the portrait to reveal a safe. After typing in the passcode and opening the door, she withdrew a glowing ruby. As Elizabeth held the leaf and the ruby side by side, the ruby glowed brighter, illuminating the cruelty in her eyes. “Yes, well neither can she.”
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What About the Creepy Doll?
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“Actually, there is something.” Mike carefully walked around the furniture in the room, and pulled the doll from the mantle of the fireplace. He came back and handed it to her. The docile porcelain features of the doll gazed imploringly into Beth’s eyes, as if it was sad to be leaving.

“I don’t care how, just get rid of it,” he said.

Beth realized that even she thought the doll was spooky. Staring into its painted eyes, she couldn’t help but laugh. “I’m on it. Have a good night, Mike.”

She left him, a stranger in a strange place, her heels clicking softly on the pavement as she walked to her car. Looking back, she saw Mike waving at her and gave him a wave in return. Entering her car, she then contemplated the doll briefly before sitting it in the passenger seat. “I don’t think a seatbelt is going to work for you,” she informed the doll, starting up the car and pulling away.

The house shrank away in her rearview mirror, a many-layered mystery she was hoping to explore a bit more sometime. The drive to the office was fast-the home was in the older part of the city, meaning it was closer to the new business district that was built ten years ago. Stopping inside, she dropped off some of the paperwork Mike had already filled out for her, and then made a couple notes on her work computer.

When she got back in her car, she smiled at the doll. “You’re much too special to just be tossed.”

She had been obsessed with the house since she was little, and she wasn’t yet ready to part with such an unexpected treasure, no matter how creepy it was. The doll had a porcelain face with a cloth body, and it wore a pale red dress. It stared up and out the car window as they drove, and Beth contemplated how ethical it would be to keep or sell it. Technically, Mike had given it to her for disposal, but now she worried what sort of implications it may have if it turned out the doll was somehow worth a lot of money.

She pulled into the parking lot of her apartment complex. Beth lived by herself, and found that The Highrise was the perfect place to live. It had a gym that she frequented on a regular basis, a pool that was open during the summer, and she was only minutes from the big shopping center that had the best clothing stores for forty miles.. She picked up her files and the doll, got out of the car and headed inside. She entered the elevator and pushed the button for the top floor.

On the ride up, she held the doll gently, inspecting its face. The dark eyes looked sad, as if it somehow knew it had been given away. She wondered what little child had owned the doll, once upon a time, and if it had been loved.

She also wondered if it was wearing underwear. She lifted its skirt to reveal a carefully knit pair of white panties. Feeling weird for even thinking such a thing, she tucked it under her arm when the door opened and walked down the long hallway to her apartment. It was small, but it was hers. Only six hundred square feet, it had a tiny kitchen which turned into her bedroom. She never bothered having company over-there were plenty of more interesting places to meet friends in town. She set the doll on the counter next to her files and walked into the bathroom.

Finishing her business, she came back out to see that the doll was facing toward the bathroom. Had she set it down that way? Shivering, she walked into her kitchen to prepare herself some tea, then pulled the loose-leaf mint from its tin and stuffed it in her tea ball. She added a liberal amount of honey, then stirred it gently with a silver spoon as it steeped.

“What am I going to do with you?” she asked the doll.

The doll answered her with a blank stare. Beth picked it up and walked over to her bed. Above it were cute little box shelves to place books and other collectibles in. She made space for the doll by tilting a signed copy of The Hobbit to one side, then slid it onto the shelf. When she fiddled with the doll to get it positioned in a way that looked nice, she realized that something was written on the bottom of its left foot.

“Jenny,” she said aloud. The y had been written backwards, a testament to that long-ago child who had loved such a thing. “Ok, Jenny. I guess you’re my new roommate for the time being.” 

She picked up her tea from the counter and walked over to the large bay window that overlooked the city. She opened the curtains to the waning light of afternoon, and turned the crank on the window, letting in some fresh air. The evenings were hard on the building’s aging HVAC system. 

Beth sipped her tea, staring out the window of her apartment. The park across from her building was hosting multiple soccer games, kids of all ages storming the field, swarms of flesh and colors running back and forth on a green canvas.

Beth’s phone dinged, announcing a new email. Beth opened the MacBook on her nightstand and saw that the Historical Society had sent her an email.

Beth sighed. Elizabeth was super persistent. She opened the email to discover that Elizabeth had left some paperwork at the office for Mike to look over. In an odd way, she hoped that Mike would keep the house. There was something cute about his awkwardness, and maybe even a little sweet. He had been nice enough, and he at least looked in her eyes rather than at her breasts when she spoke to him.

Not that she would have minded if he had looked. Maybe just a little. She undid a couple of buttons on her blouse and let her left hand run gently across the newly exposed skin of her breast, a hungry sensation forming in her stomach. Cupping her hand along the outside of her blouse, she could feel the lace of her bra through the thin fabric. She shivered, picturing Mike’s eyes on her body, imagining that monster in his pants swelling up. She had noticed that the bulge in his jeans was clearly tucked down one leg. It had been easiest to see when he had laid in the tub, his arms spread wide as he remarked on the largeness of the tub.

“Hop in. Plenty of room,” he had said, that vulnerability about him momentarily gone. He had blushed, suddenly shy once more. It was everything Beth could do not to crawl in with him and pounce.

Beth shivered, the gnawing sensation in her gut growing larger. How long had it been? So many long hours lately, not enough time to enjoy the simpler things. Suddenly, her tea was too warm for her, the flavor too bland. She needed something stronger, something to help her loosen up. She meticulously washed the teacup out by hand in her kitchenette, staring at the foot of her bed, across from her mirror.

Not yet. She opened her fridge and pulled out the bottle of merlot. She smiled as she poured it, feeling her pussy getting moist already. It was a ritual, a familiar one, her Pavlovian response kicking in. Merlot was her weakness, a single glass shattering her inhibitions, the drink responsible for most of her sexual conquests. Drinking merlot almost always meant getting fucked, taken roughly, trying something new.

She put on some music, the Bluetooth speaker above her bed singing to her from her playlist. She sipped her wine, swaying her hips to the music, delighting in the sensation of her thighs squeezing together and catching just the tip of her lips through her panties, tugging gently down on her clitoral hood.

One hand held the glass, the other squeezed her breast. She was her own lover for tonight, the one who would pay attention to all her needs, the one who would help her toward that sweet release. The wine was half gone, and she set it down on the kitchen counter before approaching the door to her closet. She opened it, then kneeled to take off and put her dress heels in the empty spot of her shoe rack where they belonged.

Tucked to the side of the rack was a hard-shelled briefcase that had once belonged to her father. It was black, with a pair of combination locks on the latches. She picked it up and carried  to her bed, then laid it on its side before putting in both combinations. While she wasn’t worried about somebody stumbling on the case, she couldn’t afford to have it accidentally open when guests were over.

She opened the case and the afternoon light from her window illuminated the contents. Swinging by the kitchen counter for her glass, she sipped at her wine, contemplating the collection of erotic dildos inside the case. They weren’t just ordinary dildos-each one was drastically different, meticulously crafted into odd-shaped cocks that could only be found in the kinds of fantasy novels hidden away from the public. There were six of them, organized left to right by overall size.

Beth trailed her fingers across each one, shivering in anticipation. She needed something special tonight, needed to be paralyzed with pleasure, to shake until she collapsed. She pulled out the Delightful Dragon, nine inches of solid rubber, its head half the size of her fist and the shaft with large bumps all the way down. 

“You’ve come to take me away to your lair, haven’t you?” she whispered to it, her voice saturated with the odor of wine. She traced all along the head of the cock with her fingers, making circles around the nubs. “But I’m afraid my kingdom doesn’t have any gold with which to repay you. Maybe we can come to an arrangement?”

She kissed the dragon dildo on its narrow tip. “Perhaps a mutually beneficial arrangement?” She licked at the thick, wide ridge designed to hold the head inside of her. She paused to sip some more of her wine-she hadn’t eaten in hours, and it was going straight to her head. She let the dildo rest between her breasts, savoring the sheer heft of its weight against her bosom. It was by far her heaviest.

The playlist had shifted, the music suddenly deeper, more rhythmic. She knelt at the foot of her bed and pushed the suction cup of the giant cock against the hard, wooden frame. She had spent hours sanding this particular spot, making it as smooth as possible for this. She reached beneath the bed and slid out her yoga mat before folding it in half.

“Oh, you are a dirty dragon, aren’t you?” she whispered, the wine drawing out her inner self, the Beth who wasn’t afraid. She pulled the clip out of her hair, allowing it to fall free of its imprisonment. She turned her back to the dildo and stared in the mirror across from it. Swaying her hips from side to side, she unbuttoned the top of her blouse, revealing the black lace bra underneath. She untucked her shirt and pushed her breasts forward. “Do you like what you see?”

Beth let the beat take her. She moved in time with the music and ran her hands across her breasts and down to her hips. She paused long enough to finish her glass, her whole body floating from the sudden rush of alcohol. She opened the drawer of her nightstand and pulled out the bottle of lube.

“You’re so big, Mr. Dragon.” She knelt in front of the rubber cock and spread her legs wide enough that her pencil skirt stretched all the way up her thighs, revealing the creamy skin that separated her black stockings from her panties. Squeezing some lube into her hand, she gently stroked along the hard rubber, her other hand rubbing her labia through the soft, already-wet fabric of her underwear. She took just the tip of the dildo in her mouth-she had learned the hard way long ago that the ridges were just a little too big for her, and had spent several seconds gagging on it when she tried to pull it out. “You’re so thick, too. I’m afraid you might split me open.”

Beth stood, facing the mirror as she undid her blouse some more, leaving just the bottom few buttons. Her reflection looked like she was caught off guard, given her messy hair coupled with her untucked shirt, which she hiked up. She twisted sideways and slid her panties down, pulling only one foot out and leaving them hanging off her left ankle. The mirror was angled just right that she could see her entire body, how her ass became one giant curve when she bent all the way over.

People often made the mistake of thinking that she wore the clothes she did to attract the lustful eyes of men and women alike, people who often nodded their approval, or even voiced their disapproval, but there was a fundamental truth underlying her wardrobe selection, one not readily guessed.

She wore these clothes for herself. They made her look and feel sexy, and she loved how slutty they made her look in the mirror.

“Oh God, Mr. Dragon, be gentle.” Beth lowered her torso, her breasts pushing into the floor as she wiggled backward, feeling the head of the dildo bounce against her ass. She reached back with one hand and expertly aimed just the tip of the slippery cock into her hungry snatch, maneuvering back just a little bit further to keep it from accidentally falling out. She moved her hips in a circle, shivering as the wide edges of the dildo rubbed against her labia. She stared into her own eyes in the mirror, savoring the desperate edge they had taken on. Watching that horny woman swivel her hips made the hunger greater, and she pushed back on the dildo.

“Oh!” The first time the head slid in was her favorite part. It spread her wide, the slight pain quickly dissolving in the warm pleasure that followed. Shuddering, she used one hand to rub her clit, her long fingers also exploring the edges of her pussy, feeling how tight the skin was, how far apart she had been spread. The light, fluffy down of her pubes had been trimmed short, the hairs rubbing gently against her skin. “Oh God, Mr. Dragon, please go slow!” She grabbed her ass, pulling her cheeks apart and pushing herself even farther onto the dildo, crying out as it filled her up, stretching her inner walls to their limit. “Oh, please, not so fast!”

Grunting, Beth forced herself as far as she could go, the dildo still too big to be taken all the way. It bent slightly, her ass slamming into the edge of the bed. The woman in the mirror was going feral, her hair tangling in itself as Beth rode the cock in mini thrusts, the large head pushing up against her cervix, making her whole stomach shift.

“OH GOD! FUCK ME, MR. DRAGON!” She arched her back, slamming her cunt onto the rubber dick now, her whole world narrowing until it was just her and the woman in the mirror, the one whose eyes were beginning to roll upward, her breath coming in hot bursts through her open mouth. She collapsed forward, frantically rubbing her pussy with one hand and squeezing her breasts with the other, dragging her nails over the soft fabric, pretending they were barely-restrained talons. She could feel his hot breath on her back, smell smoke and stone. She was trapped in the dragon’s cave, forced to fuck him to save her people.

She looked up, gazing into the desperate eyes of her innermost self, stars twinkling in her vision as the pressure built, her hungry body begging for more. Her stomach muscles clenched first, tightening down through her ass and then her legs. She wrapped her feet around the leg of her bed, gaining just enough leverage to shove herself onto the Delightful Dragon, cramming every inch she could into herself.

She massaged her labia with her fingers, feeling the tight rubber as it penetrated her. She let out a long, loud moan as it filled her up, the pressure building to a crescendo. She pushed against the floor with her other hand, desperate to fit as much of it in as she could. 

The fingers on her pussy became pinched between her and the wood on her bed, the Delightful Dragon flexing dangerously inside, pushing out on her lower belly. Beth clamped a hand over her mouth, capturing a scream as she sprayed the floor with cum of her own, two milky bursts of fluid that coated the yoga mat. Gasping for air, Beth collapsed, her breasts pressed to the floor and her rear in the air, still impaled on the rubber dick..

She lay this way for several minutes, her pussy throbbing with both pleasure and pain. She leaned forward, grunting as she squeezed the cock with her vagina, delighting in the chills it sent down her spine. When she got to the end, the wide ridges of the head held the dildo in place.

She could have just pulled it out, but she wasn’t finished just yet. Using both hands, she ran her fingers over her pussy and her inner thighs, then teased her clit as a second orgasm built. She craned her neck, watching the desperate woman in the mirror once more, how her hips shook while the second orgasm built.

“Please, please, please,” she begged, her eyes watering as the large cock head was gripped by her tightening pelvic floor muscles. Warmth flooded her belly once more, and she opened her eyes wide to watch the slut in the mirror as she lost control.

When her orgasm hit, she let out a yelp, pushing back on the cock. Her womb filled with fire once more, the contractions stretching out in duration as her whole lower body lit up in pleasure. Mouth open, gasping for air, she waited until the moment her orgasm was about to end, then pulled herself off the Delightful Dragon, the head stretching her lips impossibly wide.

Like lightning, her third orgasm struck, and she collapsed on the floor, running her hands along her hips as she squirted again on the yoga mat. It was a trick she had discovered on accident over a year ago, one that didn’t always work. Tonight, however, the need had been great enough that Beth cried softly to herself in relief, running her hands up and down her thighs as the fire left her, and the room suddenly grew cold. She stared at the wall, letting her whole body relax, her mind going blank while tiny moans escaped her lips.

Through her window, distant cheers drifted in from the soccer game.

***
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BETH ATE HER DINNER in silence, sitting at the counter of her kitchen with her Kindle, reading the latest thriller from Dan Brown. She now wore a t-shirt and fleece pajama pants, her hard nipples pushing against the fabric of her shirt. Her apartment was colder than usual, even though she had turned the heat up. Her kitchen sink was full of soapy water-she was soaking her stockings to try and get her cum off of them. On a couple of occasions, she had gotten too wild in her masturbatory escapades and ripped holes in them. There was also the time she had spilled her bottle of lube everywhere-that had taken over an hour to clean off her hardwood floors.

Sighing, she rubbed her lower belly, still a little sore from earlier. They had been her best orgasms in recent memory. Her strange infatuation with monster fantasies had begun as a teen, when she had seen Bram Stoker’s Dracula. The young girl Lucy had been lured to the garden, where a beast-like Dracula fucked her while sucking her blood. It had sparked something in Beth she could never speak of to her friends, or even future lovers. It was something so primal, yet forbidden.

What would people think if they could see her, desperately fucking dildos stuck to her own bed, her clothing in disarray and her hair a tangled mess?

Beth shivered. The thought both terrified and excited her.

After finishing her meal, she checked on her stockings, and squeezed the soap out of them. Satisfied that they had survived, she hung them up to dry in her bathroom, which was still warm from her post-masturbatory shower. She had been in there almost half an hour, the warm water soothing against her sore cunt. Fucking the Dragon always left her sore, but the payoff was worth it.

She set her alarm, then crawled into bed, intending to read for another hour. When she turned around to adjust her pillows, she caught it out of the corner of her eye, the gap in her bookshelves. The Hobbit lay at an angle, the space Jenny had occupied now empty.

“Oh, shit.” Beth checked the space between her mattress and the headboard. It wouldn’t be the first time she had knocked something loose by banging her bed against the wall. She pictured the doll, its porcelain features shattered. Pulling the mattress away from the headboard revealed the floor underneath, but no sign of the doll. She lay on her stomach and crawled partway beneath the bed.

Jenny sat patiently on the floor, hidden just behind the yoga mat Beth had rolled up after rinsing it off. Jenny faced the mirror, her head slightly tilted.

“What the fuck?” Beth rescued Jenny. How had the doll gotten down there? Staring at the spot on the shelves, her mind turned over the idea that Jenny had fallen under the bed, rolled forward, then had been pushed upright when Beth had stowed away the yoga mat. While not impossible, it was highly implausible.

But it sure beat the hell out of the idea that the doll had moved itself.

Beth put Jenny back on the shelf, casting a wary eye at the shelves while she stacked the pillows on the bed. She tapped her way through several chapters before letting out a huge yawn. Sliding beneath her sheets, she let out a sigh. Beth rubbed her lower belly gently with one hand until she dozed off.

***
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“YOU CAN HAVE AN ATTORNEY read these over first. I prefer that you would, actually. There isn’t any hurry-now that we have an heir, the clock sort of resets for a bit.” She set the pen on the table for Mike to use. “However, I am just on delivery duty today. I need to get into the office to begin processing some additional documents. Today is Tuesday. I would be happy to drop by on Friday to pick these up, if you have them done. Otherwise, I can just drop by to make certain you are getting settled. That is part of the provisions as well.”

“Um, yeah. Sure. Thank you.”

Beth walked toward the front of the house, Mike following behind. She had dropped by with additional paperwork, and was stunned at just how different Mike seemed. He was still very awkward to be around, and he was pretty much rushing her out of the house today. Something had happened in the last eighteen hours, she was sure of it. Not only was Mike all gung-ho to keep the place, but there was a strange aura about him, almost like he now had super powers or something. She did find him cute, but not cute enough to account for the fact that his scent alone was making her horny again. Last night had been about defraying that particular issue, but today she had caught herself staring at the bulge in his jeans multiple times during their conversation, when she knew he wasn’t looking. This behavior was totally unlike her.

After pulling away from the house in her car, she kept checking the rear-view mirror to see if Mike was watching her leave. She drove to the other side of town and pulled in to the parking garage under her office building. She walked into the office, greeting Ed the receptionist at his desk. She spent the rest of the day in her private office filing papers, getting everything in the estate ready for transfer. However, her mind kept drifting back to Mike, wondering just what had changed. 

It wouldn’t be the first time something weird had happened in the house. Over the last couple of years, she had had to hire many different maids to keep the place clean, several of them getting spooked by random noises and movement in the house. When she was little, she had heard that the place was haunted, but she had walked those rooms herself many times and never heard a sound or experienced the feeling of being watched. What happened inside the walls of the old house that could change a man overnight, make him seem taller, stronger, more chiseled?

Beth was embarrassed to realize that her left hand was pushing against the top of her crotch, just under her desk. Taking a deep breath, she jerked her hand away and tried to get on with her work. She sent an email to the Society rejecting their offer, then dug through a couple of extra papers she had received regarding the estate. She frowned on discovering that one of the letters she had received was a Past Due notice addressed to Emily from New castle Storage. 

“Weird.” She couldn’t remember dealing with New castle before and guessed the original bill had gotten lost. She opened it up with the Excalibur letter opener on her desk.

“Fuck!” The original bill had apparently come quite some time ago, but she had never seen it. Apparently Emily had rented a storage property outside of town, paying for several years in advance. Six months ago, the rent had come due, and they were threatening to sell the contents. She checked the address on the letter and was stunned to see that it was dated three weeks ago.

Beth punched in their phone number, only to get a message from the answering machine. Business hours had ended over thirty minutes ago. After hanging up the phone, she made a note to herself and then emailed her boss. She wasn’t sure who had fucked this one up, but she wasn’t going to go down for it if it turned out that the storage unit had been full of valuable items. Why was this letter just reaching her now? Frustrated, she scoured the storage unit’s website, but they didn’t have an email address either.

Distracted, she looked at the clock. She still had almost an hour of work left, but she just couldn’t deal anymore. Between thinking of Mike and this new fuck-up at work, she felt like going home and drinking some wine in the bath. Her mind touched briefly on an image of the Dragon, but she shoved it out of her head. She knew better than to fuck that monster more than once a week.

She put the paperwork in her desk drawer and locked up, then tried her best to look nonchalant as she walked out of the office. For all anybody knew, she was headed out to deal with a client. Not that she had many currently-she had been the object of jealousy in the office when she had taken on Emily’s estate. Due to the sheer enormity of money involved, her boss had wanted it to be made a priority. Beth had always been a top performer, and other than the news of this random storage unit, she had kept everything well taken care of.

Across the parking garage to her car, she maintained her composure, but once the door was closed and the engine started, she let out a scream of frustration. She threw the car into reverse and accidentally screeched her tires pulling out of the lot. She rolled down the windows, the air in the car suddenly stifling.

“Fuck!” she screamed once she pulled onto the highway, the wind blowing through her hair. If she hadn’t been busy all day, she would have seen the letter sooner, called the owners and figured out how to get them their money. She said a little prayer that everything was still in the storage unit, that there would be no need to track everything down, no need to report that she had messed up. It was a quick trip from her office to her apartment, and she slammed her palms against the steering wheel in frustration when traffic slowed. Eventually, Beth turned into the parking garage of The Highrise. Once parked, she took several breaths to calm herself before leaving her car. 

Beth rode the elevator to the top floor in silence, then stormed into her apartment, tossing her bag on the floor and her keys on the counter. She stripped her clothes off and walked through the apartment naked before turning on the faucet of the tub. As it filled up with hot water, she threw in a bath bomb and went to pour herself a glass of wine. Stepping into the bedroom, she stopped when she saw the blank space on the shelf above her bed.

A chill ran up her spine. She walked to her bed and pulled back the covers to reveal that Jenny was somehow buried halfway down in bed.

“I’m not dealing with this today,” she muttered, grabbing the doll and sticking it back on the shelf. Jenny must have fallen while Beth was making her bed that morning. She twisted the doll sideways, figuring that if she was tipping forward, she would just tip over on the shelf instead of falling off.

She plugged her phone into the speaker and started a playlist with soft, relaxing music. Grabbing the bottle of wine from the fridge, she took it and the glass with her to the bath. The tub was full now, a pretty pink color due to the bath bomb. She rolled up a towel and placed it by the faucet before climbing in. Pouring herself a glass of wine, she let out a sigh as the warmth of the water seeped into her skin.

“Fuck,” she muttered, then took a sip of the wine. The merlot warmed her from the inside, and she slid farther into the water, using the towel for her pillow. That familiar light-headedness took over, creeping across her hips and into her groin, her labia swelling more than normal as a result of the bath. Still upset with herself, she crossed her legs involuntarily, the swollen flesh pressing together. She shifted in the tub, her legs squeezing the skin of her pussy and sending even more blood to the region.

The wine was taking over. The unknown storage unit faded from the front of her mind, but Mike stayed. Sipping some more wine, she pictured Mike below her, running his hands up her legs, then squeezing her just above the knees, forcing her legs to rub together even harder.

Beth let her hand run across her belly before finding the soft folds between her legs. There was no preamble, no desire for prolonged pleasure. She wanted to get off, to feel her body tense up and then release, let her emotions flow away from her like water. She used two fingers to tug at the skin just above her clit. The sensation of her labia being pulled tight sent sparks to her spinal cord. Letting out tiny grunts, she closed her eyes and circled her fingers at an increasing pace, her cheeks and chest flushed with heat. She carefully set down the wine on the edge of the tub and used her now-free hand to squeeze her breasts, imagining Mike’s hand in place of hers.

What about him had changed? He was somehow affixed to her consciousness, an entity she couldn’t rid her mind of. In her fantasy, he knelt between her legs, his tongue tickling her inner folds, teasing out another gasp.

Her fingers pressed harder, occasionally pinching the skin and letting her clit pop in and out of its hood.

Fantasy Mike traced her vaginal opening with his fingers, always pushing inward just enough that she could feel it, but never penetrating her.

“Ah...ah...ah...” Beth pushed her breast up, opening her eyes and extending her tongue to lick at her nipple.

In her mind it was Mike teasing her areola with his tongue. He was shirtless now, his tight jeans highlighting the beast trapped within.

Beth pressed her breast higher, upset that she couldn’t use her own teeth on her nipple. Her pace increased, her frantic rubbing sending more sparks to her spine, a fire starting to ignite in between her hips.

Mike stood, unbuttoning his jeans. It required both hands, but he pulled his cock free, an exact replica of the Delightful Dragon. “I want to fuck you until you beg me to stop,” he told her.

She slid three fingers into herself as her orgasm hit, trying to spread them wide despite her pussy’s protest. Her ass tensed, raising her hips even farther, and she hooked her fingers, their tips pressing into her g-spot. Gritting her teeth, she let out a loud hiss, splashing tub water over the sides with her legs. She pulled her fingers free, then rubbed her clit again to prolong her orgasm, twitching with the waves of pleasure that permeated her body.

“Oh, shit,” she muttered, lying back against the towel. Her whole body tingled, and the wine was making her float across time and space. It wasn’t long before she drifted away on clouds of sleep, her music playing softly in the background.
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IT WAS DARK WHEN SHE awoke. The bathroom was dark, the only light being the reflected blue glow of the alarm clock by her bed.  She could make out the edges of the doorway, the rest of the apartment dark beyond it. She rubbed her eyes, realizing that she had fallen asleep. What time was it, she wondered, moving her legs back and forth. The water had gone cold, and she was tempted to run more water to warm herself up before she departed.

Footsteps, clear as a bell, echoed through her apartment. She froze, afraid to look at the door, her heart suddenly loud in her chest. Surely she was dreaming, or hearing something else?

The steps approached the door to the bathroom and stopped just outside. There was no mistaking the sound-the board just outside the bathroom creaked slightly. Suddenly, the cold water of the tub no longer mattered, Beth’s entire world caving in as her mind turned over what was going to happen next. If someone was really just outside her bathroom, how could she get out of the tub without them knowing?

Oh God. Had her intruder been watching her, waiting for her to wake? What then was the plan for when Beth finally emerged? Was she going to die? Was she going to be raped?

Her gaze flitted around the room, her heart a frightened bird, ready to escape its cage. She needed a weapon. She was too vulnerable here, an easy target. She spotted the handle of her loofah, just over a foot long with the scrub-brush on the end. It was better than nothing.

If she could get to the kitchen, she could grab one of the knives. She slid out of the water carefully, moving slowly to avoid splashing. She picked up the loofah, her eyes on the doorway in case her intruder rushed in. After drying her feet on the bathmat, she stepped across the bathroom, looking in the mirror to see if she could spot movement in her bedroom. 

The pitter patter of tiny feet sent a chill up her back. She let out a laugh and held her head in her hands. The soft footsteps ran across her apartment, and she tried to picture the animal that had gotten trapped in her home. She had never had a rat problem, but she imagined it would sound just like this. She wrapped a towel around herself and stepped into the darkness.

Moving cautiously through her apartment toward the kitchen counter, she found her phone still plugged in to the speaker. She pulled the cord free and activated the light, immediately dropping the loofah.

Her apartment had been ransacked. The blankets from her bed were all over the floor, her clothes had been tossed out of the closet. Every cabinet and drawer was open, and somebody had pulled all of the food from her pantry, stacking it all the way to the ceiling.

The entire world tilted beneath her feet, and tremors started in her hands. She picked up the loofah, holding it before her like a talisman.

She wasn’t alone. Spinning, she held the loofah high, searching for the intruder. The only place he could be hiding was under the bed or in the closet-there wasn’t room anywhere else. She backed into the kitchen, dropped the loofah, then pulled a butcher knife from her block.

Scanning the room, she moved to the front door of her apartment. She needed to get out, now. Her hand fumbling at the locks, she finally pushed the door open, stepping backward into the dark hallway and closing the door. She waited, knife pointed at the door, expecting her attacker to chase after her.

When nothing happened, she turned around to run for the elevator and froze in place.

She was still in her apartment, facing her darkened bedroom. Stunned, she looked at the door, confirming that she was, in fact, still inside.

Heart pounding, she made a dash for the door, opening it and running through and to the other side.

She nearly slipped on the cold tile of her kitchen as she ended up in her apartment again.

“What the fuck?!?” The words left her mouth in a fog, the air suddenly much colder than it had been. This was a dream, it had to be. There was no way this could be happening.

As if the room read her thoughts, all of the books on her shelves threw themselves onto the floor, one at a time. Eyes wide, she fell against the front door, watching as the books formed a pile around her bed. A small shadow crossed the floor and vanished beneath the bed. 

“Hello?” She felt ridiculous, but if she was dreaming, she had to confront it. It would either scare the shit out of her, or she would wake up in the tub. Crawling toward the bed, she held the knife ready.

The tiny shadow launched from beneath the bed and shot between Beth’s legs. Yelping in terror, she fell backwards and crashed into the chairs at the counter,  dropping the knife. Scrambling to her feet, she stared in horror as the cabinets all opened and slammed shut, spilling their contents everywhere.

She couldn’t leave through the front door, that much she knew. Running for the safety of the bathroom, she slammed the door shut behind her once inside, gasping for breath.

The temperature had dropped here too, her breath scattering in fog. She was freezing, with nowhere else to go. She messed with her phone, trying to call the cops, but there was no signal. She turned the faucet on, hoping the hot water would warm the air. As she sat on her toilet, the knife pointed at the door, she heard a squeaking sound over her shoulder.

The mirror had fogged over, and the letters appeared as if being written by an unseen hand.

TAKE ME HOME

Beth screamed, jumped up and yanked open the door. Standing just outside it was Jenny, hands on her hips. Backpedaling, Beth slipped on the moist floor of her bathroom, and her head smacked into the edge of the tub as she went over. Everything from her shoulders up cried out in agony as she tried to rise, and the last thing she saw was Jenny’s tiny figure standing on her stomach.
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MIKE RAN DOWN THE STAIRS, pulling his shirt over his head.

“Tink!” he hollered. The goblin poked her head out of the kitchen, a screwdriver in her hand. She wore a cute yellow shirt that she had modified into a tiny dress that came down to mid-thigh.  

“No yell. Tink listen.” She stepped into the hallway.

“You didn’t order pizza again, did you?” The bell rang again, somehow sounding impatient.

“No magic screen without permission,” she said, rolling her eyes dramatically.

“Then who could it be?” Mike looked out the living room window. “Oh. It’s Beth.” He moved to open the front door, pausing when he realized that Tink was still watching him. “Scram.”

Tink wandered back into the kitchen. Shaking his head, Mike opened the door.

Beth stood on the front porch, wearing a white shirt with a dark, black skirt. She cocked her head and smiled, her eyes hidden behind dark sunglasses. “Hi, Mike.”

When Mike stepped back to allow her entry, he was struck by a sudden cold sensation in his gut. He peered out into the yard, but didn’t see either of the Society bitches lurking around. What was this strange sensation? “Hey, Beth, what brings you by?”

“I’m just checking on the place. Taking a peek. Just a looky-loo.” Beth walked past him and into the living room. She moved to the mantle, pulling something out of her purse. “I did some soul searching since last we spoke. I believe that a mistake was made.”

Mike gulped when he saw the creepy doll in Beth’s hand. She pushed it onto the mantle and positioned its legs so that it sat up correctly.

“Um, well, okay.” What the fuck could he even say? “Is everything all right?”

Beth ignored him, her attention solely on the doll.

“Um, Beth? Hello?” He approached her from behind, the feeling in his gut growing. “Are you okay?” He noticed a large bump on the back of her head, her hair matted up around it.

“I’ve never been better,” Beth informed him, her voice cracking. What came from her mouth was the sound of two different women talking at the same time, but someone was fiddling with the volume knobs for both of them. “I had to wait many months to escape, to come to this place of rest. I watched the door every day, hoping to finally make your acquaintance. I wanted to start fresh, to be a part of you. And the first thing you did was give me away.”

Suddenly, an invisible force threw Mike across the room, where he crashed into the shelves. He scrambled to his feet and dove out of the way when the cloth-covered couch attempted to crash into him.

“Wait. Wait!” Mike stood up, his back aching. “Nobody told me about the monsters, I didn’t know!”

“It doesn’t matter now. Or maybe it never did. Because I found something better to inhabit.” Beth turned to face him, pulling the glasses away to reveal pitch-black eyes. “Much better than a stuffy old doll.”

“Oh, shit. Beth, are you in there?”

“It’s not Beth anymore. Beth has left town, flown the coop, alley-oop!” Beth did a little dance with her arms, and pointed to the doll. “But I have given her back to you, for there she sleeps, no eeps, no peeps!”

“Who are you?” Mike asked. "What are you?”

Just then, Tink, likely having heard the commotion, stepped into the living room.

“You,” Beth said upon seeing Tink, her eyes narrowing.  She let out a cry, and the furniture between her and Tink threw itself aside.

“Run!” Tink yelled, grabbing Mike by the hand and pulling.

A coffee table lifted itself into the air above him. He moved out of the way at the last second, the table crashing into the floor where he had been standing.

Tink led him out the front door, where Cecilia now stood.

“What is happening?” Cecilia asked, her face a mask of concern.

“Jenny,” Tink replied, as if that explanation sufficed.

Cecilia uttered a string of words in another language, harsh words that still sounded beautiful. Then, “Is she still in the doll?”

Tink shook her head. “She has body now.”

“Fuck.” Cecilia started to say something to Mike, but the front door opened.

Beth stood in the entryway. Her unkempt hair drifted as if caught in a breeze.

Mike froze in place, unsure where to go. The evil grin on Beth’s face sent a chill down his spine. Her fingers were hooked like claws as she moved toward Mike.

Cecilia let out an ear-piercing shriek. Mike and Tink covered their ears, but Beth fled back into the house, crying out in pain.

“What the actual fuck is going on?” Mike asked.

“This place isn’t built only to keep the outside world out,” Cecilia told him. “It’s also built to keep some of us in.”

“Wait, there are bad monsters here?”

“Sort of. Jenny is more of a dangerous object to be kept locked away than a monster. Unfortunately, she always had an aptitude for escaping. It has been decades since she last inhabited a human body, which means she is very sensitive to the five senses for now.” Cecilia frowned. “And now she’s loose inside.”

“If she wanted to escape, why come back at all?” Mike asked.

“Because she is tied to this place. She will always come back.”

Mike heard a heavy thud behind him. He looked over his shoulder to see that Abella had arrived.

“What’s going on?” she asked.

“Jenny,” Tink and Cecilia said at the same time.

“Fuck,” Abella said. “Is she wearing a skin suit?”

Tink and Cecilia nodded.

“Okay, well first things first. Get her outside, and I can take care of her body.”

“Please, stop!” Mike put up his hands. “What is Jenny, exactly? What kind of monster?”

The others looked at each other, then at him.

“She’s a ghost,” Abella replied. “A very angry, nasty ghost. She was put in the doll a long time ago by...” Abella stopped and stared into the distance for several seconds. “Anyway, the hope was that someday she would fit in, but it never happened. As time marched on, she got meaner and meaner. One of the previous caretakers locked her in the Vault, after she escaped last time.”

“The Vault? What the fuck is the Vault?” Mike asked.

“Vault for bad things. No go in Vault,” Tink informed him.

“That... fine, we’ll discuss later. She’s inside of Beth right now, and she said something about Beth being inside the doll instead.”

“That’s the gist of it,” Abella said. “It isn’t easy, but if the conditions are right, Jenny can possess a body. The only way to get her to go back is to kill the host. She doesn’t want to move on, so she will swap back at the last second.”

“Absolutely not!” Mike yelled, horrified. “We don’t just kill people! Especially not people we know!”

Abella shrugged. “It’s what we did last time.”

Mike looked at Cecilia. “You can’t just pull her out?”

Cecilia shook her head. “No more than I could pull you out of your body. Once Jenny is knocked loose from her host, she will go back into the doll. I can’t remove her from there either. I’ve tried. Our best option is to trap her back in the doll and then put her in the Vault.”

Furniture crashed inside, and all four of them turned to look.

“If we can get her into the garden, Naia may be able to help,” Abella offered. “She has magic, right?”

“Sounds like we have a job to do,” Mike muttered. “How do we get her outside?”

“She’s overtly sensitive. She isn’t used to a human body anymore. You saw what happened when she heard me scream. Use bright lights, loud noises, anything that can get her out.” Cecilia looked at Abella. “If you watch from up above, you can tackle her when she comes out.”

“I’m on it.” Spreading her wings wide, Abella leapt upward and disappeared onto the roof.

“I can help with sound, but you’re going to need to find some way to make noise on your own, or blind her with a light,” the banshee said.

“Ok, let’s do this.” Mike opened the door and stepped into the front room. Tink and Cecilia followed. Already, they could see that the furniture in the front and side rooms had been strewn about.

“Do you think we should split up?” Mike asked.

“Absolutely not,” Cecilia declared. “Unless you want to end up dead.”

“Why would she want to kill me?” Mike asked.

“You obviously did something to hurt her feelings. Emily let her out of the Vault once in an attempt to make peace with her, but Jenny trashed the room she was in because the curtains got left closed and she couldn’t see outside. She also likes to try to possess you if you fall sleep, but that doesn’t always work. If she can knock you out, she may take off in your body.”

“Too bad I left my helmet in my other house with all my other monsters,” Mike muttered.

The front room had been torn apart, all except for the doll. Its sad eyes looked into Mike’s when he picked it up. Staring at the creepy little doll, Mike wondered if it was wearing any underwear.

“Bring it with us,” Cecilia said, hovering over the mess. “The last thing we want is for her to hide it away in case she does go back.”

“So where exactly is this Vault?” Mike asked. He moved carefully into the kitchen. Seeing that it was empty, he grabbed his cellphone and pulled a flashlight out of the junk drawer.

“Basement,” Tink said, taking the flashlight. “Tink go there all time. Make sure stay locked.”

“What else-never mind. I’ll ask later.” Mike wondered what else would be stored away in the Vault. Was Jenny just one of many dolls? Were there giant cages, lining the walls of the Vault, filled with every manner of bad monster?

A loud bang from upstairs grabbed their attention. Tink ran ahead of Mike and began hopping up the stairs as best she could with her little legs. Mike actually picked her up for the last few steps-it was faster for them both if he did. Cecilia hovered up the main entryway, her feet not quite touching the floor when she landed beside them.

All of the bedroom doors were still closed, but an icy draft made Mike turn his head.

“This one,” he said, grabbing the doorknob. It was cold to the touch. He pushed the door inward and found himself looking at the blue room, the one that Beth had said his dad probably stayed in. It was an odd thought, so suddenly, but had his dad stayed here? If so, had the monsters remained hidden, or did he simply forget about them?

The room looked untouched, with the exception of the the closet door, which stood open, an icy wind emanating from it. Moving close, he opened up the flashlight app on his phone and pointed it at the closet. Stepping wide around the closet door, his jaw dropped once he saw inside.

“What the fuck is this?!?” Instead of an empty shelf with a bar for clothing, Mike was staring into a cave. “There is no fucking way that there’s a cave here! We're on the second floor!”

“It make head hurt,” Tink agreed. “But hurt head change nothing. We go. Me see just fine.”

“I’ll wait out here,” Cecilia said. “In case she tries to come back out. Be careful.”

“But...I...”

Tink grabbed a handful of Mike’s pants and pulled him into the cave. He ducked his head to avoid the hard rock up above. “Did you know about this, Tink?”

“Tink know. House have secrets. Make no sense, but Tink accept.” She slid her goggles over her eyes. “Tink see prints.”

“I’m glad one of us sees something.” Mike was busy looking at the random doodles on the walls. Some of them looked ancient, animals being hunted by men with spears, drawn with charcoal. Others were pictures done by children, masterpieces of crayon and chalk. “Where the fuck are we?”

Tink shook her head. “Less wonder, more walk. Secret tunnels, go through house. This one go...” Tink’s eyes went wide. “Hurry, quick!”

“Wait, why?” Mike ran after the goblin, his head bent at an angle. It was hard seeing up ahead, Tink 's flashlight waving everywhere. He chased her along the tunnel, the dark shadows dancing away from her light. Finally, they stepped out into an opening.

Mike stared in awe. The ceiling was now hundreds of feet high; giant, glowing crystals embedded in its surface. In the distance, a large waterfall fed into a river that disappeared into a large structure composed of tall, stony walls and large hedges.

They stood on a ledge, the trail winding back and forth on the cliff beneath them. Several levels down, Beth was stumbling across the rocks, struggling to keep her balance.

“Is that...” Mike was afraid to say it, his eyes on the distant structure.

“Yes,” Tink said, adjusting her goggles. “That is the Labyrinth.”

Mike peered toward the bottom of the trail. Beth was most of the way down, and the loose gravel became a paved path that led to a large pair of iron gates. Between the rocky trail and the Labyrinth was a giant pool of water, the still water reflecting the ceiling of the large cave.

Tink pointed at the pool. “Shortcut for get out. We stop Jenny before Labyrinth, or lost forever.”

“Where does the pool go?” How could a pool be a shortcut? How could a cave be in his house? 

Tink was right. Thinking about it hurt his head.

“Outside,” Tink replied, already running down the slope. “But not sure where!” She was picking up speed, her tail swishing behind her as she ran. Mike was close behind, then passing the goblin. The ledges were steep, and it took Mike quite a bit of effort to keep from slipping and falling. Looking down the slope, he saw that Beth was still much too far ahead to catch up to.

“Fuck it,” he swore, stepping off the beaten path onto a worn patch of stone. The switchbacks were close enough together that the fall was just over five feet, but he was able to land safely, his knees creaking in protest. He ran to the next spot where he could drop down safely, cutting the distance between them dramatically when he jumped down.

Beth never bothered looking back. She appeared disoriented, stumbling constantly. Mike was close enough now that when his feet scattered stones, she looked back at him. She scowled, and broke into a limping run down the final ramp and toward the path that led into the Labyrinth.

Mike howled, his adrenaline peaking and threw himself off the next ledge. The fall was farther this time, but he landed safely and rolled forward, then quickly found his feet. The idea of Beth dying was simply too much for him. It was his fault if it happened, his fault...

It was all your fault! his mother’s voice screamed in his ear.

Sprinting now, Mike closed the distance between them.

The large iron gates of the Labyrinth opened with a loud creak. An ominous figure stood just inside, holding a large axe. Mike’s outstretched fingers closed on the hem of Beth’s dress, and he yanked her backward, clutching her tightly against him, pulling her into the pool of water.

“No!” Beth screamed, her voice harmonizing with Jenny’s.

The cool water embraced them, the world spinning as gravity changed directions. Mike’s ears popped, and his body filled with unexpected pressure. Beth fought him, trying to shove him off, and suddenly they burst out of the downstairs closet, water cascading across the wooden floor. The closet door slammed itself shut, splashing him in the face.

Mike stumbled to his feet, his inner ear throwing a tantrum.

Beth was sprawled out, barely able to get on her hands and knees.

“Look, I’m sorry I gave you away. If I had known I would have-“

“What, let me stay? Let me sit on the shelf? Talked to me when I was lonely, played with me when I was bored, made me feel like I mattered?” Beth dry-heaved.

Mike shook his head. “It could still happen that way.” He pulled the doll out of his pocket. “But I’m going to need you to leave Beth alone.”

“Fat fucking chance,” she hissed, dark eyes squinting. The coat rack by the door flung itself at his legs, tripping Mike up and knocking him to the ground. Beth crawled on top of him and wrapped her fingers tightly around his neck. “I’ll make you pay. I’ll make everybody pay.”

Gurgling noises filled the room, like a washer machine draining. Beth and Mike looked over at the closet, which opened up, dumping gallons of water into the room. Spilling through the doorway, green limbs flying everywhere, was Tink. She collided with Beth, knocking her off of Mike. 

Beth clawed at Tink’s face, but Tink was having none of it. She lifted Beth’s head off the ground and head-butted her, knocking her out.

“Fucking ghost girl ruins everything,” she snarled, climbing off of Beth. Her hair was a wet mess, her dress torn in several places. Mike realized that her goggles were missing.

“Tink, what happened to your goggles?”

“STUPID COW FUCK TOOK TINK’S GOGGLES!” she roared at the top of her voice. Her green skin flush with anger, Tink stormed to the closet door and slammed it shut. “When Mike done with Jenny, we go get goggles back!”

Mike shook his head, rubbing his eyes. The shadowy figure just beyond the gates sprang into his mind, weapon drawn, a shadow that had filled him with dread. In his mind’s eye, he could see the dangerous horns tucked just to the side of the brow line, the tail, the thickset legs...

“Wait, a fucking minotaur took your goggles?” Mike cried. Tink nodded, large tears welling up in the corners of her eyes. “Tink, a fucking minotaur lives in the walls?”

“Cow fuck live in Labyrinth with other fucks!” Tink sniffed once, twice, then let out a wail. “Tink wants goggles back!”

“Tink, I...” Mike didn’t know what to say. The goblin was melting down, her rough exterior suddenly cracked. How could he tell her that he didn’t think messing with a minotaur was worth it? What did that even entail?  Beth groaned, putting a hand to her head. “We need to take care of this situation first. We will figure out the goggles later.” Kneeling, he pulled Tink toward him and placed a kiss on her forehead.

“Goblin husband promise?” she asked, sniffling. When Mike nodded, Tink wiped the tears from her eyes, her composure back again. “Then Tink help.”

Between the two of them, it was easy to drag Beth out to Naia’s fountain. Cecilia, having heard the noise downstairs, had floated through the ceiling to open the back door.

Abella picked up Beth and held her like a child until she began to stir. Then she wrapped her arms tightly around Beth’s waist, ensuring that she couldn’t escape.

Naia sat on the fountain’s edge, her chin on her hand in contemplation. “Abella explained everything to me,” she informed Mike. “And we need to come up with a plan before she wakes up. From what I remember, last time Jenny took a human host, the host was killed to keep her from causing more problems. The time before that, it took an exorcism with a priest to boot her out, and then the priest came back later to try to wipe us out. Hence why we started killing the host.”

“Shit,” Mike muttered. Jenny really had caused problems. “Who is she?”

“A ghost. An old ghost.” Naia stood on the water’s surface. “Once upon a time, she was a young woman who caught the eye of a widower in town who was quite wealthy and handsome. Jealous of the attention she received from him, some of the local women accused her of witchcraft, of killing the man’s wife and seducing him with the dark arts. They burned her at the stake, and her soul got caught in the doll that a little girl was holding. Her vessel has changed a few times since then, but she refuses to move on.” Naia shook her head. “And all she ever does is cause us trouble.”

“So we can’t get a priest,” Mike said. “And we are not going to kill her. So what can we do?”

“Hmm.” Cecilia stared at Beth. “Upon termination, her soul should immediately flee the host body for the afterlife, yet it ends up back in the doll and the host is still dead. Which doesn’t make sense, because I get the impression that Beth’s soul sleeps in the doll, meaning Jenny should simply pass on while Beth remains trapped. But that isn’t what happens.”

“And?” Naia asked.

“It’s on the tip of my tongue.” Cecilia shrugged.

“Wait!” Mike held out his hands. “Jenny died in a fire, but her soul jumped out of her body before it died, right?”

“Probably,” Cecilia told him. “That’s the assumption.”

“Which means she always jumps out before death. So we just need Jenny to think that her body is going to die.”

“And how do we do that?” Abella asked.

“Strangle her.” Tink’s hands clenched. “Squeeze for almost too long.”

“No, not that either.” Mike grinned, looking at Naia. “I think I have an idea.”
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“Are we ready?” Mike asked.

The others nodded, each one at their respective station. Tink had tied Beth to a chair which had been placed in the fountain and stood behind her with a knife at the ready. Abella was out of sight, watching from up above in case anything went wrong. She had explicit instructions to do whatever it took to protect the members of the house. Naia stood behind Beth, her lips a crooked smirk.

“We are ready,” Cecilia said, standing next to him.

Mike took a deep breath, then grasped Cecilia’s hand and stepped into the fountain with her. Even though her feet penetrated the water’s surface, no ripples emanated outward.

“I think you’re crazy,” Naia told him. “And I love you for it.”

“I just hope this works,” he muttered. He looked over at the doll they had placed on the opposite end of the fountain. Beth had nearly woken up several times, but Naia had kept her in a magical slumber. Simple magic, she had informed him. “Wake her up.”

Several colorful bubbles floated free of the water’s surface, then circled Beth and popped near her face. She opened pitch-black eyes, scowling menacingly at Mike.

“Ok, Jenny, this is your last chance.” Mike addressed the spirit in Beth’s body with anger. “You can leave her body now, or we will make you leave.”

“You can’t touch me,” Beth hissed, the water at her feet spraying upward. “No refunds, no take backs, no cuts, no buts, no alligator guts. This is a good body, and I want to keep it forever and ever and ever. And I know you aren’t going to hurt it, so there’s nothing you can do about it!”

“I think you underestimate not only me, but the women here to help. Beth is a good person, but if I have to make a choice between letting you cause trouble or killing her...” Mike shook his head. “I don’t pretend to fully understand where you are coming from, but I’ll be damned if I let you bring more trouble to this home.” He looked at Cecilia, who was staring daggers at Beth. “Let’s do this.”

Cecilia leaned in toward Mike, her skirt flaring outward as she placed her lips against his. They were soft and cool, and already he felt the static building between them, little sparks dancing between their lips. She pressed herself against him and kissed his neck. “Do you honestly think this will work?” she whispered, her cold breath raising the hairs on his neck.

“You’re the one who said that her senses are extra sensitive right now,” he whispered back, watching Beth. She was pretending to ignore them, but that was where Naia came in. The nymph was kneeling behind the chair, stroking the surface of the water, sending glimmering bubbles into the air, bubbles that popped with the scent of lilac and raspberries. “Are you ready?”

Cecilia responded by playfully biting his ear.

Planting light kisses on her throat, he shifted the strap of her dress to one side, exposing her shoulder. Her clothing fought to return to its proper position, but Mike pulled even harder, exposing her entire shoulder and the curve of her breast. The seduction magic wasn’t just affecting Beth-every whiff of raspberry and lilac sent a direct message to his groin, the pressure already building inside of him. Cecilia was immune to the effects of the spell, but not so to the light pressure of Mike’s lips on her skin. The banshee sighed, her hair billowing around her. The water around her ankles froze into icy discs, so Naia raised the temperature of the fountain, and steam rose around Mike and Cecilia.

“Let’s take our time,” Cecilia suggested, leaning back to give Mike better access to her chest.

Mike nodded his agreement, lifting her up to kiss the top of her breasts. Using his free hand to fight the clingy fabric, he pulled her dress down farther and farther until her breasts were close to fully exposed. The more he revealed, the harder it became to separate banshee from cloth, and though he could feel her hard nipples through the fabric of her dress, he was unable to reveal them. Slightly frustrated, he contented himself with kissing as much of her cool flesh as he could, his dick growing harder with each of Cecilia’s  soft moans of delight.

Even though her head was turned away, Beth’s dark eyes kept flicking back to Mike and Cecilia, unable to resist watching. Her breathing was deeper now, her cheeks slightly flushed.

Tink had moved outside the fountain, watching Mike with interest, but always kept a wary eye on their captive. The whole fountain was steaming now, swirling vapor circling Beth’s upper legs.

Cecilia slid her hands beneath Mike’s shirt, revealing the thin, patchwork lines of his scar tissue. He ran his fingers through her hair, pulling her mouth to his once more. Her cool fingers toyed playfully with his nipples, sending shocks through his body, straight to his groin. Mike moaned softly into Cecilia’s mouth, marveling at how her tongue caused his to tingle, like licking a 9-volt battery.

“What are you two doing?” Beth demanded, squeezing her thighs together. Water vapor clung to her skin, cool droplets that slid beneath the fabric of her dress, glowing with Naia’s magic. “What are you...ngh!” Beth’s cheeks flushed, her breath becoming ragged. “Oh, shit...” Her voice was a hiss, the sudden stimulation apparently derailing her train of thought.

Cecilia pulled her mouth away from Mike’s. “I wonder how many years we will get to spend together. How many nights we will sit on my porch, how many nights we will count the stars.” Her hand slid down his stomach, her ethereal skin passing through the fabric of his pants. Cool, electric fingers wrapped around his cock, and a thumb teased his frenulum. “I wonder how many ways we can fit together.”

“I...guess there’s...only one way...holy shit!” The magic surged through his legs, feeding sensual energy to his core, and the sparks inside his body wrapped around it. His cock was leaking large amounts of pre-cum, the wet spot on the front of his pants growing bigger. Between Cecilia’s touch and Naia’s magic, his shaft was so hard that it was starting to hurt, pressing against the fabric with tremendous pressure. “Please... take it... out...”

“That I can do for you, my stōr.” Cecilia undid the button on his pants, then tugged them down while her body floated up. “For you, I think I can do anything.” Cecilia licked her lips and floated forward so that the head of Mike’s cock parted them, pushing its way toward the back of her throat. The icy-cold sensation of her mouth caused Mike’s hips to buck, and he felt his balls tighten, his dick ready to fill Cecilia’s mouth until it overflowed.

“Not yet, lover.” Naia’s quiet voice came from a bubble near his ear. Tendrils of water wrapped up his legs and squeezed his balls. Her magic relaxed his body, sending his orgasm away. “Save it for the main event.”

“Fuck,” Mike whispered, watching the banshee pump his cock with one hand. Tiny bubbles burst next to Cecilia, and Mike could just barely hear Naia’s whispering voice from each one, encouraging Cecilia and directing her movements. Cecilia’s grip on his cock changed; what had started as frantic pumping was now more relaxed and gentle. Water tendrils pulled Mike’s pants down even farther, and Cecilia used her free hand to massage his swollen balls. The pressure inside him was unbelievable, but the magical block remained in place. Mike threw a frustrated look at Naia, but he only had himself to blame—after all, the whole thing had been his idea. Groaning in sweet agony, Mike placed gentle fingers on the back of Cecilia’s head and pushed himself ever deeper down her throat.

Beth was openly panting now, her dark eyes staring at Mike’s cock as it disappeared and reappeared from Cecilia’s mouth. Tied to the chair, she clenched her fingers, driving nails into the wood. She was rubbing her legs together even harder, but Naia’s magic was delaying the inevitable for Beth, too.

Naia stood behind Beth, lightly stroking her breasts, caressing the soft skin of her cheek. Shifting her weight, Beth spread her legs to press her ass into the chair, grunting in frustration.  Cecilia continued sucking Mike’s cock while Beth rocked in her chair, eager for stimulation of any sort.

Mike grinned, the look of desperation on Beth’s face giving him hope. He curled his fingers in Cecilia’s hair, allowing the electricity to build between them. She licked the head of his cock and actual sparks jumped from her tongue to the delicate skin of his dick.

“I can’t wait any longer,” Cecilia told him, the slight lilt of her voice making his cock twitch. Her floating body flipped over in mid-air, her skirt billowing as she twisted to face away from Mike.

Mike grabbed her by the waist, pulling her close against his body. Even though he felt a desperate need to bury himself inside of her, they still had a show to put on. After fighting the ethereal lace of her outfit, Mike ran his fingers up the cool skin of her legs, then pulled her crotch toward his face.

Half of it was lust, the other half curiosity, but a single sentence had been reverberating in his head since last night. “I wonder what banshee tastes like.”

Her skin practically glowed at the touch of his light kisses on her inner thighs. He pulled aside her panties and marveled at the odd hue of her pussy, the fact that it didn’t change color as he spread her open to look inside. Her inner folds had no definition–they were perfectly smooth on the inside, like she had just been built. Taking in the ghostly scent of rain and ionized air, he buried his tongue inside of her wet snatch, his entire body going rigid at the sudden connection between them. His fingers trembled as her magic permeated his body, sparks jumping back and forth between them.

Hanging upside down, Cecilia took his dick in her mouth again, completing the circuit.

“Mmph!” Mike mumbled, his mouth full of banshee cunt. Cecilia’s cool flesh pressed against him, and he fought to keep his mouth on her folds, pleasure making his entire body go rigid. Her clothing attempted to shove him away, but Mike pushed forward, running his tongue around her outer folds, then slipping it inside and back out again. He could taste nothing but the pure electricity of her being. He slid his hands beneath her panties to squeeze her ass cheeks and pulled her tighter against him.

Cecilia was doing the same, taking him in deep, apparently lacking any sort of gag reflex as she swallowed his cock. Her throat became extremely narrow, causing Mike to break the connection and look down at her. Mike’s dick was buried in her mouth, the head visible as a large bulge in her throat.

His mind suddenly going blank, technique went out the window as Mike sucked on Cecilia’s clit, eliciting loud, throaty moans from her. His dick vibrated like a tuning fork in her mouth, that familiar pressure building once more while her tongue fought to hold him still.

The tendrils of water squeezed all along his legs, slowing his building orgasm. Mike held back, desperately sucking on Cecilia’s pussy, delighting in the vibrato of her moans along the length of his shaft, before they finally broke apart. His cock was leaking heavily, unable to contain the cum that had built up within. He lay down in the fountain, and as he did so, the water beneath him vanished. Cecilia knelt above him, gathering her skirt tightly in her hands. Mike shoved her panties aside as she lowered herself, and watched his cock pierce her icy pussy.

“Fuck!” Mike hollered, his whole body shaking.

Cecilia rode him hard, her entire body aglow in foot-long sparks that zapped the ground around them. She grabbed her own breasts, her hips bucking back and forth. A fog blew in around the fountain, and the temperature dropped dramatically. Mike could feel the orgasm building inside of her, and was desperate for a release of his own that he knew wouldn’t come.

“Ah...ah...AH...AH!!!” Cecilia gasped, then took in a deep breath, her chest expanding enough that her breasts strained the fabric of her dress.

Everyone plugged their ears except Naia, who used her hands to cover Beth’s ears. Abella flew up into the sky and vanished over the roof.

Cecilia screamed, and the whole world shook from the blast. The windows overlooking the garden spiderwebbed, and the water in the fountain blew away from her. The temperature dropped further, and the fog swirled around them in a vortex. Cecilia slammed her pelvis into Mike, coming one last time with a spray of ectoplasm before bursting into tiny motes of light that scattered into the fog like fireflies.

The world became eerily silent, other than a slight ringing in Mike’s ears.

Abella returned, her hands still cupped around her ears. Seeing that Cecilia was gone, she uncovered them. Tink had already shaken off the scream and had her dagger at the ready. Naia moved back from Beth, stepping to the side to admire her handiwork.

Beth stared at Mike’s upright, twitching cock, her mouth slack, a tiny bit of drool in the corner of her lips. She was shifting her weight back and forth, grinding her ass into the wood of the chair, clearly at her wits’ end. Naia leaned forward, reaching from behind to grab her breasts.

“Ah!” Beth moaned, pushing her breasts hard into Naia’s hands. Naia squeezed them gently, then kneaded them with her slender fingers. Water trails crawled up Beth’s legs, and she let out several gasps. Whatever Naia was doing was highly effective.

Tink crept up behind the chair, then used the dagger to quietly cut the bonds holding Beth in place. Mike stood, the water splashing back in around him, his whole body one sexual, electrical charge. When the last bond was cut, Tink ran out of the fountain. Naia released Beth, then disappeared into the water.

“I hope this works, I hope this works...” Mike muttered.

Beth rose, hungry eyes fixated on his cock. Part one of his plan had been an obvious success-Cecilia had said that all of Jenny’s senses would be hyper sensitive, the result of being without a body for so long. Between the magic and the water trails, Beth’s body was overstimulated, and Jenny had no idea how to cope with it. Even knowing that Naia was stirring things up with her magic, it was everything Mike could do to wait for Beth to come to him. He was all charged up on banshee power, ready to unleash it at a moment’s notice.

Beth stumbled forward, hands outstretched. Confusion, lust, and abandon were written on her face as she walked, hiking her skirt up around her waist. Staring at those long legs, at how toned those forbidden thighs were, Mike knew he wasn’t going to last long.

“I...I...” Beth’s voice was more prevalent now, Jenny’s hold on her body already weak. Her hands closed on Mike’s dick and gripped it tight. Mike pulled her close and buried his face in her neck before dragging his tongue up her skin, relishing at the tiny sparks that jumped between them. Beth let out a shriek of delight, gasping when Mike’s hand found her pussy and rubbed her gently through the soft fabric of her underwear.

“Oh! Oh yes, please!” She ground against him, nearly knocking him over.

Mike spun her around and forced her onto her hands and knees, kneeling behind her. Pushing her skirt up, he grabbed tightly to her hips as his cock rested on the top of her ass. Using one hand, he tore her underwear off then tossed the soaked garment to the side. Placing his dick at the entrance of her pussy, he briefly wondered what Beth would think if she knew this was happening.

Right now, however, he was too horny to care. He pushed forward. Beth’s folds parted remarkably easily, allowing him to slide into the warmth of a human woman for the first time in years. Her cunt was hot, and gripped him with tenacity as Beth cried out, then moaned unintelligibly as Mike drove into her. He could already feel the charge starting to build, Cecilia’s sexual energy seeking a release. Beth’s arms shook, her first orgasm rolling through her lower back and hips. It wasn’t her climax that mattered, not yet anyway. Water coiled tightly against his balls, the pressure from within almost unbearable.

From his current position, it was everything Mike could do just to hold on to the bucking woman in front of him. Luckily, Naia was there to help. After magically appearing from the water, she ran her hands lovingly up Beth’s thighs, then gently stroked the delicate skin around her clitoris. Beth gasped again, a second orgasm rolling through her.

“I think it’s about showtime,” Naia informed him, sticking out her tongue and licking the cream off of the part of Mike’s dick that wasn’t buried in Beth. “Ooh, this one is yummy!” Gently stroking Mike’s balls, Naia retracted her magical blockage and latched her mouth above Beth’s soaking wet labia.

“Oh shit.” Mike felt like a thunderstorm had formed in his gut. The hair on his body stood up, the water in the fountain moving away from him as sparks formed on the tip of his cock. They danced along Beth’s back like little electrical tornados, and the whole world swam in and out of focus as Mike’s orgasm built. “Oh shit. Oh shit!” His balls pulled up into his pelvis, an eerie blue aura covering his skin as he erupted inside of Beth. 

“Oh...oh..OH!!!” Beth let out a howl as the electrical wave washed over her, circling her skin with nowhere left to go. She howled meaningless words and rose up on her knees. Mike pulled her backward, still driving into her from behind as Naia rolled over, getting a better angle on her slit with her tongue. Beth came hard enough that she screamed until her voice became hoarse, sending the energy back into Mike.

“FUCK!” Mike, his dick instantly hard again, blew a second load into Beth. Beth screamed, spraying Naia’s face with cum of her own, and the energy jumping back into Mike. Mike clawed at Beth’s breasts, shoving himself forward, his thighs covered in both of their fluids. Naia pushed back on Beth, helping Mike to stay buried deep inside her as he came a third time. When the energy jumped, Beth let out one long, final scream, and a misty light fled from her body, jumped across the fountain and into the Jenny doll. A softer, gentler light left the doll and entered Beth’s body. Her dark eyes faded back to normal.

“OH MY GOD!” Beth came again, and this time they all collapsed into the suddenly cool water of the fountain.

Mike’s stomach hurt so bad, he thought he might throw up, and he had to fight for every gasp of air. The woman on top of him had gone motionless, hanging limply off his body. “Beth?” he asked, trying to sit up.

Naia leaned over both of them, a smirk on her face. “Oh, she’s out.” Naia snapped her fingers in front of Beth’s face, nodding in satisfaction. “I used some of that sexual energy to knock her out for a few hours. That’ll give us time to get her home.”

“It seems weird that your magic includes making people fall sleep,” Mike said, swallowing between breaths. His throat suddenly dry, he pulled his cock free of Beth. A large amount of semen leaked out, pooling up between her thighs.

“How do you think I drown people? Much easier to do it that way.” Naia waved her hand gently in circles over Beth’s abdomen. She groaned in her sleep, and Mike watched a giant puddle of cum appear beneath her as every ounce of his spunk was forced out. “And that will keep her from getting pregnant. You came quite a lot, you know. I’m a little jealous.”

“Yeah, good thinking. Birth control wasn’t part of my plan,” Mike admitted, his heart rate finally calming down. He looked over at Tink, who stood scowling at Jenny. “I’m just glad it worked.”

“I am too. A normal person can barely handle that kind of biofeedback-I’m not surprised that Jenny got scared and bailed with her senses extra raw. That was a phenomenal idea, much better than killing the host.” Naia waved a hand, causing the cum to be washed away by fountain water. “Jenny probably did think she was going to die, for real this time.”

“It is called ‘the little death’, after all.” Mike grinned, struggling to stand. He grabbed Beth by the wrist and pulled, but his legs wobbled beneath him. “Hey, Abella, a little help?”

Abella, who had been watching from the back door, walked into the fountain and hefted Beth with ease.

Mike stood with Naia’s help, and climbed carefully over the side of the fountain. Abella set Beth down on the chair they had brought out earlier, then carefully adjusted her dress to cover her up a bit more.

Tink walked up to Mike, Jenny clutched tightly in her hands. “Jenny go back to Vault,” she declared, shaking the doll in Mike’s face. “Jenny in huge trouble.”

“Give me a minute,” Mike replied. “I want to see the Vault for myself.” He stretched, trying to pop a sore spot in his back, when he noticed them. Dark, vine-like growths, all across the edge of the yard, twisting through the bushes. Before they had started, the yard had been clear, but now it was covered in the stuff as far as he could see around the corner of the house. 

“Shit.” The Mandragora had returned, searching for a meal. It moved slowly, the vines covered in frost, so Mike felt he wasn’t currently in any danger. Still, he moved a little bit quicker than he had. “C’mon, Tink. Abella, go ahead and bring Beth inside, I’ll figure out what to do with her when I get back.”

Tink nodded, clutching Jenny tightly in both hands like she was going to run away. It made Mike wonder if she even could, the doll appearing to be nothing out of the ordinary. Mike changed into the spare pants he had left by the side of the pool-he had expected to get more than a little wet. After casting a wary eye at the Mandragora, he went into the house, following Tink to the front room and back through the kitchen. She opened a door just past the pantry, revealing a concrete flight of steps, leading down. He followed her into the darkness, squinting when she pulled the string on bulb that swung above an old freezer. The basement was empty-Mike spun around in circles looking for an additional doorway.

“Where is the Vault?” he asked, taking a look behind the freezer, half expecting to find a tunnel there.

“Vault like all special place. Have to know secret.” Tink squatted next to the freezer and pulled out a piece of chalk from beneath it. Mike watched her draw a large rectangle on the concrete wall, complete with a circle for the doorknob. After tossing the chalk back beneath the freezer, Tink knocked three times, waited, then knocked twice. 

With a flash of light, the chalk drawing turned into a wooden door. Mike’s mouth hung open when Tink pulled the knob of the magic door, opening it to reveal a large room full of random objects. Long tables and shelves made Mike think of a pawn shop. Keeping a safe distance, he watched Tink stand on a steel stool to set Jenny up on a shelf in the back of the room. 

“You stay there,” Tink announced, scowling at the creepy little doll. “Think about what you did.” She scrambled back out and closed the door. After a couple of seconds, it turned into a chalk outline once more.

“How many rooms in the house are like that?” Mike asked.

Tink frowned. “Tink try remember, but fuzzy in head. Remember Vault when see Jenny. But lots.”

Mike sighed. “Yeah, of course.” Shaking his head, he followed Tink back upstairs. It was time to take care of their unexpected guest.

***
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“OW.” BETH’S BATHROOM came into focus, her eyes struggling against the suddenly harsh light. Wincing, she sat up in the bath, one hand immediately on her sore vagina. She struggled to standing, then managed to grab her towel off the rack before wrapping it delicately around her mid-section. Her legs were weak, like she had run a marathon.

Her ankle felt sprained. There was a weird, half memory of running through a cave and twisting it in the back of her mind. She put a hand against her head, wondering why it was pounding so hard. Shuffling out of the bathroom, she accidentally kicked the empty merlot bottle on the floor. Kneeling to pick it up, she dropped it in the trashcan next to the sink, and cried out when it cracked against another empty bottle within, the sound bouncing around her skull like angry ping pong balls.

“Shit.” Had she seriously downed two bottles by herself? Why? She hadn’t done anything remotely blackout drunk since freshman year of college. Rubbing her lower belly (which was oddly sore), she walked out of the bathroom and into the cool, dark apartment.

“Ah, geez.” Shaking her head in disbelief, Beth didn’t know whether to laugh or throw up. Strewn about her home were the majority of her dildos, strapped to the bed, suction cupped to the tile beneath her kitchen counter, the Delightful Dragon suctioned to the floor in the middle of the room. She nearly slipped in the puddle of lube that had formed by the side of her bed next to the overturned bottle.

She pulled a pack of Tylenol out of her nightstand and swallowed four tablets. As best she could tell, she got absolutely hammered and then gang banged herself all over the apartment. She didn’t know if she was horrified that she had taken it so far, or mad that she had no memory of it. Her stomach and leg muscles hurt, making her regret all of the orgasms she couldn’t remember.

Well, there was one. She had been having a weird fantasy—Mike plowing her from behind while a woman with blue-green hair had eaten her out. The whole fantasy was a mess of sound and light, and her vision had gone dark when she came, no doubt stumbling to the bathtub after. She shivered in delight, she sat on the bed, deciding that it was best to clean up the mess tomorrow-she had no desire to do anything else with her evening, and she was obviously hung over. Peeling back the covers of the bed, she glanced up to see her copy of The Hobbit sitting by itself.

The Jenny doll was missing.

Icy fingers crawled up her spine, ran through her hair, down the sides of her neck, and all along her body. There was something about the doll, something she really didn’t like. Looking around the room, she realized that she didn’t see it anywhere, an idea that triggered a suddenly strong sense of paranoia.

Crawling beneath the covers, her only thought on the matter was that it had probably creeped her out while she was drunk and fucking herself. Promising that she would look for it in the morning, she put the matter out of her mind and fell promptly asleep.
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MIKE HAD DOZED OFF in his Uber. The driver, a twenty-something wearing a black vest, gently shook him awake. “We’re at your destination, sir.” The Uber driver held the door for Mike. Mike slid out of the car, his muscles protesting. “I hope you and your daughter have a good night.”

“Thank you,” Mike said, Tink following behind him. The hoodie she had borrowed from Mike was pulled up over her head, covering most of her face. Mike had laid the groundwork when the driver had arrived, explaining that his daughter had just participated in a Youtuber’s video about Lord of the Rings or Dungeons and Dragons, he wasn’t sure, but hey, she made a hundred bucks. The driver had paid no attention to Tink whatsoever-children didn’t get to rate Uber drivers. Watching the man drive away, Mike marveled at how easy it had been to get home, definitely the easiest part of the night.

They had driven Beth home in her car, and it had taken some work to get her into the house. They had to wait until it was fairly late, so Naia had kept Beth in magically-induced sleep for the whole evening. Tink had helped Mike get Beth to her room, and then the two of them had trashed the place, making it look like she had gone on a bender.

Tink was the one who had discovered the briefcase in the closet. Even without her goggles, she had been able to get it open before Mike had finished filling the bath. For whatever reason, Tink took great delight in attaching the dildos to every surface she could find, even asking Mike if they could take one home. She had grumbled at him when he told her no.

Cecilia greeted them at the door, then vanished from sight as they crossed into the home. The whole house felt tired, a spiritual exhaustion that had settled in once Jenny had been trapped back in the doll. 

It was a long climb up the stairs. Mike clutched the railing tightly, pulling himself upward. He couldn’t remember the last time he had felt so tired.

Tink was even slower, the little goblin mumbling to herself as they crossed the threshold of the bedroom.

Naia had a warm bath waiting for them. Mike and Tink got in, and they took turns washing each other’s backs while Naia sent jet-like pulses through the water, targeting sore muscles. Gone was any sexual energy, the day having sapped away all of their strength. Mike leaned back in the tub, Naia acting as his pillow, while he waited for Tink to wash her hair.

“Today was too much.” Mike sighed, Naia’s fingers gently massaging his shoulders. “I was feeling better this morning, but I just feel rotten now. I screwed up-someone almost got seriously hurt.”

“You’ll get the hang of this life. All of the Caretakers have.” Warmth seeped into Mike’s weary bones. “You’ve only been here a few days, after all.”

Mike stared at the ceiling. Had it really only been a few days? It felt like weeks already. This house was full of so many mysteries, and he hadn’t even made the effort to explore it yet. His thoughts turned once more to the Mandragora. He needed to stop forgetting to deal with that plant. Lost in thought, he jumped when Tink dragged her claws along the bottom of his foot, tickling him.

“Husband too serious,” she said, then gathered a mouthful of water. She stood up in the bath, striking a sexy pose and spit the water out, fountain-style, hitting Mike in the face. “Now Tink is nymph too,” she announced, grabbing her breasts and playfully squeezing them. “Use water magic, make sexy time for everyone.”

“I don’t think so,” Mike replied, making a scoop with his hands. Placing his thumb on the top, he squeezed, launching a spray of water between his thumbs at the goblin. Tink ducked, but was hit in the face anyway. Laughing, she took a deep breath and vanished beneath the surface of the water, eventually biting Mike's foot.

“Gah!” Mike yanked his foot out of the water, pulling Tink with it. He grabbed her by the horn, splashing water in her face with his free hand as she fought to defend herself. Tink twisted around and bit Mike’s forearm while she kicked water at him. Laughing, Mike tickled Tink’s bare bottom, and she let out a laugh of her own, falling back beneath the waves. Mike tried to pull Tink above the water, but Naia joined the fun, summoning several watery fingers that tickled both of them from underneath. The bathroom filled with laughter and more splashing, Tink and Mike struggling to dunk Naia, who simply disappeared beneath the water’s surface every time they shoved her.

Several minutes later, Mike stepped out of the bath, a large grin on his face. He helped Tink out, then placed a gentle kiss on Naia’s lips before she sank below the water and disappeared from sight. Mike and Tink dried off, then Tink put on her sleep shirt while Mike donned his boxers. Lying down on the bed, Mike let out a sigh when Tink grabbed onto his arm, using it like a giant pillow.

He was going to make screw ups and have rough days. It was a fact of life, everybody had them. However, it mattered more how he spent his time between those awful moments, because that was where he would find those happy, peaceful hours, making memories that would become more precious to him than gold. Lying there in bed, listening to the goblin next to him breathing softly, he couldn’t help but feel a little blessed to be surrounded by such magical creatures.

“You sure do keep my life interesting,” he whispered. Tink gently bit his arm, and he smiled. She shifted her body, scooting up closer to his face. Her hair smelled of lavender, and her skin was soft to the touch. Letting his body relax, he took in the scent of the house itself, allowing its smells to permeate his soul and guide him to sleep.

The world faded away, his body sinking into nothingness while sleep claimed him. Drifting off into the waiting darkness, one more scent tickled his nose, suddenly there and gone, like a match struck and then blown out.

It smelled of sulfur.
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Nightmares and Dreamscapes
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Mike’s soul floated, hiding just beneath his skin, dreading the moment that his eyes would open, streaming reality in high definition through his very being. It wasn’t that he was afraid to face the morning, but rather that he was afraid of how much pain he would be in upon awakening.

The morning before, his whole being had been in agony. Between fucking Jenny out of Beth and then carrying Beth home, he wondered if his body would decide to be tired or sore instead. How does a body decide how miserable to make its owner anyway? Mike contemplated his day from behind closed eyes, wondering if he could trick Tink into bringing him food to eat while he stayed in bed. She didn’t know how to cook and he was fairly certain the fridge was nearly empty.

Shit. He also needed to feed the Mandragora. He pictured those vines, creeping along the side of the house, searching for fresh meat. With the events of yesterday, it had been forgotten, but it needed to be a priority today. How much meat did a magical plant need? He saw Emily in his mind, tossing a couple of pounds of beef on the lawn. The plant was probably far hungrier after so many months without food. Or maybe it had taken to eating strays that happened onto the lawn?

Ugh. Eyes open, he silently cursed the light that was already crossing the floor of his room. Pushing the blankets away, he saw that Tink had already left. Braced for the worst, he sat up in bed, ready for the inevitable checklist of agonies to pile up.

Except nothing happened. Puzzled, he rolled his shoulders around, tilted his head back and forth, and wiggled his legs. He felt absolutely fine.

“What the fuck?” He wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth. Rising, he got out of bed and walked to the toilet, took a leak, and popped into the bathroom. The huge bath was empty.

“Hey, Naia.” He sat on the edge of the tub, waiting for the faucet to turn on. Strangely, the tub remained silent. “Hello?” he called, leaning in, waiting for her to appear. He sat this way for several minutes, surprised that she didn’t answer. Shaking his head, he figured he would go out to the garden and see what she was up to. He went to put on clothes and was surprised to find they had been put back in his bag. Tink must have cleaned up after him last night.

Walking down the hallway, he was surprised at how quiet the house was. At the top of the stairs, he stopped to stare at the wardrobe at the other end of the hall, its silver handle gleaming, begging to be opened.

“Feed the Mandragora, feed the Mandragora,” he muttered, walking downstairs. In the kitchen, his laptop was on the table, but there was no sign of Tink. After making himself a quick breakfast of Eggos and coffee, he turned his laptop on, then clicked on his web browser.

Nothing happened. Frowning, he tried again, but the program still wouldn’t open. He rebooted his computer, then ate his syrup-soaked Eggos, slammed his coffee and refilled his mug while he waited. His computer screen came back on, but it wouldn’t display anything other than a blue screen.

“What the fuck?” Either it had contracted a massive virus, or was experiencing hardware failure. Swearing to himself, he wondered if Tink had been screwing around on his laptop this morning. “Tink? Hey, Tink!” Wandering from room to room, he saw no sign of the goblin. In fact, everything was in perfect order, the mess from yesterday’s fight all cleaned up as if it hadn’t even happened.

“Strange.” After casting a suspicious glance at the living room, Mike walked out into the garden and stopped in his tracks. Naia’s fountain was caked in dirt and mud again, as if he had never cleaned it out. Running up to the edge, all he could think was that, somehow, the magic had been cut off from her spring again.

“Shit, shit, shit!” He shoved his way into the garage and maneuvered through the boxes to get to the work bench. After grabbing supplies, he ran back outside. “Tink! Abella! Help!”

Kneeling in the fountain, he frantically scrubbed at the caked mud, trying to remember where he had seen the water flowing from. “Naia! Naia, are you in there?”

As he scooped up dirt, he saw the stony figure hidden behind the bushes. “Abella! Abella, come help me!”

She didn’t move. Tossing his trowel aside, Mike vaulted the lip of the fountain. “Abella, the fountain is...”

Abella was wrapped in the vines of the Mandragora, perfectly still. Mike grabbed the vines and tore at them. “Oh shit, Abella!” It only took him a minute to clear the vines away. He pressed his face to hers, hoping that she would feel his warmth. “Abella, please, wake up!”

She remained motionless, stuck in statue form.

Mike ran back through the house, shoved open the front door and collided with someone who had been standing on the porch. Papers flew everywhere, and Mike spun wildly, tripped, and tumbled over the railing into the bushes below.

“Ow, fuck!” Mike crawled free of the bushes to find that Beth was busy picking up the papers. She was on her hands and knees, her white skirt hiked up over her ass, revealing a bright red pair of panties that matched her top. Mike scrambled up the stairs and grabbed a handful of her papers. “I am so sorry!”

“Don’t worry about it Mr. Ra-Mike.” Beth blushed and accepted the papers.

Mike knelt to grab another one, struggling to focus on the words. They seemed to swim in front of his eyes, but Beth snatched it away from him before he could get a better look at it. Her bun had come undone, and a large strand of hair hung free down the back of her neck. “I thought I would drop by and bring you some paperwork, but I’m afraid it’s gotten all out of sorts.”

“Oh, yes, right. Come in.” Mike helped her to her feet, staring at the way her breasts strained the buttons of her blouse while she stood. He’d started to follow Beth inside when he saw that the porch swing was unhooked. “I’ll meet you in the kitchen,” he told her, then picked up the swing and reattached it.

“Cecilia, where are you?” he asked, giving the swing a gentle push. He was answered only by the harsh metallic screech of metal on metal.

Beth stood in the kitchen, leaning against the table. Something about her stance immediately unnerved him-it was too familiar. Did she remember what had happened yesterday? “I didn’t think you were coming back until Friday,” he said.

“I don’t think we scheduled anything that far out,” Beth told him. “I’m just bringing by the paperwork I mentioned yesterday, as well as an offer from the Historical Preservation Society. These very nice ladies call me on almost a daily basis to see if you will sell.”

Mike stared at her. “You mean the offer I turned down earlier this week?”

“Mike, are you feeling okay?” Beth moved closer to him, lines of concern crossing her face. “You told me last night that you weren’t certain if you were going to keep the place.”

“Last night?” Mike felt the world spin around him. “Like, you remember being here yesterday?”

“Of course I do. I showed you around, you really liked that big tub. I said I would check in on you.” Beth put her hand against his forehead. “You don’t feel like you have a fever.”

“Yeah, well I suddenly feel very unwell.” Mike sat down at the table. He felt like he was standing at one end of a very long tunnel, watching reality turn around him.

“Here, let me get you some water.” Beth walked around the counter and he heard the faucet turn on. She swore, and the click of her heels announced her return a few moments later. “I had an accident,” she said, gesturing at the large wet spot on her blouse. The red fabric of her blouse was suddenly transparent, revealing the dark black bra underneath. “I’m such a klutz.” She pinched the top of her blouse with one hand and shook it. Two buttons came undone, revealing the upper curve of her breasts.

His cock twitched slightly, but he was too upset to care. “Thank you,” he said, taking the glass from her hands. She gave him an odd look, then grabbed the papers on the table. 

“So, I guess I’ll go back to the office then,” she told him. “Do you need me to take you to the doctor or anything? I can bring you some food later, or we could meet for dinner?”

“No, I’m fine.” The words were easy to say, but Mike was anything but.

Beth frowned as he walked her to the door. When he opened it, she leaned against the frame, her body suddenly close. “Seriously. Can I do anything for you?” She winked.

“I’m good.” He needed to figure out what had gone wrong.

Beth pouted and stepped onto the porch. Mike didn’t bother following her-he shut the door in her face.

***
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THE HOURS TICKED BY. Mike spent the first hour in the back trying to get Abella to snap out of her slumber, and decided that whatever had happened wasn’t going to suddenly undo itself.

In the garage, Tink’s nest underneath was empty except for a couple of boxes of newspaper that had become so wet, Mike couldn’t read what was written on them.

Back in the house, he tried to find the secret cave in the blue room, but was unable to figure out how to open it. A hammer to the drywall revealed nothing behind it but insulation and dead bugs.

Mike masturbated twice in the tub, unable to come or summon Naia. He tried it in the fountain, frantically jerking himself as he wandered in large circles, calling the nymph’s name. He even checked the greenhouse, but the door was locked, and he couldn’t find a rock heavy enough to shatter out the glass. It seemed like every time he found one that would work, it was suddenly too small.

Mike went into the basement and found the piece of chalk underneath the freezer. He drew the door on the wall, then knocked three times, then twice more. When nothing happened, he did it again. Convinced that he had screwed up the door, he redrew it over and over again, his knuckles becoming raw from the now frantic pounding on the concrete. The piece of chalk quickly became a tiny nub which he slammed against the floor, breaking it into several pieces.

“What the fuck?!?” Mike slammed into the freezer, tilting the whole thing over in anger. He gave it a kick, sending a jolt of pain through his foot. “Ow, fuck!” As he limped back up the stairs, the doorbell rang.

Stumbling through the darkened home, he flipped on the lights as he neared the front door. Opening it, he saw that Dana stood there in just a white tank top and jeans.

“Oh. I didn’t order anything,” he said, closing the door.

“Oh, yeah, I know!” Dana stuck her arm in the door. “I just wanted to talk to you about something.”

“The odd jobs and such? I’m kind of in the middle of something right now.”

“Wow, yeah, you seem super distracted. I’ll make it quick.” Dana fished in her pocket, holding up a hundred-dollar bill. “So, last night, when I brought you your food, you gave me this.”

“I...I did?” He remembered tipping her, but not that much.

“Yeah. You told me to keep the change, you were very sweet about it.” Dana moved closer to him. “Well, you see, I got to thinking. Maybe it was an accident, maybe you thought it was a different kind of bill.”

“Um...” Her proximity was making him uncomfortable. He thought he had given her a twenty, but couldn’t be bothered with this now. “No, that’s fine. I gave you what I meant to give you.”

“I thought so.” Dana pushed her way in and placed a hand on Mike’s chest. She licked her lips hungrily. “You see, I have a confession to make. I like men who have money.”

“No, wait, I didn’t mean anything by it,” Mike protested, backing up. He eventually ran into the clock by the stairs, causing it to chime. Dana smirked at him, rubbing her left breast. “You know, big inheritance, new in town, just paying my good luck forward... oh shit!” Dana had yanked down her tank top, exposing two of the most perfect breasts he had ever seen.

“When I say I like men who have money, I don’t mean it like I’m a gold digger,” she told him. “What I meant to say was, it made me hot. Super hot. I can’t stop thinking about it.” Kneeling at his feet, she prevented him from squirming away while she fumbled with his pants. Despite his protests, she pulled his cock free. “Oh, wow, I can’t wait to get this in me!” she declared, and licked the tip of it.

“No, you don’t understand, I need to-“ Mike’s mind went blank as Dana took his semi-hard cock in her mouth. She fought to fit it in, not realizing that it was going to get longer. He grunted, wanting to grab her by the ears, pull her closer...

You sick fuck! Like clockwork, it had reappeared, the voice of his mother. You would like that, wouldn’t you? Fucking a poor college girl in the mouth like that. What do you think my friends would say if they knew you were fucking a girl almost a decade younger than you?

“No, please, wait.” Mike pushed Dana away, his dick slipping out of her lips with a loud Splorp! “This isn’t something we should be doing.”

“Oh, but I want to. Very much.” Dana turned around, peeling down the top of her yoga pants to reveal a beautifully-curved ass. Her pussy was trimmed neatly, just a few blonde hairs standing at attention while she wiggled her ass at him. She pulled off her tank top and threw it on the floor.

Sick fuck! You have a hard on right now? That did it. As aggressive as Dana was, his mother’s voice was simply too much. “Please,” he begged. “Please just go. Keep the money, whatever, but I don’t want to fuck you.”

“I think that your dick would tell me... oh.” Dana had grabbed at his cock, only to discover that he had gone soft. “Um, I, uh...”

“You need to go.” Mike pulled up his pants. “I don’t have time for this right now, I’m kind of in the middle of some serious shit.” He scooted around her and picked up her tank top. He handed it over. “Don’t worry, I won’t tell anybody what happened here.”

“You’re kicking me out?” Dana asked, her face frozen in shock. “But I was sucking your dick.”

“Yes, well, everyone makes mistakes.” Mike practically pushed the poor girl out the door, turning the deadbolt as soon as he’d closed it. Turning around, he slid down the door, staring at the clock next to the stairs.

“So what’s your deal?” he asked it, half expecting an answer. “Did you make me travel back in time? Are you some type of time fairy? WHAT ARE YOU?”

The clock didn’t answer him, and it still didn’t answer him three minutes later when he smashed it with a hammer.

***
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“SO, WHAT DO YOU THINK, Dr. Gorman?” Mike held his phone with trembling fingers as he sat naked in the bath. He had spent several hours there, hoping for Naia to reappear, but to no avail. 

“I think that you have an interesting situation on your hands.” The voice on the other end of the phone was low and smooth. Mike could almost smell the accompanying pipe smoke, a sense memory from years of sessions. “My best guess is that this was a psychotic break of sorts.”

“But why? Why now? Why this?” Mike huddled in the back of the bath, trembling from the cool sensation of the ceramic basin. “Help me understand what happened.”

“You inherited a home which once belonged to your family. This in turn reminds you of your mother, and the attempt at self-gratification somehow exposed a massive flaw in your psyche, causing you to slip into this reality where you meet these mythical creatures which are all extensions of your personality.” There was a moment of silence, followed by a puff of air. He never smoked during their face-to-face sessions, but Mike recognized the sound. He pictured the heavyset man, staring out the window of his Seattle home, probably wearing a smoking jacket, wisps of smoke curling over his graying beard.

“For instance, this Naia person signifies rebirth. The bathtub is a metaphor for the womb, and she arrives in a torrent of water, much like a child. The goblin is really just repressed teenage sexuality, which is why she speaks like a child, but interacts with you intimately as an adult.” Another intake of air, and a steady exhale. “The banshee represents the death of your mother, your inability to come to terms with the fact that you will never receive closure from her. Freud could speak volumes on your relationship with her. And the statue represents the bystander effect, years of frustration with those who watched the abuse but never stepped in to help you.”

“What about the house? It has secret doors, and caves, and oh shit, I forgot to mention the Labyrinth! A minotaur stole Tink’s goggles, and-”

A cough interrupted him. “In all honesty, Michael, I think the best thing would be for you to part with this home and return to Seattle. Obviously something there has triggered several dormant psychoses that will only serve to divide your mind further from reality.”

“No.” Mike trembled, nearly shouting into the phone. “No, it was all real, it had to be!”

“Denial is the first stage of grief, Michael.” Another puff. “When you have reached acceptance, you know where to find me.”

“Fuck!” Mike swore at the phone and tossed it out of the tub, where it clattered across the floor. If he really had lost his mind, what was the next step? Frustrated, he turned on the faucet and let the warm water lull him to sleep, dreams of Naia circling in his head.
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LOOKING OUT THE BACK window, it occurred to him that what he had gained in the last couple of days had made the world bright and wonderful. Now, however, the world seemed dirtier, like its color had been rinsed away.  His breakfast was uneaten on the table, and his computer still wouldn’t boot up. He was unaware how long he had been sitting there, couldn’t even remember getting out of bed, much less putting on clothes and coming down the stairs. 

The doorbell rang, but Mike ignored it. Something inside him had broken, a fragile something had cracked apart, taking with it years of healing. Naia, Tink, Cecilia, and Abella were gone, had probably never even existed. He was reminded of his mother after his father’s death, an emotional wound that had become cancerous, poisoning her very being. How could he cope with a loss that wasn’t real? How could he move forward and seek happiness that he had only found in his imagination?

The doorbell rang again, twice. Rolling his eyes, he stood up. He really hoped it wasn’t Dana-that girl freaked him out too much. Or Beth. Or anybody human for that matter.

Opening the door, he found it hard to muster any enthusiasm for the woman standing on his porch. She wore a black dress that clung to her body like ink, and her dark hair was shot through with red highlights. Thigh high, black leather boots disappeared beneath the hem of her skirt, and her hips were cocked to one side, accentuating the curve of her ass.

“Hello, Mr. Radley.” Her voice was a purr, dripping with sensual undertones. “I was wondering if I could have a word with you.”

“Sure, I guess.” He let her in the house. She eyed the grandfather clock, or rather what was left of it. He hadn’t bothered cleaning up.

“My name is Lily.” She offered her hand, which he shook. “Oh my, you have a strong grip! Do you work out?”

“Not really. Can I help you?” His eyes were on the landing up above, hoping for the tell-tale sounds of splashing. He couldn’t fight the nagging feeling that he had missed something, a crucial detail that would help him figure out what had happened.

“Right, well, I’ve come as a representative for the Historical Preservation Society. I was hoping we could talk about the house.” She smiled, walking away from him into the front room, her ass swaying dramatically with each step.

“I don’t remember you from the website,” he told her, following close behind. He couldn’t help but stare at the numerous buckles that were on her boots. Ordinarily, they were for show and a zipper could be seen on the back, but that didn’t seem to be the case here.

“What website?” She smirked, tossing her hair over her shoulder. “Oh, right. For the Society. I’m on there. I’m the Head of Community Outreach. I take care of potential problems with new acquisitions, that kind of thing.”

“Look, I don’t know how to tell you this, but the house isn’t for sale.”

“Oh? Why not?” Lily crossed her arms, pressing her breasts upward. She threw her shoulders back, pushing them forward even more.

“Doesn’t matter. I’m not selling.” Mike shook his head. “I told those other two the same thing when they dropped by.”

“I assure you that I’m the only one who has dropped by, Mr. Radley.” The gap between them had closed, and he realized he was staring at the crease between her breasts. His mouth was suddenly dry, his heart beating faster. “As for acquiring the house, instead of a sale, maybe we could come to another arrangement?”

“I’m not sure what that arrangement would be. I intend to live here.”

“Maybe let me organize a field study? Have some of the others come here, check things out. They’ve been dying to see the inside, but the estate company wouldn’t let them in.”

“I’m not sure how that will help,” Mike said, realizing how close she stood. The way her dark eyes sparkled was overwhelming. “I mean, letting people in won’t really give them what they want.”

“But it would give me what I want.” Her voice was husky, her dark red lips suddenly all he could see. “All I need is a start, a foot in the door.” A slender finger touched him and drew tiny circles on his chest. “Maybe it sounds strange, but I would be eternally grateful.” The way she said eternally sent chills down his spine, but his cock was reacting to her touch. Despite his lack of interest, there was a part of him that wanted to know just how grateful.

His cock rose in his pants. Lily’s face broke into a broad smile, her eyes never leaving his. She licked her lips hungrily, lips that begged to be kissed, licked, and even fucked.

You’re so disgusting! His mother’s voice was stronger than ever, reverberating through his being. The past few days had silenced her, bringing him overdue peace. Now, having discovered that his mind had fractured, she had a newfound strength, a way of terrifying that little boy who still hid deep inside, the one that thought he had finally found love and acceptance.

“You’re much cuter in person,” Lily told him, her fingers trailing down his body. “I think we could come to a mutual-” She frowned as she looked down and realized his cock had gone completely limp. She stared at his crotch, disbelief on her face.

“You need to go,” he told her. Lily’s face was frozen in shock as he pushed her gently to the front of the house. “And tell those assholes at the Society that I have no interest in ever letting them near this place.”

“Are you fucking kidding me?” Flabbergasted, Lily could only sputter at him as he shut the door in her face.

***
[image: image]


NIGHT HAD FALLEN, AND Mike paced the house, wandering from room to room with no direction. He uncovered furniture, opened drawers, attempting to reconcile the idea that he really might have to leave. A gigantic hole had formed in his gut, one he feared could never be filled. He had found something special in this house, something that made him a real person, no longer the damaged creature he had once been. He couldn’t explain why, but he just knew that there was no way his brain had made everything up.

His mother’s voice hounded him, louder than ever. A couple of times, he swore he could see her standing in the doorway, or walking out of sight down the hall. At first, he had thought she was one of his girls, his lovable monsters, but she constantly mocked him from out of sight.

“Why am I so damaged?” These words had floated around in his mind all day, migrating eventually to his lips. He found himself asking nearly every room this question, waiting for one of them to answer. He couldn’t stay any longer, not if it meant his sanity, yet he knew that he couldn’t go. To leave was to admit defeat, to give up on the life he could have had.

He sat on his bathroom counter, staring at the empty tub across from him. It was huge, too big for any normal person to simply take a bath in. He couldn’t believe that anybody in their right mind would build one so large. It definitely wouldn’t be reasonable for a single person to use it. He had never prided himself on being a man of too much imagination, and he knew for a fact that he needed to figure out, once and for all, if what he had experienced was real.

He turned the faucet knobs and watched the water emerge from the bronze handles. Water, hot and cold, flowed freely, filling the tub with great speed. Mike stripped off his clothes, testing the water with his foot to make sure it was the right temperature. Everything would need to be perfect if he wanted to see her again, to gaze upon Naia. He was living in a world where nothing made sense anymore, other than the fact that he could still feel her presence, like a fading dream.

He sat in the middle of the tub, watching the water climb to his waist, then his chest. He turned the faucets off, blinking sadly. She still hadn’t come.

Yet something about the water gave him pause. Staring at its rippling surface, he sensed a kinship, a bond that had yet to be broken. Whether Naia had been real or not was no longer the issue-he fully believed that she existed, even if everything else told him that she was just a shattered fragment of his mind. The whole world no longer felt real to him. Sinking below the water’s surface, he kept his eyes open, watching the outside world ripple in place  and exchanging the cold, harsh reality of air for the warm, quiet tomb of water.

Naia, he thought, sending his heart into the universe. Please come back to me.

Letting his breath out was the easy part. The bubbles rose from his mouth, dancing in circles on their way to the surface. Sinking to the bottom, he forced the air from his lungs, ready to take a huge step forward into the unknown. He had no idea where he was going, but he did know one thing.

He could no longer live without them.

He drew water into his lungs, fire filling his chest. The world around him dimmed and he clenched his fists in determination. To his surprise, it didn’t hurt nearly as much as he thought it would, the sudden intake of water.

She appeared before him, a shimmering image covered in light. Naia placed her lips to his, then breathed life into his lungs and pulled out what he had inhaled. Mike threw his arms around her. Naia lifted him above the water, holding him tightly against her naked body. The last trickle of water left his lungs, and Mike took in a deep breath of air.

“Naia!” He crushed her in his arms, afraid that if he let go, she would disappear. She held him back, ignoring the tears that ran down his cheeks.

“I’m sorry I scared you,” she told him, stroking his hair. “It wasn’t up to me, I promise.”

“What happened?” Mike asked. “It was like I went back in time, and nobody could remember anything, and everybody was gone.”

“Well, not anymore.” Naia smiled and placed a kiss on his forehead. “It was the geas again. Something happened to the house, and the geas was responsible. It erased everything to protect us, but you broke the spell.”

“Wait, so everything is back to normal?” Mike asked.

“It will be.” Naia grinned. “The geas released me because your death endangered the house. I think I can use my magic to reverse everything that has happened, and then the others can come back.”

“Oh, thank God!” Mike hugged her again. “Please, let’s get started!”

“I know you will.” Naia slid a finger down his chest and to his crotch, twirling it in circles through his pubes. “I’m going to need you to do something for me first.”

“I’ll do whatever. But first, can I just lie on you for a bit?”

“Why?” Naia’s smile vanished, then reappeared.

“I just need a couple of minutes. To feel you against me, to make sure you really are real.” He guided her to the edge of the tub and lay on her. His head between her breasts, staring at the ceiling, he let out a sigh. “When I thought you were gone, it broke my heart.”

Naia was silent, her hands running through his hair. Mike squeezed her leg, sighing at how smooth they felt. They sat this way for several minutes, the only sound the gentle sloshing of water.

“I was strangely okay with being crazy.” Mike broke the silence, squeezing Naia just above her kneecaps. “I was even okay with dying. But somehow, no matter what I did to come to terms with things, my mind kept slipping back to you.” He reached over his head and twirled her hair. “I can’t put my finger on it, but it was almost like you were just out of sight this whole time.”

“Well I’m here now, lover.” Naia stroked his forehead. “And the others can come back too, whenever you are ready.” She moved her hand across his stomach now, tracing his scars, then lower to stroke the head of his penis. “I can make it all better.”

“Maybe it’s time we make it better.” Mike rolled over and kissed Naia on the lips. She leaned into him, his hands squeezing her breasts while her hands found him beneath the surface, teasing his cock and tugging gently on his balls. Mike sighed, leaning back to reveal that his large erection had broken the surface of the water. “It’s time we bring everybody back.”

Eyes gleaming, Naia leaned forward, taking him into her mouth. Her tongue slid around his cock effortlessly, her teeth just teasing the edges of the head.

Mike stroked her hair, watching her bob up and down, getting him nice and slippery.

Naia pulled her mouth off of him. “You like that, don’t you, lover?” She teased his opening with a finger.

Mike nodded and gazed deep into her eyes, seeking that magical connection once again. His heart beat wildly in his chest.

Naia twisted away from him and put her hands up on the edge of the tub. Looking back over her shoulder, she grinned at him. “I want you to fuck me until I can’t breathe,” she said, waving her butt in his face. “I want to feel your balls slamming against my ass like you are going to die if you can’t make me come. I want to be filled until my stomach swells, so full of your cum that... what’s wrong?”

Mike’s eyes narrowed as the whole world span around him. He had found it in that singular moment of weakness, a gap in reality’s code, the information he needed to connect all of the pieces together.

“I bet you want me to fuck your asshole too, don’t you?” he asked, tracing her cheeks with one hand.

Naia smirked, wiggling her butt beneath his hands.

“Of course I do, lover. I want you to fuck my ass until I can’t stand.” She pressed it toward him. “This ass is all yours, it was made for you.”

“Who the fuck are you?” Mike asked.

The walls of the bathroom were suddenly too bright, the water around him suddenly gone.

“Fuck,” Naia swore, her eyes glowing red before the universe exploded.

***
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MIKE SAT UP IN BED in a cold sweat, clutching the sheets. At his side, Tink was out cold, the goblin hogging part of his pillow. He tried shifting his legs, but something heavy was holding them down.

“You weren’t supposed to wake up,” a voice said from the foot of the bed. “Almost nobody wakes up.”

“Who the fuck are you?” Mike asked, his voice nearly a growl.

“Hmm. I think you know already.” She crawled toward him, the moonlight illuminating her features. She wore a tight red top beneath a corset, and had long wings above her tiny frame. She practically glowed when she smiled. Her crimson eyes hungrily appraised him, and her hand found his hard dick beneath the blankets. “I was sent here to kill you. Don’t worry though-it won’t hurt.”

It suddenly made sense. The paperwork with the garbled text, his computer not working. His mother’s ghostly presence. Common denominators in all of his dreams. He recognized Lily as the Society woman who had come to the house. “Tink, wake up!”

“Oh, there’s nothing she can do. She will sleep until morning.” Behind Lily, a dark shadow moved. As it came into the moonlight, Mike felt the blood leave his face.

“Holy shit!” He watched the scorpion tail twitch back and forth, his whole body going cold. “Abella! Naia!”

“Night night.” The tail struck Mike in the shoulder. He went numb and fell backward on the bed. Lily crawled on top of him, her smiling face inches from his.

“Why?” he asked.

“They want the house. It’s nothing personal.” Though Mike’s body was paralyzed, there was one part of it he could still feel. Lily teased his cock through his boxers, then pulled it out. “But there’s no reason we can’t have some fun.” Her tail struck again. The room span, and Mike sank back into darkness.

***
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“WHAT HAPPENED?” MIKE was in his bedroom, but it no longer felt right.

“What happened is that you’re a tough nut to crack.” Lily’s voice came from inside the mirror in the bathroom. She stood there with a broad smile. “I thought for sure that you would try to fuck Beth. Or even the pizza girl. I took their forms to ensnare you, I know you find them attractive. But I was so surprised when you turned me down. It really got me thinking.” She wandered out of view, disappearing behind the glass.

“Hey. Hey!” Mike ran out of the bathroom, nearly colliding with the bedroom door when it opened and knocked him off his feet. He slid across the floor and into the bed frame. The room had tilted wildly, everything now at an angle.

“I was hoping to do this the easy way.” Lily walked toward him, unbothered by the sudden, steep incline of the floor. “Sneak into your dreams, poke around a bit, and then fuck you senseless. I was pretty thrown by the geas-it took me over an hour to reconstruct Naia from your memories. It was almost like someone had padlocked all the information in your brain away, and no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t dig up any info on this house. Your obsession with the nymph though, that was special.”

“What are you doing?” Mike asked, hanging on to the bed. He couldn’t get his feet underneath him, since he constantly slipped on the tilted floor.

“This is the Dreamscape. You can think of it like astral projection. Right now, it’s your soul versus mine. Nobody in or out until we do this the hard way.” Lily smiled and licked her lips. “You see, I just need your cum to complete the transaction. I was hoping to get you off in your sleep, swallowing your seed and your life force with it. The fact that you broke free though, that makes you different.” Lily grabbed a handful of her bountiful breasts and jiggled them. “Do you like what you see?”

“No.” It was a lie, but Mike’s life was on the line. Lily was, in fact, very pretty. “You aren’t going to get away with this—the others will come eventually.”

“That’s the beauty of the Dreamscape. Time flows differently here, as fast or as slow as I want. You’ve been asleep just over an hour, but it felt like days, didn’t it?” Lily circled the bed, the room tilting away from her as she moved.

Mike swore to himself, fighting to keep his grip. “So what, you’re going to kill me? Looks like you have the upper hand here.”

“It’s not that simple.” Lily’s tail curled beneath her, and she sat on it, crossing her legs and balancing in place. “I could kill you here, but you wouldn’t die. You could wake up, or go somewhere else and I would find you. You see, you and I have a bit of a problem.”

“You are the problem.” Mike let go of and slid across the floor until he collided with the wall. He was trapped in the corner now, but at least he was standing.

“You see, I need you to be a good boy and come for me. I’m under contract to suck out your soul and return to my Master. I’m a succubus. I’ve done this dozens of times.” Lily pulled a nail file from thin air and twirled it in her hand. “However, I can’t kill you until you fuck me. That’s Demonology 101. If I take a mortal life outside the bounds of my contract, I end up as dust, a victim of the Divine. If you don’t fuck me, I have to trap you here for roughly six years, or until the venom I hit you with wears off.”

“What happens then?” Mike asked.

“Well, you will wake up, realize that about thirty minutes have passed in the real world, and I stab you again with my tail.” Lily was now using the nail file and examining her handiwork as she went. “We do this all night, and eventually you wake up. However, you and I are connected now. Next time you fall asleep, the cycle restarts. I can guarantee that you will go mad trying to discern reality from fiction-I have grown quite good at making sure you can’t tell.” Lily blew dust off of the file and tossed it away. It struck the floor with a PING and vanished. “This place isn’t a normal dream. I wasn’t able to trap you there. Creatures like me don’t have souls, in a traditional sense. I had to come here personally, to the Dreamscape, dragging your soul with me the whole way.”

“Why tell me all this?” Mike asked. “Why not just get it over with?”

“To answer the second question, consent. If you consent, then I am allowed to do whatever it takes to get you to come, and I get your soul in return when you do.”

“And the first?”

Lily shrugged. “You’re the first man in a very long time that didn’t jump at the chance to fuck me. I find that fascinating. You are definitely the first non-magical being to realize that you were inside a dream. I still haven’t figured out how you caught on.”

“We all have our secrets.” Mike pushed on the wall next to him. In his mind, he knew it shouldn’t budge, logic dictated that it was impossible. Yet the Dreamscape was already having an odd effect on him. Giving the wall a shove was somehow second nature, and the harder he pushed, the more the world tilted to match. Spinning the whole room from the inside, he was able to make it moderately level.

“Well done!” Lily clapped her hands. “I wondered how long it would take you.”

“Dream logic,” Mike said. “The normal rules don’t apply, and the less I think about it, the better.”

“You are right, they don’t.” Lily uncrossed and recrossed her legs. Between those dark, thigh-high boots was a void that called to him. “But the rules can change in an instant. I’m afraid that I’ve had way more practice than you.” She stood up, her tail straightening out, then whipping dramatically behind her.

“What’s with the tail?” Mike asked. “It doesn’t look very demon-like..”

Lily laughed. “Yeah, well the first man who tried to draw a succubus couldn’t picture it right either.” Her tail curled up against her waist and she grabbed the head of it. On closer inspection, Mike realized how phallic it suddenly seemed. “One strike, and your whole body goes completely numb, and you are unable to move. The second strike makes you hard as a rock. I get you off in your sleep, and take just enough of your soul that nobody ever notices.”

“How does nobody notice a piece of their soul missing?” Mike asked.

“Simple. It’s that little part of you that remembers your childhood, or maybe that piece of you that cracked when your best friend drank his life away and put a shotgun in his mouth. Your soul is kind of like a spiritual memory-I can take away a day, and it eventually gets filled with something else.”

“But if you take it all, I die?”

“Yep.” Lily smiled, stroking her tail. “Form follows function. Devils use their tails to stab and destroy, I use mine to feed. Well, and for other things.” The tail whipped around her waist, wrapping around both thighs before protruding between her legs like an erect penis. “I’m not very picky about my meals,” Lily said, smiling as she stroked the shaft of her makeshift penis. “It’s ribbed for her pleasure, after all.”

“Holy fucking shit,” Mike whispered to himself. 

“So, what do you think?” Lily thrust her hips at him. “Fancy a go?”

“Er, not my thing.”

“Figures. And that’s where we have a problem.” Lily’s tail unwound and relaxed behind her. “I tried everything I could. I was direct. I played coy. I even pretended to be that nymph you love so much. And still, not a peep. Do you have problems or something?”

“As a matter of fact, I do.” Mike thought of his mother, her voice chasing him through the house. He had wondered why she was so prevalent in his thoughts, appearing constantly throughout the day. She always found him in his dreams, or at least she had. He hadn’t thought much about her since he had discovered Naia.

“Damn. Are you sure there’s nothing I can do to convince you?” Suddenly Lily was gone, Beth in her place. “I can be anybody you want me to be. Do anything you want me to do.” She was Dana now. “We could even come to an agreement, maybe? I could keep you like this, in the Dreamscape, until dawn. That’s seven hours in the real world, but over eighty years in here. I can be every person you have ever met, do all the things you’ve wanted them to do. I can be that English teacher in high school, the student teacher everybody wanted to fuck? I could be the checkout girl at the grocery store from when you were twenty-three. Any celebrity, old flame, or even someone new. The school valedictorian, perhaps?” Lily flickered with each description, becoming different women before his eyes, finally transforming into a sexy teenage redhead in a nightgown.. “A lifetime of sexual depravity, and all of it would feel real. You could come in my ass so many times that I lose count. You could hate-fuck me, pound my ass until I cry myself to sleep. Love me, take me as your bride until the end of days. These are all of the things I offer you, if you will just agree to the terms, that when the sun rises one last time, I take your soul with me when I leave. You die happy, peacefully in your sleep, and the whole world moves on without you.”

“And you expect me to trust the word of a demon?”

Lily shrugged. “Demonology 102. Any bargain struck with a demon must be adhered to. There is literally no option for betrayal, unless a loophole is found in the argument that the demon can take advantage of.”

“You seem pretty upfront for a demon.”

She grinned. “That goes back to Demonology 101. You see, despite what pop culture would have you believe, lesser demons cannot actually lie.”

“But you pretended to be people I knew.”

“Loophole!” Lily clapped her hands. “You assumed I was those people. It wasn’t until you actually asked me who I was that I had to tell you. And I am still trying to work out how you figured it out.”

“Yeah, well, I have no intention of telling you.”

“Good.” Lily came toward him, the scent of cinnamon filling the air. “The less I know, the better, right?”

Mike shivered. She smelled so good, and her skin looked so soft. “It’s not going to happen.”

“And that’s okay. I can wait. As a matter of fact, I haven’t had this much freedom in years!” She raised her hands and spun in a circle, her wings flaring out dramatically. “Even though it is the Dreamscape, it’s your Dreamscape. It’s nice to see something new. So you can take your time if you want.” Lily walked over to the window and slid it open. “Oh, and just a reminder-it’s just you and me here. Let me know when you’re ready to play ball, and we can move this game forward.” She threw herself out the window, wings spreading wide as she plummeted to the earth, ready to catch the wind before she crashed.

Mike ran to the sill only to see her vanish in the distance. The yard of the house was surrounded by miles of water in every direction.

“Fuck!” Mike slammed his hand into the wall, knocking a section the size of a cabinet door off of the house. The wood paneling and drywall spiraled to the water below, where they folded themselves into a boat and drifted out to sea.
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MIKE HATED THE DREAMSCAPE.

Despite being told by Lily that it was just the two of them, after over a week of solitude, his mother was close to physically manifesting. The danger of any dream was that it could go rogue, and after three days of trying to find a way to wake himself up, a broken portion of his mind had decided this was the best course of action.

He tried swimming away, but the ocean simply generated twenty foot waves which dumped him back in the yard. The house and its furniture were useless. He even tried killing himself to wake up, but sharp objects couldn’t pierce his skin, and apparently he could breathe underwater. Even though it was his Dreamscape, clearly Lily had control over what he was allowed to do.

He debated building a trap to summon her back, but he knew absolutely nothing about succubi. Would a stake through the heart do it? Could he trick her into a bargain that he could later break?

If nothing else, time was on his side. He tried keeping notes to himself, but his writing was clumsy, and he couldn’t read anything once he penned it down, the pages of his books switching places once they were closed. His reflection was sporadic at best, one time showing up late to the mirror with its hair all ruffled like he had just gotten it out of bed. Another week passed, and his mother’s presence had developed into an angry mist that followed him around. Luckily, it dispersed when he was out swimming, so he hid out in the front yard.

There was no sun in the Dreamscape. The sky was either bright blue, or dark. Even the stars wouldn’t come out. Without needing to eat or drink, Mike spent most of his time wandering around his tiny island, tuning out the angry hissings of his dead mother by swimming in the ocean. He wondered what Dr. Gorman would make of that.

At the start of the third week, he had had enough. The angry mother mist was starting to gain facial features, and he knew that he would break if her apparition became real. Standing on the edge of the island, he called out to the horizon. “Okay, let’s make a deal!”

“Took you long enough.”

Mike spun around to see Lily, sans wings and tail, sitting in a beach chair sipping on a fruity drink. She wore a red and black bikini, shades, and a wide-brimmed hat. Also, for some reason, she was still in the thigh-high boots.

“Where did you get that?” he asked her, pointing at the drink.

“About two thousand miles that way.” She pointed. “Built myself a beach resort, populated it with some souls of the Damned, made them wait on me hand and foot. Tell me more about this deal, or I am going back.”

“Okay, I-”

You just can’t wait to fuck her, can you! You nasty little weirdo! The mist was swirling around him, shouting from several directions at once.

“Ugh, hold on.” Lily snapped her fingers. A large breeze captured the mist and drove it out to sea. “Yeah, I wondered how bad that would get. Figured you would crack days ago, so hey. Kudos.”

“Thank you. Um.” Mike bit his lip, unsure where to start. “So, you want my soul, which means I die.”

“Yep.” She took a long sip from her drink.

“I don’t want to die.”

“Duh.”

“So, I wondered if we could strike a bargain.”

“Uh-uh. I’m not going to settle for anything less than the complete consumption of your precious soul.” Lily sucked on her straw, frowning when it gurgled at her, her drink depleted. “Fuck.” She tossed the cup to the side. It struck the ground and shattered into a small pile of glass. The shards scurried away, crawling like caterpillars.

“Well, that’s just it. I was thinking maybe we could make a wager. A game of sorts. If you win, I consent. It’s done. No waiting around this shithole for eighty years, for either of us.”

“Meh.” Lily wobbled her hand. “Not that exciting for me. I would rather spend eighty years fucking around with you than playing some dumb game.”

“Well, hold on, you haven’t heard what the game is.” Mike beckoned, and a kitchen chair he had brought outside four days ago slid across the yard and stopped behind him. Lily arched one of her brows. He sat down and crossed his legs casually. “I think we should play a sex game.”

Lily stared at him, mouth open. “Wait, you’re serious? A sex game? With me? Why not just let me fuck you and get it over with?”

“That’s just it. I have to do more than fuck you. I have to come inside of you, don’t I?”

Lily nodded. “And?”

“Well, this is my offer. We agree to some ground rules, and then we fuck. Whoever has three orgasms first loses.”

Lily’s eyes widened, and she laughed. “Oh my God, if my drink hadn’t been empty, that shit would have come right out of my nose. Seriously, an orgasm contest? Do you know who you are talking to? I practically invented orgasms!”

“And I’m willing to bet it’s been awhile since you had one. A good one, anyway.”

Lily stopped laughing. “What makes you say that?”

Mike shrugged. “Just a feeling I get. You suck a few dudes off in their sleep to avoid killing them. I imagine you only get truly satisfied when you can fuck someone who doesn’t die on you when they blow their load.”

“Oh, you’re funny. This is too good!” Lily clapped her hands. “This actually sounds like fun! I can picture the stupid look on your face, the one you will have when you are coming in my mouth, knowing that you’ll die when you are finished.”

“So what is your counteroffer? If I win, what can you put on the table?”

“Why bother? You can’t win.” Lily stretched, her belly tightening up, revealing her muscles. “Oh, wow, this is too good. A mortal challenging me to a fuck off.”

“But what do I get?” Mike pressed. “If I win, what are you offering?”

“I’m sure you want to live. We could do that.”

“Nope, not good enough. You let me live, you could easily pull this shit tomorrow night, and then this whole mess starts over again.”

“Ooh, look at you, catching the obvious? Ok, Romeo, what do you want?”

“Equivalent exchange. My soul is on the line, so I think it’s only fair that I get yours.” Mike smirked. “If I win, I get your soul. I can’t devour it or anything, so it, and you, will belong to me.”

“What makes you think I’m for sale?”

“The Society sent you, but I get a hunch that you’re not some hired hand. This isn’t just for fun either. Your offer to live an entire lifetime with me is far too generous, and the fact that you built yourself a vacation resort inside my brain, or wherever the hell we are tells me that you are trying to enjoy yourself before reporting back. If I win, you belong to me, in whatever manner I see fit. What do you say to that?”

Lily snorted. “This is seriously the dumbest... I honestly don’t see...” She muttered to herself, casting a wary eye at Mike. Mike knew she was searching for the catch, trying to figure out how he intended to beat her. “Hmm. I don’t peg you for an idiot. You are either dumb, desperate, or both.” Her lips spread into an eerie grin. “Fine. A contest to see who can give the other three orgasms first.”

“That’s right. If I have three orgasms before you do, starting now, you win. You get my soul. If you have three orgasms before I do, starting now, you belong to me. We have to give each other opportunities to get each other off-free use of each other’s bodies as long as it is sex-related. It’s just my soul versus your, well, equivalent. Fair?” Mike stuck out his hand, trying to keep it steady. He had no idea what he was getting into, but he had to try.

“Deal.” Lily took it, and thunder rumbled in the distance. Her lips formed a crooked grin. “Starting now.” She yanked on Mike’s arm and pulled him against her chest, hugging him close. Her arms tightened around him, her mouth finding his. Her lips were soft and full, and her tongue slid along his, tasting just like cinnamon. Just then, her wings reappeared.

Mike slid his arms to her lower back and his hands bumped into the base of her tail. “That thing freaks me out a little,” he admitted, breaking away.

“Pshh. Deal with it.” Lily pushed him on his back. He landed on a bed made of stone and grass. The succubus crawled toward him, grinning. “Even though you’re going to die, there’s no reason we can’t have a little fun.” Her nails were suddenly razor sharp, and she ripped Mike’s pants off of him, revealing his erect cock. She loosened and removed her bikini top, her large breasts bouncing free. Her nipples were dark pink, almost red. “Let’s see what you think of this.” She trapped Mike’s cock between her tits.

“No fucking way!” Sudden warm pressure from two sides pressed in on him. Lily licked her lips and drooled openly onto the head of his cock while she massaged her own breasts. His dick slid freely between them now. Lily held him in place by wrapping her breasts up in her arms, then lifting her whole body and shoving down on him. His cock ached with every delicious push.

“What do you think?” Lily asked, winking. Every time the head of his dick appeared, she licked it delicately, teasing the hole in its tip.

“It feels great, but not as good as butt fucking a goblin.”

Lily paused, her mouth going slack. “A goblin? You seriously fucked a goblin?”

“It’s a long story. Now flip over so I can eat you out.”

“You’ll try.” Lily spun around. Her long legs were now on both side of his head, and her bikini bottoms disappeared, her pussy inches from his face. Her hole smelled like cinnamon too, her labia swollen and ready.

Mike traced the back of her thighs until his fingers touched the top of her boots. “Can you take these off?”

“I could, but I’ll just tell you it would be a waste of time.” Lily informed him. “None of my erogenous zones are in my legs. Now, if it will help get you off...”

“Leave them on.” He teased Lily’s cunt with his fingers instead, surprised at how wet she already was. She had taken the head of his cock in her mouth and was jacking him off frantically with her tits. He felt that familiar pressure building inside, but was easily able to will it away. She was going to have to try a lot harder to impress him. Teasing the skin over her clit, he then pulled her hips toward his face, gently licking her folds.

“Are you going to do something back there?” Lily chastised, sitting down fully on his face. “Be more aggressive. I at least want to enjoy myself.”

Mike had difficulty responding, his face smothered by succubus pussy. She tasted just like she smelled, and she was now massaging his balls with her free hand, just barely dragging her nails along the skin beneath, coaxing more pre-cum out of his cock. She was slurping noisily now, putting on a show for his senses, and Mike could feel his orgasm building.

“Fuck,” he muttered into her pussy, sucking on her lips and finger fucking her. Lily let out a couple of cute, high-pitched moans that somehow seemed patronizing. She clearly didn’t want a patient, loving touch like the women of his home, but was going to need something more. He worked his fingers into her, getting them nice and wet.

“That isn’t bad, but I’ve had a lot better... shit.” Lily clearly felt the softening in his dick at her words. “Apparently treating you badly isn’t going to help me, huh? A lot of guys like that.”

“I’m not a lot of guys,” Mike told her, withdrawing his fingers. Finding her clit with his mouth, he then sucked on it, pulling it as far into his mouth as he could and shoving two fingers into her ass.

“Oh fuck!” Lily pushed back against him, her tail arching up above her back. “Oh, that feels so good!”

“You like it rough, don’t you?” Mike pushed his fingers in as far as they would go, using his other two to tickle her folds. Lily resumed sucking his cock through her tits, little moans of pleasure causing his shaft to vibrate. He tensed up, forcing his orgasm farther back, sucking harder on her clit. Moving his hand back and forth, he felt tiny spasms run through her hips and her tail twitched violently.

Holy fuck, that tail. Up close, the segments were smooth like metal, and dark like ebony. The stinger itself wasn’t so scary up close, but he was very wary of the smooth tip, wondering what other strange venoms it contained.

“More. I need more,” Lily said, releasing his cock. She backed up, crawling until her face was level with Mike’s, her pendulous breasts hanging just over his forehead. Her lips met his, and they kissed upside down, Lily playfully biting his lip. “Let’s see how you handle the main event.”

Shoving hard with her feet, she did a handstand above him, then rotated her body so that she landed gently on his waist, legs folded back. Moving her hips forward, she grabbed Mike’s cock from behind, then aimed it toward her pussy. Winking, she moved back, sighing when Mike filled her up.

“Oh God, your dick is so big.” Planting her hands on his chest, she shifted her hips, sliding Mike’s dick along the back wall of her pussy. “Oh, shit!”

Moving back, Mike could feel the head of his cock press into her, sinking deeper. Just as he bottomed out, a pair of lips kissed his glans. Eyes widening, he jerked his hips as the mouth inside of Lily gave him a lick, then suckled on the head of his cock. “How? Oh fuck!”

Lily had pinned him to the bed, rocking back and forth, her breasts waving in his face. She was gasping now, grinding her cunt into him, a wet trail of her fluids covering his pubes. Her wings fluttered behind her while she bounced above him. She crossed her arms across her breasts to hold them still and picked up her pace.

“Oh yes! Oh yes!” She moved frantically now, rolling her hips.

In awe, Mike grabbed onto her, pulling her tightly against him, forcing his way ever deeper. He could see it in her eyes, that unfocused look, and knew she was getting close. This was going to be way easier than he thought.

“Fuck!” Lily hopped off of him and turned to grab the railing at the foot of the stone bed. “Quick, fuck me from behind!”

“My pleasure.” Mike sat up and moved behind her. Her tail coiled around his waist, pulling him tight against her body. Smiling at how well this was already going, Mike grabbed onto her hips and drove himself deep into her.

“Oh, shit, more! Fuck me more!” Lily let out little squeals of delight with every thrust, and Mike moved faster, feeling his own orgasm start to build. Willing it back, he knew that if he could just get her to come, he might be able to trigger a second orgasm. For all her talk, Lily wasn’t putting up nearly the fight he had expected.

“Yeah, you like that, don’t you?” Mike grabbed her hair and yanked her head back. She yelped, tilting her head.

“Harder, pull harder!”

Mike obliged, watching her ass twitch beneath him. He slid a finger into her butt, and Lily cried out.

“Oh, that feels so good!” She turned her head to face him. “In fact, it feels so good that I think you would like it too.”

“Huh?” That’s when Mike felt something tracing delicate circles on his buttocks—the end of her tail. It stroked the crease of his ass, then moved farther down. “No, wait, that’s not my thing!”

“I beg to differ. You say it isn’t your thing out of some misbegotten fear that it makes you gay or weird. You certainly had no problem doing it to me, and I can tell you from experience that assholes are built the same, no matter your gender. Besides, a succubus can tell what a person will sexually enjoy, no matter how much they protest. It’s part of our magic. Don’t worry, Romeo, I’ll be gentle.” The tip of her tail circled his asshole, then nudged forward. Mike gasped, realizing that the tail was coated in some sort of cool gel, allowing it to slide effortlessly into his butt, the thick, rounded stinger pulsating pleasurably against his prostate. Mike took several deep breaths, reaching back to feel where he had been penetrated.

“I don’t... I can’t...” Mike gasped as the tail moved in and out. He realized that he was moving slightly against it, enjoying how it felt against his prostate. He was having trouble processing this new sensation, his own words lost to him.

“You can, you will, and you’ll like it.” Lily looked back at him again, all signs of her impending orgasm gone. “Anal beads were designed after succubi tails, after all. And you’re the one who started with the butt stuff. This, however, will feel a whole lot better than a finger.” Her tail pushed forward, in turn driving Mike’s cock deeper inside her.

“Oh shit!” Mike pulled out of Lily, backing into her tail, which slid further into his ass. Moving forward to relieve the pressure put him deep back inside of her, where her inner mouth licked his urethra and sucked on the head of his penis.

Unable to help himself, Mike grabbed onto her hips, thrusting his own back and forth, the sensation in his ass competing with the one from his dick. Pushing into the succubus triggered the start of his orgasm, but pushing back put a halt to it, the pressure on his prostate sending pleasurable chills up his spine.

Lily flexed her tail, forcing him to move back and forth, and Mike could no longer resist. Lily drove Mike into her. His hands slipped free and his hips moving of their own accord.

“Oh fuck, oh fuck, oh fuck!” His entire groin tensed, ready to spray Lily’s insides with cum, but the stinger expanded, startling Mike and causing his orgasm to recede. Lily teased him this way for several minutes, ensuring that Mike’s mind was no longer on their wager. The pressure inside him was building, much as the giant storm clouds on the horizon fought to climb over each other.

“I said I didn’t peg you for an idiot,” Lily told him, flames igniting in her eyes. “Now I’m just pegging you, plain and simple.” Her body temperature spiked, her pussy clamping down on the base of his dick, squeezing him tightly. “Now come for me, you little bitch.”

“Fuck, fuck, fuck, FUCK!” Lily’s tail penetrated him deeply, Mike bottomed out inside of Lily, then he exploded. Torrents of semen flowed from his dick, and he fell backward, spraying cum all over both Lily and himself. Her tail throbbed inside his body, pushing more and more of it out, impossible quantities that coated the stony bed.

“Did you know that it’s possible for men to have multiple orgasms?” Lily rolled over with a grin. “It’s all about pressure and timing.” Leaning forward, she sucked on his dick while she slowly withdrew her tail. The pressure inside him vanished, and Mike’s body tensed up, a second load filling Lily’s mouth so much that she gagged and cum ran out of her nose. She leaned her head back and swallowed.

“Wow, that really was a lot. The Dreamscape is weird like that, isn’t it?” Lily sat up, wiping cum off her lips. “I warned you that I was better at this than you are. A mere human doesn’t stand a chance against an experienced succubus. The score is now two to nothing, and I’m in the lead.” Lily picked up her bikini top. “I’m not really in a hurry to finish this, and you seem a little spent. You let me know when you are ready for round three, Romeo.” Her wings expanded, and with a downward shove, she was airborne. After circling the house, she flew back toward Mike. Hovering above him, she laughed. “At least the rain will clean up the mess.”

With that, she was gone.

Mike stared at the sky, a mixture of emotions flowing through him. While he hadn’t thought he would lose quite so easily, he figured he stood a better chance than he had. After all, with his soul on the line, his dick should have been on his team. He was going to need a better plan, and soon. Regret mixed with the afterglow of his orgasm, forming a small pool of shame for him to marinate in along with the approaching rain. In that moment, he realized that he had nobody but himself to blame. He had tried to pull one over on a demon who could read him like a book, and she had used that knowledge to not only win, but humiliate.

Sitting up to watch the storm roll in, he realized that Lily had, however, been right about one thing. 

Not only could he do it, he had liked it.
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Soul Survivor
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Lily sipped at her cocktail, smiling at the ocean waves that crashed into the shore, scattering sand along its edges. Technicolor crabs that looked like they had been drawn by a toddler scurried in every direction, a remnant of a childhood memory seeking shelter from the crushing surf. While the drink was good, Lily was a little sad that it had no bite to it — it was impossible to get truly drunk from a dream.

“Hey!” Lily held up her drink. One of her beach minions ran forward to refill it. Truth be told, while she couldn’t get drunk, she also couldn’t get full. She would drink until the stars came out, and then watch them wander in random directions across the sky until day broke again. She was content to wait the contest out, more than happy to live in the simulated time of Mike’s mind.

“You ...How long have we been sitting here?” She turned to the minion closest to her, a soul she had consumed once upon a time, long ago. She had forgotten who he was, and so had he. Once properly consumed, a soul was little more than an automaton-no memory of its former self coupled with unwavering obedience. They would do absolutely anything for her, no questions asked.

“Nine days.” 

She had tasked this one with keeping track of the time. A silly task, but to a being that had lived for so many centuries, it was easy to lose count of something as small as a day.

“Nine. Wow. Romeo must be going nuts.” She looked at the soul, dressed in white shorts and a tux jacket. He was blond, with hazel eyes, clearly a young man once upon a time. He didn’t respond to her — the souls of the Damned rarely did. Social cues were beyond such creatures.

“Hmm. I wonder what he’s up to.” Lily sipped her refilled drink. Her infernal magic had been directed outward, waiting to sense a new challenge from Mike or, if he was stupid, his third orgasm. So far, he was lying low, probably trying to prolong what was left of his existence.

She grinned. Maybe she would let him wake up and go about his life. The next time he boned one of his monsters, she could claim him on the spot.

Lily’s smile faded from her face. No, she wouldn’t do that. When Elizabeth had first contracted her to go after Mike, she had been under the impression that he was just like every other man whose soul she had been sent for. Eager to fuck anything with two legs, cocky, arrogant, the list went on. His lack of desire for sex with her in any of her human incarnations had been profoundly mind blowing, until she realized that he needed something more ... outside the norm.

Yet, when she had appeared as Naia, all he really wanted was to hold her. There had been no demand for sex, no position of power between them. Despite appearing to him as a horny water spirit, Mike had shown respect for the nymph that extended to what could only be described as romantic affection.

“Bah.” Lily threw her glass on the ground. It bounced twice, spilling its contents across the sand. Glaring at the unbreakable glass, she lashed out with her tail, snapping the tip like a whip. This time the glass shattered, sending tiny glowing embers into the sky. Affection was a farce, a mask worn in the name of love, but only as a means to an end. 

Or was it? There had been a time when she hadn’t thought so, but it had been so long ago that she couldn’t remember how she was supposed to feel. Staring out at the waves, she wondered what Mike had been up to. Did he spend his days plotting? Or maybe screaming at the visage of his mother? He was taking his time doing something.

Suddenly, there was a flash of light along the water’s surface, a wave of energy that sparkled along the sky above, tickling Lily’s senses: Mike had called to her, and it was time to go. The Dreamscape folded itself around her, like the turning of a page, and she was suddenly back at the house.

“Okay, so this is clever.” Lily stared at the large maze around the house. Stone had been pulled up from the earth beneath, forming a labyrinth that led to the house. Long, slender vines clung to the stony walls, vines with tiny thorns. “You’ve built a maze. Good for you. Did you put traps in there? I love a good trap.”

“Come and find out.” Mike’s voice came from somewhere within the maze.

She rolled her eyes. Clearly, the man had snapped. Best case scenario, some dream contraption he built could actually kill her, driving her out of the Dreamscape and back into the real world. It would take her all of a minute to get back in, and their game would resume. Lily sighed — the last thing she needed was to spend all night trying to seduce a man who had lost his mind.

Walking into the maze, she was immediately assaulted by a winged figure made of stone. In the real world, such a creature would have a fighting chance. Here, however, Lily was the queen. She whipped her tail, cracking the stone figure in the head. When it shattered, the pieces turned into fluttering butterflies.

“Cute.” Lily navigated the maze. Every few turns, a new stone guardian sprang from the shadows, and Lily quickly dispatched each one, her tail destroying them with relative ease. The maze itself was intricate, but she was far too curious to simply fly over the top. Mike had spent his time mastering the Dreamscape, but to what end?

Moving ever deeper, she couldn’t help but laugh at the childish traps he had set for her: A deep pit full of water, spikes that came out of the walls, and even a rolling boulder which she swatted with one hand, making it float away like a balloon. Just when she thought she was near the center of the labyrinth, she was surprised to emerge back where she had started from.

“Wow. Nice job, Romeo.” Chuckling, she turned around to walk back in. She was in no hurry.

This time, the stone warriors were short men with spiked knuckles. She made short work of them, casually breaking them into dust. Spike pits, logs, and even a pit of paper tigers were no match for her, but she kept going. She found the whole thing rather amusing.

The stone walls suddenly became smooth, with giant letters carved into them. Lily laughed. Clearly Mike had attempted to write something in the maze, hoping the large letters would remain in place. While true, the letters shifted back and forth between similar shapes. Lower case “a”s transformed into curvy “e”s, and Lily had to hold her stomach when she found nearly half a mile of stone with poorly spelled iterations of the word “penis.” What the hell had Mike been up to?

Soft music played ahead, and the sky grew dark. She had fucked around in his maze for so long that she hadn’t even noticed the passage in time. She made the final few turns before stepping into a lavishly-decorated room. In the middle of the room was a table lit with candles, and a large vase of roses. Sitting at the table was Mike, who flipped casually through an old, leather-bound book.

“Hey there, Romeo.” Lily sauntered forward, her hips swaying. “This is super cute. Did you spend all week making this?”

Mike held up a finger in response as he scanned the rest of the page. He wore a button-down dress shirt over his jeans, and his bare feet were in the sand. The rest of the room was empty, though tiny waterfalls along the edge of the room filled water troughs.

“Oh, please. We both know you can’t be reading anything in there.” Lily smirked. She was dying to know where this was going.

“On the contrary.” He flipped the book over, revealing the word CAT in giant letters. “You can call it an exercise in concentration.”

“Is that why you wrote “penis” so many times?”

“Oh. Yeah, that was an exercise in frustration. Please, sit.” He gestured at the seat across from him, which slid away from the table. “Would you like something to eat?”

“Sure.” She sat across from him. Gone was the man she had left defeated on the beach. He now radiated confidence in such a manner that she felt like she was in the presence of an Elder Demon. She chalked it up to his fragile mental state. “I was under the impression that you were ready to continue our little game.”

“We have plenty of time. You taught me that.” Mike clapped his hands gently. Plates and cutlery with wings flew in from outside the room, circling briefly before landing on the table between them.

“Now this is impressive. What are we having?”

A giant serving platter landed between them, and massive wings carried the lid away. Through the steam coming from the dish, a large silver bowl was revealed. Looking inside it, she laughed.

“I’m still learning,” Mike said, grabbing a ladle. He took a large serving of the oatmeal in the bowl and poured it on Lily’s dish. “This was a childhood favorite of mine. I learned that sense memories are powerful here, and therefore easier to conjure.”

“Yes, but oatmeal? C’mon. A lady deserves better than that.”

“You are quite right, but you aren’t a lady, aren’t you?” He winked.

“You have me there.” Lily smelled the food. She could make out the sweet tones of cinnamon and maple. “Speaking of which, how’s your ass?”

“Ah. Well, I couldn’t sit for nearly a day until I remembered that this was just a dream, then it instantly stopped hurting.” Mike spooned some oatmeal onto his platter. “I must admit, that gave me some mixed feelings. I was so angry at you for doing that, and even angrier at myself because you made me come with it.”

“Your ass is an erogenous zone. And that sensation I gave you was no different than a finger in your ass, which I know you love. Just much, much bigger.” Lily stuck her finger in the oatmeal, then tasted the mash in front of her. Surprisingly, it was good. “You’d be surprised what you like.”

“Well, you would know, right? I remember thinking how well things were going when you made fun of me and I got turned off. Now I know you did that on purpose to ensnare me with false confidence.”

“You’re absolutely right. I can see all that your body desires, even the things you have yet to try, but I didn’t want you to know that quite yet.” Lily took another bite. “This is really good. Where is it from?”

“My grandma made it for me. When I was three, maybe? That part is fuzzy. Every time I smell oatmeal, I remember her face. She’d sit across from me, both of us eating big spoonfuls as we watched cartoons on the TV in her apartment.” Mike smiled, lost in a memory. “She died when I was five. My father took it hard, I do remember that.”

“Thanks for sharing with me.” Lily meant it. Every bite made her slightly nostalgic for a time long ago lost. Each smell and taste took her back just far enough that the sharp edges of her memories spared her broken heart. 

“So if I could see your desires, what would they be?” Mike licked the back of his spoon, picking up some oatmeal that got stuck on the handle. “If I could see into your soul, what would your body like the most?”

“Interesting question. I don’t know what I physically desire — I have seen and experienced so much that it’s hard for me to experience those feelings anymore.”

“That sounds awful.” Mike leaned forward. “A being built for pleasure who experiences none of her own.”

“I wouldn’t go that far.” She shrugged, her breasts rippling. “I just don’t experience sex like mortals do. It is a necessary act to feed.” Though it didn’t used to be. “My turn. You seem awfully cocky for a man who is one orgasm away from losing his soul.”

Mike laughed. “Oh. That. I’m no longer worried about it.”

The music grew louder, and Lily laughed when she saw the source was a coatrack playing a violin. It had stepped out of its hiding place behind some bushes at the edge of the room. “You have to explain that one to me,” she said, pointing.

“Oh. Yeah, I saw that in a movie once. Can’t remember what. He follows me around, keeps me company.”

“You mean he keeps your mother away.”

“That too.” 

Mike’s eyes glinted. For a second, Lily felt a seed of doubt in her gut. He was hiding something from her, something important. She thought that maybe his mind was cracked, but the longer she spoke with him, the faster she was realizing that he was all there. What was the catch? 

She replayed the deal they had made in her mind. She rarely missed any mistakes — her capture by the Society was a result of the last play on words that had screwed her over. It had been a similar arrangement to Mike’s, but the wording had been different. The result meant that she had become a slave to her current Master until she could take his soul from him, a deed that soon proved to be impossible upon discovering that he had given it to a far more powerful entity in exchange for magical abilities. 

Lily fumed silently. The deal with Mike was impossible for him to win, but a loophole in her last agreement did allow her to transfer ownership under the right conditions, namely that an actual soul was on the line. Such a deal would supersede her previous one, allowing her a twisted version of freedom. Looking at Mike, she had a tough time believing he would be any different than the multitude of owners she had been forced to serve at her Master’s command. 

And if she did lose her bet, the Society would come for her. Her Master would come personally. There was no escaping that, and she doubted Mike would survive. She wondered if Mike had somehow discovered a loophole in their arrangement.

“So, is this just a social call, or are you ready to do business?” Lily had finished her plate, her tail twitching off to the side. “I have all night, so to speak, but would prefer to do it somewhere nicer.”

“I don’t see any reason to wait.” Mike licked his spoon again. “The Dreamscape seems interesting and all, but there are people on the outside that I miss. They occupy my thoughts, all the time.”

“You won’t get to see them again when I win.” Lily stood, bending forward to press her breasts together with her arms. “If you wait, then you can at least think about how much you miss them.”

“I’ll be seeing them again.” Mike tossed the spoon away. He stood too, and the table spun in place. It expanded, filling the room until it became a king-sized bed. Mike’s clothes transformed into a silk robe. “You have my word on that.”

Lily sighed. “Okay. It’s your funeral.” She leapt onto the bed and sprawled out on the sheets. Her tail and wings disappeared, and a simple black and red teddy appeared on her body. “You’ll have to excuse me if I’m not in a hurry to see our game end.”

“I prefer it this way.” Mike climbed on the bed with her. “And I appreciate getting to know you a little bit better.”

“It won’t matter once you’re dead,” Lily informed him. Mike was on his hands and knees over her now, the stars up above casting light on the scene. “Once you die, everything you are goes away. It’s as simple as that.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure.” Mike leaned forward and planted his lips gently on hers. 

What the fuck? Lily thought, then froze when she saw the predatory look in his eyes. Something was wrong here, but she couldn’t see what.

“So you mastered the Dreamscape pretty well,” she said once their lips parted. “But I can’t figure out the purpose of the maze.”

“Hmm. It’s a long story. Want to hear it?” Mike asked, his fingers trailing up her thighs.

Lily shivered. Was that lust, or fear?

It was time to take charge. She pushed Mike hard enough that he toppled over, his robe coming undone and revealing his erect cock. She scooted down the bed, then took his balls in her hand, stroking the soft skin at the base of his dick with just the tips of her nails.

“Sure. You talk, I suck.” She pulled the head of his dick into her mouth. It felt larger than last time, stretching her lips. She opened wider and retracted her teeth to avoid biting him. She slid her mouth around his cock, changing the back of her throat into another pair of lips so that she could doubly suck on him.

“Mmm. I like that.” Mike ran his fingers through her hair, combing her red and black locks away from her face. “You’re pretty good at it.”

“Thank you,” Lily replied, but it came out as sloppy mumbling. 

Mike gently traced her jaw with his fingers. The tenderness in his touch caused a strange stirring in Lily, an ancient feeling she hadn’t felt in a long time. Somehow, it was like he knew what she wanted.

“So let’s talk about the maze.” He said, then let out a little gasp when she took him all the way into her throat. She felt the skin of her neck bulge slightly where the head of his cock was, and she gulped greedily, both of her mouths sucking on him. It was easily her favorite trick. She had once devoured a soul in under thirty seconds doing it. 

“This all goes back to Demonology. The part about how you can’t lie to me,” he continued.

“Uh-huh,” Lily mumbled, drooling on his cock.

“Damn, that feels good.” Mike traced Lily’s ears with his fingers, then stroked her neck gently as his hands slid away from her. “Um, it went back to the deception piece. You made yourself look like everyone else, and I simply believed it. But if I had asked you directly, you had to reveal yourself.”

Lily locked her gaze with Mike, making them sparkle for him. Staring deeply into his eyes, she saw a complete lack of concern. He really did believe he was going to walk away from this unscathed. She almost felt bad for him; but how she felt didn’t matter. She could already sense his body reacting, both here and in the real world.

“After you left, it got me thinking about a few things. You see, my mother, may she burn in hell, she isn’t real. Yet her presence here was very real, an entity beyond a sense memory. That got me to thinking about the difference between reality and fiction. What here was a lie, and what was the truth? Clearly, you and I are truth. This place, in a way, is truth. It’s all part of a code.

“I spent many years working with computers, learning how to code, utilizing the logic of a program to solve problems that emanate from nowhere. I decided to spend my time away from you learning how to manipulate the environment. The maze was my first attempt, a large-scale effort at programming my Dreamscape. At first it was made of sand, and crumbled easily. But with a little bit of practice, I was able to create large stone walls, and populate the maze with various devices meant to activate upon your arrival. Think of them as If-Then statements.”

Lily popped her mouth off his dick. “So you built the maze just to prove you could build a maze?”

“I built the maze to teach myself how to code in the Dreamscape. You see, I needed to learn the logic of this place before I could build something bigger. Come here.” Mike sat up, then ran  his hands along Lily’s shoulders. “Your mouth feels great, but I want something a little more intimate.”

“Your wish is my command.” Lily crawled on top of him, Mike guiding her hips with his hands. On her knees, she used his shoulders to support her weight, and he moved his hand to her crotch, rubbing the top of her folds with his thumb. Lily sighed, lowering onto him, feeling him slide up inside of her. She shifted her insides around, trying to make her vagina feel like a series of fingers, but Mike touched her face to get her attention.

“No tricks for now. Let’s take our time.”

“Sure thing, Romeo.” She may as well enjoy herself. She slowly rotated her pelvis, shivering at the pressure on her inner walls. Shifting her hips backward, she moaned softly at the sensation of Mike’s dick pushing upward into the spongy tissue behind her clit. Even though he had said no tricks, it didn’t apply to her own pleasure-she expanded her g-spot, making the entire front of her vagina a shortcut to her pleasure center.

A familiar shiver went up her spine. She closed her eyes and lost herself in the physical sensation.

“You look like you’re enjoying yourself.”

Lily’s eyes snapped open. She had settled into a slow, gentle rhythm, her mouth open as she exhaled with every press of her hips. She smirked, her eyes meeting Mike’s.

“I don’t know what’s coming over me.” Moving her hands to caress his stomach, she rolled her lower end more aggressively now, shoving down hard enough that Mike stretched her pussy to the limit. She relaxed her tendons, her hips spreading even wider. Somehow, Mike’s dick seemed to grow larger to accommodate. “It seems that you’ve gotten me a little worked up.”

“That’s because I plan to win.” Mike ran his hands up Lily’s hips, sliding over her teddy until they found her breasts. He gently thumbed one of her nipples while he squeezed the other breast, then dropped his hands back down to her waist.

Oh shit. Lily felt it just then, a tiny warning before the flood. A spark had ignited, one that she rarely felt, deep within her stomach. It traveled up and down her spine, slowly gaining energy. Looking down at Mike, she felt a powerful lust overtake her, a sudden desire to slam her body against his. “What have you done to me?” 

She moaned as Mike slid deep inside of her. Waves of pleasure radiated through her legs, tiny sparks of long forgotten lust gathering in her cunt to form a small fire. The hotter it got, the sooner she realized that she couldn’t stop.

Mike smiled knowingly. “Allow me to finish. The maze was an attempt to learn how to code in the Dreamscape. Coding makes sense to me, and it establishes logic I can use to control my dreams. During this process, I discovered something important, something of value I could use to win.”

“Even if you make me come, I’m still at an advantage,” Lily told him, tiny gasps between every other word. She couldn’t help it now — Mike was gently running his hands over her body, squeezing and stroking her in a way that took her back in time to a sense memory of her own.

“Shush. Let me finish, you little devil.” 

Though he teased her, his words caused a rush of feelings. Every movement he made was tailor made just for her, the soft, romantic touches she desired. He was the opposite of every mortal she encountered, in such a hurry to slake their own sexual thirsts. “You see, you gave me plenty to think about after our last encounter.”

“I... I did?” She couldn’t stop moving now. She increased the pacing of her hips.

“You see, I thought you trapped me here. A house in the middle of the ocean. When I watched you fly away, I thought that your wings were the only way to escape. But then you came here instantly, wearing a bathing suit no less. Why would you put two thousand miles of ocean between me and the nearest land mass? That seems excessive, especially since I can’t leave. Also, if you had created this world for me, inside my head, then why did you have to fly away the first time?”

“I did ... didn’t trap you here,” Lily said. “This place was ... was ... already here!”

“Exactly. Once I realized that, I began working on the maze.” Mike grabbed her hips, massaging them as her whole body tensed up. “I knew that once you figured out what I had, I was going to have a tough time keeping you here. The maze was one part distraction, three parts Dreamscape logic.” Mike slid a hand down her breast and pinched her nipple through her teddy. “I needed you to be distracted, your attention on something else. Otherwise, you may have caught on.”

“Caught on? To what?” Her breathing was ragged now, her orgasm building steam. How had he done this to her? It made no sense.

“You said it yourself. This is my Dreamscape. Everything here is a reflection of who I am.” Mike was actively thrusting into her now, grabbing her ass with strong hands. “Do you want to know the real reason I can’t escape? The truth behind my inability to leave this island, this strange paradox of a world that bows to my whim, yet won’t let me do something as simple as swim away?”

“I... don’t ... care ...” Her entire body was throbbing from within, pulsing in time with her cunt.

“I can’t leave this place for one simple reason.” Mike grinned, his eyes flashing blue. “Because she can’t leave her spring.”

Soft, feminine hands grabbed Lily’s hips from behind and shoved her down onto Mike’s cock. Luminescent bubbles tickled her nose and her lust skyrocketed when she came hard enough that her wings burst into view and her tail reappeared, whipping around dramatically, only to be grabbed and held down. Lily bucked, her wings flapping hard and lifting her into the air. The hands behind her held fast, preventing her escape, and she was forced back onto the bed.

“This isn’t possible,” she gasped. “She can’t be real, none of this can be real!”

“But it is.” Naia’s slender fingers stroked Lily’s spine, her magic permeating throughout Lily’s body. “You may have invented the orgasm, but I perfected it.” Naia held Lily in place until the succubus collapsed, her juices covering Mike’s legs. Mike slid free of her then stood on the bed with his hands on his hips.

“I don’t understand,” Lily said. “This place is a reflection of your soul. How did she find you here?”

“Soul exchange. A piece of my soul is in her. Once I realized that part of Naia was in here with me all along, I spent several days figuring out how to summon her, a true physical manifestation. And once she was here, I spent the rest of the time building a demon trap.”

“What demon trap?”

“This one,” Naia said, snapping her fingers. 

The night sky flooded with light, revealing that they were encapsulated in a gigantic, swirling sphere of water. Above them, large schools of fish swam back and forth, and a pod of bright pink whales gazed at them through the shimmering boundary.

“You can’t fly away. We’re hundreds of feet underwater. While you were in the maze, I kept you distracted while I sank the whole island. You thought that night was approaching; instead, it was the ocean swallowing us up. The world above may be a reflection of my soul, but down here, she rules supreme.”

“Bastard.” Lily’s anger rose, but rapidly diminished as the whole world around them swirled. Tiny bubbles floated toward them, each one carrying the sweet smell of flowers and fresh rain. With each one that popped, Lily’s pussy tightened, the nymph’s magic driving her over the edge.

“He is protected. Even here.” Naia waved her hand, summoning large tendrils of water from the edges of the sphere. “Let’s finish playing the game you started.”

“After all, you just need to come two more times,” Mike told her. “And Naia has told me just how to do it.”

“Tenderness and romance won’t work on me now,” Lily informed him. “You lost that chance once you cheated on our deal.”

“Oh, I didn’t cheat. When I made that deal, I really did do it because I thought I could win. Now I know why I was so foolish. That little voice in the back of my head, the one that told me I could do it, was none other than Naia’s.”

“Fine.” Lily climbed to her feet, flipping her hair out of her eyes. “I was playing nice, but not anymore.” Flames circled her feet, and her gown burst into flames, to be replaced by her black corset with matching panties. “You got lucky. So now I’m going to pull out all the stops.”

“I’m afraid not, honey.” Naia floated toward her, the ground beneath her feet suddenly saturated with water. “You see, I have no interest in giving you a second chance.” 

“This is between him and me!” Lily stamped her foot, and the ground cracked.

“NO!” Naia’s eyes flashed, and she was suddenly in Lily’s face, her body smelling of the ocean, her presence making Lily’s pulse race. “He is more than just some human to me. I love him, and you will NOT take him from me!”

More bubbles popped in Lily’s face. Her pelvis tightened, and she stifled a groan.

“You use your magic to find out what a man likes.” Naia twirled her fingers through Lily’s hair. “My magic makes YOU like what I want.” She placed a finger on Lily’s lips and tugged softly on her bottom lip with her fingernail. “What type of demonic creature craves love and romance? What sort of being feeds off of lust, but desires intimacy? You are an enigma, honey, and I’m going to unravel you like a ball of string.”

“I’d like to see you-“ Lily’s words were lost when Naia’s lips found hers. They were soft, parting enough that Naia’s tongue darted into Lily’s mouth. Not to be outdone, Lily used her magic. Ordinarily, her magic would reveal her victim’s erogenous zones, their hidden desires, anything they liked. With Naia, however, her entire body was an erogenous zone. Strangely, the only void she found was that Naia had no desire for butt stuff. It was as if she didn’t have an asshole at all...

“Fuck,” Lily mumbled, finally catching on. 

The water tendrils all around them met up in the middle of the large bubble, the air turning into a colorful pink and purple fog that permeated the area. One breath of it was all it took for Lily to find her panties soaked. Panting like a dog in heat, she moaned into Naia’s mouth, running her hands over the nymph’s perfect breasts. Naia’s hands moved down to Lily’s waist, sliding back along her ass. Naia squeezed Lily’s butt gently, then shifted one hand up to the base of her tail.

Lily broke the kiss, inhaling sharply.

“I know your secret,” Naia told her, stroking the base of her tail. “Just relax. Enjoy it. Just another day at the ocean, right?” Lily’s clothes dissolved. She was back in her bikini. “He wants to see you in this again.”

“But I have to win.” Lily tried to tune out the sensations along her tail, but she was caught up in Naia’s magic now, every caress of her body setting her insides aflame.

“It’s two versus one.” Mike touched her from behind, his strong hands sliding up her stomach before squeezing the bottoms of her breasts. She could feel his rock-hard dick lying between her butt cheeks, the tip butting against the base of her tail. “You may as well enjoy it.”

“But...I...OH!”

Naia summoned a watery lasso, then roped the top of Lily’s tail and pulled it over her shoulder. At the same time, Mike untied Lily’s bikini bottoms, spread her ass cheeks, then lowered his cock until he found her hot opening. He slid into Lily just as Naia’s hands found the head of Lily’s tail and stroked it roughly with her thumbs.

“Oh fuck!” Lily’s hips betrayed her, and she backed into Mike. Mike thrust forward into Lily, causing her lips to once again meet Naia’s. Naia latched on this time, summoning more watery tendrils to pin the succubus in place. While Mike gently fucked her from behind, Naia’s waters stroked Lily’s body, her hands pumping Lily’s tail while they kissed. Lily clenched her hands. Her lust was out of control now, and she was having trouble bringing together any thoughts.

You thought you could take him from me. A bubble popped next to her ear, releasing Naia’s voice and an inner fragrance reminiscent of a garden. Instead, I will take you for him.

“Ah!” Lily broke her mouth away, a line of drool connecting their tongues. A tongue made of water came up from the ground to tease Lily’s clit with giant circles. The watery assault was too much, her mind unable to concentrate on any one pleasure, failing to dampen the waves of heat that permeated her body. Mike pulled down her bikini top and pinched her nipples roughly.

“I... won’t...OH FUCK!” Naia had sucked the tip of Lily’s tail into her mouth. Lily’s eyes rolled up into her head, backing her ass into Mike over and over. Her breathing went ragged, and her whole body tensed up when Naia took the tip of her tail all the way into her mouth.

“FUCK!” Her tail spasmed, sending convulsions through her back and hips. This time, Lily squirted from the tip of her tail first, and clenched her pussy down on Mike’s dick so hard that he grunted. When her muscles released, a flood of fluid tumbled to the ground below.

Below? Through the haze of her mind, Lily realized that the three of them were no longer on the ground. She gazed in awe at the nymph as she popped her tail free from her mouth and caught Lily’s come with her finger.

“Would hate to miss any,” Naia told her.

“What are you?” Lily asked. She had encountered nymphs before, but something was different about this one. Naia smirked, releasing Lily’s tail. Lily sighed, feeling her heart rate slow back to normal. Her tail was directly wired to her genitals, like a long clitoris, and the nymph had taken advantage of it.

“It’s time to wake up.” Summoning watery lassos once more, she spun Lily in place with them. Mike let go of Lily and hovered in the air, the massive water globe around them swirling rapidly. Lily found herself floating before Mike, her mind weakened. Her whole body throbbed; she had lost control completely. In the real world, she may have stood a chance against Naia’s magic, but here, in a Dreamscape manipulated by a nymph, she was officially done.

Might as well enjoy it. Mike grabbed onto Lily’s horns and thrust his cock into her mouth. She moaned as he filled up her mouth and throat. From behind her came the rushing of water, and her hands were yanked back suddenly by watery spheres. This pushed her forward, bottoming Mike out in her throat. Water flowed all along her limbs, penetrating her pussy and pulsating inside.

Mike groaned, thrusting into her mouth. Seeing a slim chance for victory, she bobbed her head as quickly as she could, sensing the impending rush of cum in her throat. Even though there were two of them, she only needed to defeat him. 

Her tongue split apart in her mouth, wrapping around the head of Mike’s dick to yank him farther back. She grew a pussy in the back of her throat, and inside it another mouth. Her body was built for pleasure, and it was time to pull out all of the stops.

“Oh shit, Naia!” Mike’s voice was frantic, his eyes starting to glaze over. Lily renewed her assault, and soon Mike was jackhammering her face. “Naia, I’m getting close!”

I’m going to win. Lily kept pumping. Mike’s grip was tightening on her horns. I can beat him. I’m going to win!

Naia’s slender fingers grabbed her tail, then squeezed, working their way from base to head. Water swirled around her clit, pulsing it in different directions and throwing her off base. With a yank, Naia pulled Lily free of Mike and spun her in place to face the nymph.

“Fuck her, Mike.” Naia’s eyes lit up. The whole world spun around the three of them. When Mike penetrated her from behind, Lily’s hands were pulled down, bending her over. Naia floated above them, then grabbed Lily’s tail and twisted her into position.

“Oh shit,” Lily said.

“You said it yourself,” Mike told her, gasping for air. “Anal beads are designed after succubi tails.”

“I don’t want to lose!” she cried, her infernal body betraying her.

“You can and you will.” Naia’s presence was suddenly everywhere. Maneuvering the head of Lily’s tail to the edge of her asshole, the nymph teased her with it. “And you’ll like it.”

Naia shoved the tail into Lily’s butt.

With Mike’s cock already inside her, Lily let out a shriek, her insides suddenly too full. Her tail was aroused by the tight sensation of her own ass, expanding to fit, which in turn caused her body to spasm uncontrollably.

The Dreamscape started breaking apart, giant mirror-like pieces of it spinning off in every direction. Lily let out a cry of pleasure that sent a wave of energy outward, scattering the world.

***
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THE BEDROOM WAS ALIVE with sound and light as rings of fire burst out from above him. The blankets were blown off of his bed, revealing the succubus riding his shaft, her magic raising the temperature of the room several degrees. Lily screamed, and the house shook with her cries, as she sprayed Mike with her hot, cinnamon-flavored cum.

Tink awoke and fell out of bed, her eyes wide as Lily’s wings expanded to their full size and her tail whipped back and forth, completely out of control.

“Yes!” Mike grabbed her by the hips, thrusting into her incredibly light body.

Lily groaned, shoving herself down onto Mike’s cock as he filled her up with cum of his own only moments later. Panting, she rolled backward, then tumbled off the bed and collapsed into a heap on the floor.

Mike slid out of bed and helped Tink to her feet. The room reeked of sulfur.

“Why Tink so dozey?” The goblin held her head, leaning against the side of the bed.

Mike stepped around her and stood over Lily with his hands on his hips. “We had a deal,” he said, his voice suddenly hard. “Now honor it.”

The succubus was silent for several moments, other than the sounds of her heavy breaths. She chuckled quietly, there in the dark, and in her laughter Mike detected a single sob. “Fine. We had a deal. One prison for another.” 

She got to her knees, then held one hand to her chest and summoned a ball of fire. Sticking her hand in the flame, she pulled out a sparkling ruby roughly the size of a silver dollar. “Here it is-the heart of a succubus. You are my new master.” She tossed the heart to Mike, who caught it in midair. “Now command me to do whatever it is you plan on doing. I don’t care anymore.”

Mike’s heart pounded in his chest, his breath ragged. Lily had put him through so much pain and fear inside the Dreamscape, a place that was already beginning to fade from his memory. Staring down at the gem, he contemplated the succubus before him. “What’s to stop you from making a deal with someone else?” he asked.

“My last master tricked me,” Lily responded. “The deal he made involved putting a soul on the line that he no longer had. By betting your soul, you met the requirements of the original deal, thereby transferring his deal to you. Even though he owned me, I was only on loan until someone else was willing to risk it all.”

“So you belong to me forever then?”

“As long as you have that stone, yes.” Lily raised her gaze to meet his. Tears stained her cheeks. “And what would you have of me? Am I to suck you off every morning after I make you breakfast? Are you going to send me after your enemies, use me as a weapon? Fuck my ass until I cry, but only on nights we can watch cartoons on your computer?”

“I... I don’t know.” Though angry with Lily for what she had done, the creature before him was completely different than the one he had encountered in the Dreamscape. The stone beat gently in his hand, its gentle warmth flowing through his fingers. “I just figured if I beat you, this was the best way to keep you from coming after me again.”

“So you’re going to lock me away inside the heart. That’s fine, whatever. Just do it already.” 

Gone was the sexy deviant who had tortured him. Gone was the willing participant in his dream threesome. Before him was a defeated woman.

“You don’t sound very happy.”

“Happy is never an option for me. I was told to come here and take your soul by any means. After that, I go back to the Society and get locked away until they need someone else to die in their sleep. Even if I win, I lose.” Lily shook her head. “You wouldn’t understand.”

“Then help me understand. Hold on.” He knelt by Tink, who was having trouble standing upright. “Can you undo the sleep poison you hit her with?”

“It’s chemical, not magical. Just help her lie down, she’ll be fine in an hour.” Lily rose, her shoulders slumped. “I never asked for any of this, but a succubus must always have a master. Even when I don’t have a master, I must sit and wait for one. And you know what? Whatever you tell me to do, I’m not going to enjoy it. Even if you tell me to enjoy it, I want you to know that, secretly, I hate every second of it, no matter how much I beg you to keep going.”

“I... um...” Mike stared at the demon. This wasn’t what he had expected at all.

“Mike,” came Naia’s voice from the bathroom. “Mike. Come here.”

“Stay here,” Mike commanded. Lily shrugged, curling her tail beneath her to use as a stool. Mike walked into the bathroom. There, standing in the tub, was the woman he had sought for so long.

“Mike.” Naia beckoned him into the bath, pressing her hand against his cheek. “Why does it feel like I haven’t seen you in forever? It’s only been a couple of hours, but...” Her eyes flashed. “That is not the case for you. Where have you been?”

Mike smiled and gazed at her through misty eyes, then explained to her what had transpired in the Dreamscape. When he finished, Naia took him in her arms and held him tightly against her body.

“I almost lost you,” she said softly. “Bring her to me.”

“Lily. Come here.”

The ruby in his hand flashed, and Lily walked into the bathroom. As she spotted Naia, she sighed and rolled her eyes. “So this is her. The woman of your dreams.” Lily shook her head. “So what’s it going to be? Are both of you going to punish me now? You can’t kill me, not in a traditional sense anyway. And my former master is going to be pissed when he finds out he lost me.”

“Give me the ruby,” Naia said, holding out her hand. Mike handed it to her. Naia held the sparkling gemstone close to her face and squinted at it.

“She can’t do anything with that,” Lily informed him. “My curse requires a human soul to command me.”

“Sit,” Naia said, pointing at the floor.

Lily crashed to the ground, yelping when her ass smacked the cold tile. “Fuck. I forgot. She has a part of your soul, doesn’t she? Fucking figures. Two masters. Lucky me.” Lily’s wings and tail disappeared, and she pulled her knees up and rested her head on them. “Go ahead. Have your fun and then put me away, please.”

Though Lily was doing all the talking, Mike’s eyes were on Naia. The nymph’s hair was curling up around her body, the humidity in the room rising as her magic swept over everybody. Mike expected to be sporting an erection, but realized the magic Naia was casting didn’t affect him.

“I see,” Naia said. “Mike. You trust me, right?”

“Of course.” How could he not?

“Okay, honey, I’ve decided exactly what I’m going to do with you.” Naia held up the ruby. “Am I right in assuming that if someone else were to take this from us, you would belong to them?”

Lily nodded. “Possession is nine-tenths of the law to demonkind. You lose the ruby, I belong to someone else.”

“And it’s up to us if we lock you up or release you? You can’t let yourself out?”

Lily shook her head. “No. Not even if the ruby is being destroyed. I can put myself in it, but can’t let myself out.”

“Good.” Naia popped the ruby in her mouth, then swallowed it. “Then your first command is this: you are not allowed to return to your vessel.”

Lily looked at Mike, who shrugged.

“This gem is now on its way into the deepest part of my spring. I recommend that you never go back to it, if given a choice. Your second command is this: you are never to prey on the innocent.”

“Oh. The good guy act. Great. I’ve done this before.” Lily shook her head. “So what are you going to have me do? Clean your house? Deliver pizzas? Whore me out? It starts innocent enough, but really soon it will be-“

“Your last command from me is to be free.” Naia crossed her arms. “I want you to go out into the world and just be free. Be who you want to be. Feel what you want to feel. Those are your commands.”

Lily’s jaw dropped, her eyes glowing.

Mike looked at Lily, then at Naia. “You’re sure about this?”

“I am.” Naia held out a hand to Lily. Hesitantly, Lily took it. “Her story is hers to tell, but trust me when I say that there is more sadness here than I can possibly begin to understand. Consider this place a home, should you ever need it.”

Mike couldn’t read Lily’s face, but he wasn’t surprised when she ran for the open window, wings spread wide. She jumped out into the sky and quickly vanished in the darkness. “You saw something, didn’t you?”

Naia nodded. “More than I wanted. I read her, much like I read you that first day. In a way, she is like me. Whereas I am bound to my spring, she is bound to her master. However, I love my spring, and my home. Only once has she loved her master, and that was a love long ago lost.” Naia touched Mike’s face. “I’m glad you’re okay.”

“I’m glad to be back, though I wasn’t really gone.”

“And let’s keep it that way.” Naia blew a literal kiss, a bubble shaped like a heart that popped on Mike’s cheek. “Get your sleep. Safely, this time.”

Mike smiled. “I love you. You know that, right? When I was lost, you somehow found me again. I can never repay you for saving me. Both my first day here, and last night. I don’t know what I would do without you.”

Naia winked in response and sunk into the water of the tub, vanishing from sight.

Mike walked back to his bed. Tink had fallen to the floor, and her snores filled the room. His body was suddenly tired, but his mind was rested enough. He picked Tink up and put her in bed, beneath the covers. He left the door open a crack and headed to the kitchen where he’d left his laptop. He was pleased when it started up, and even happier when the familiar text of Google appeared before his eyes.

There was work to do.

***
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SARAH OPENED HER EYES. Lifting her head, she saw that she had fallen asleep in the library, the early light of day streaming through the skylight. She wiped a string of drool from her chin and picked up the spellbook she had been studying. She casually wiped away the stains she had left on it. Standing up, she scratched at the newly-healed skin of her belly. Curious to see if the deed had been done, she walked over to the safe on the wall.The combination was only known to a select few in the Society, the treasure within beyond the mere concept of money.

The objects inside glowed at her presence. A magic wand made of dragon bone, the cracked horn of an unknown creature, a ring with an emerald in it that contained an entire universe. In the back of the safe, next to a black silk bag and a book of human skin was the pedestal containing the succubus heart. Face slack in disbelief, Sarah grabbed the pedestal and held it out in the light to be certain.

The ruby had turned black. When Sarah picked it up, it quickly crumbled into nothingness in her hands. 

“That’s not possible,” she whispered. Somehow, Mike had killed the succubus.

Sarah stormed out of the room. She knew what she had to do, and there was no time to spare. She couldn’t tell her mother, for Elizabeth would want to get the others involved. By the time they were done debating what they should do, it would be too late. Clearly Mike had discovered some of the more powerful secrets hidden inside the house. Magic, capable of destroying even a demon.

In her bedroom, Sarah threw open her closet. She stripped naked then slipped into the black robes of her old coven, robes that would protect her from weapon and magic alike. She opened the box by her bed and pulled out her weapons. A dagger, a wand, and a bracelet ringed with gemstones. With these three items, she had toppled fortress walls, brought an army to its knees, and even slain a werewolf pack intent on taking her head.

On this day, she would use them to personally take the life of Mike Radley, Society be damned. She would do by herself what they together could not. She slammed her closet shut and then left the building, climbing into a black sedan once in the parking lot. The sedan’s engine roared on its way out of the parking lot, and Sarah never once looked back.
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Unwanted Company
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Sarah sat in the black sedan, watching the old, Victorian-era home across the street. Through the gate and the hedges, she could only make out the upper levels, replete with turrets and large, ornate windows. Inside that home she would find her prey, but one problem remained.

Of the many magical enchantments the house had, the most annoying of them all was that you had to be invited in. She and her mother had bypassed this little detail with the succubus —using some of Mike’s blood that she had found in the bushes had let them skip the magical barrier through a ritual that had taken hours to complete. Of course, that drop of blood was long gone, as was Sarah’s patience.

No, she would need to find another way in. She stepped out of the sedan, her dark robes billowing around her. Though they stood out in the bright morning light, they made her almost imperceptible to any humans who may be nearby. Unless she directly interacted with somebody, she would be dismissed as a passing shadow, or a homeless person, some non-entity not worth noting. With her dagger tucked into the back of her belt, and her wand strapped to her upper thigh, she was ready for action. However, there was still one thing left to do, the one thing she hated most of all.

Sarah was forced to wait.

***
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BY THE TIME TINK ARRIVED in the kitchen, Mike was in full swing. He had cleaned up the front rooms and pulled sheets off of the furniture that had survived both Jenny and the fire elemental. Head tilted high, her nostrils flared as she sniffed at the aroma coming off the stove.

“What you make?” Tink climbed onto her chair. He’d set a place at the table for her. “Smells okay.”

“Omelets. One of the few things I can cook.” Mike flipped one in the pan, hot, melted cheese oozing out of the sides. “I haven’t made them in years, so I’m hoping they turn out okay.”

“Omelet.” Tink sounded the word out, nodding her approval. She waited patiently, her legs kicking back and forth, a full foot off the ground. “What happen last night? Tink have foggy dreams.”

“Succubus attack; nothing major.” Mike walked over to the table, frying pan in hand. He tilted the pan and used the spatula to push the omelet onto her plate. It left a gooey trail of cheese. “You wanna eat that before it cools.”

“What inside?” Tink peeled up the top layer with her fork.

“Just cheese. Maybe I will pick up some ham or something to put in it tomorrow.” Mike poured some eggs he had previously whisked into the pan. “Omelets are like the pizza of the breakfast world. You can put anything in them.” When he turned to wink at the goblin, he saw that she had already devoured what he had given her and was holding up her plate for more.

“Tink like. Cheese favorite part.”

“Shit. Give me a couple minutes.” He rolled his eyes and finished the omelet he had been making, then put extra cheese on it. “Later today I need you to be ready to hide. I ordered some groceries from Amazon again. A bunch of stuff to make some real food around here, plus some meat for the Mandragora. Think you can help me feed it?” He served Tink’s omelet onto her plate.

“Tink always help.” This time, Tink took her time, tearing bite-sized pieces off with her fork. Mike used the last of the eggs to make his own omelet and sat down next to her.

“After we feed the Mandragora, we can sit down and figure out how to get your goggles back.” Mike bit into his omelet and let out a sigh of contentment. A nice warm breakfast went a long way to ensuring that the day would go well. “How does that sound?”

He looked up to see Tink practically inhale the rest of her food. When she was done, the goblin threw herself out of her seat, then ran through the kitchen, and down the stairs. Seeing no need to rush, he took his time eating. She soon appeared with a map in her hands, which she unrolled on the table. 

“Is that a map of the Labyrinth?” Mike asked, staring at the odd symbols that covered the old parchment.

“Most of it. Some places unchartable. Tink find map long ago. We use now to find where cow fuck sleeps, and then!” Tink slammed her fist into the palm of her other hand. “Knock out cow fuck, get goggles back!”

“I hope it’s that easy.” Mike stood up to look closer at the middle of the map. A swirling symbol had been drawn in the center of the labyrinth proper. “What’s this about?”

Before Tink could answer, the doorbell rang.

“I’ll get it.” Not like he had a choice, honestly. Tink grabbed the map and quickly disappeared back into the basement with it. Mike whistled softly to himself, scanning the front room on his way through. True, half the furniture was busted up and out on the curb right now, but what was left looked really nice.

Mike opened the door. On the porch was a delivery girl, her hat pulled low over her face. She was holding several bags, with a couple more on the floor.

“May I come in?” she asked.

“You sure can.” Mike was kneeling to pick up the bags on the porch when he felt a cold sensation in his stomach. Without thinking, he threw himself to the side, catching just the flash of light off of a dagger. He jumped to his feet in time to avoid another slash which would have caught him in the face.

“Shit!” Mike lost his balance and fell on his butt.

The delivery girl ripped off her hat, and her clothes shimmered and transformed into long, black robes. Her dark hair was pulled away from her face, revealing eyes filled with anger. “Hold still!”

He recognized her now. It was Sarah, Elizabeth’s daughter. She ran at him, blade held high, only to stop when Cecilia appeared, arms outspread. Momentarily stunned, Sarah’s eyes narrowed, and then she slashed at the apparition.

The blade cut through Cecilia’s dress, and blood blossomed over the material. Cecilia grabbed at the wound with both hands, then slowly held them out in front of her face. Shocked, Cecilia stared at the blood on her hands, arms shaking. Sarah laughed.

Cecilia screamed, letting loose the full blast of her howl. Sarah’s hair and gown billowed away from her, and she grabbed her ears, sinking to her knees in agony.

Then, sparkling light coating her body, Cecilia burst into fog and disappeared from sight.

“Cecilia!” Mike cried out, lunging forward with a potted plant he had grabbed from the edge of the porch. He hit Sarah in the face with it, shattering the pot and scattering soil and dead plant chunks everywhere. She slashed at his legs, the knife slicing through the fabric of his pants and biting into his leg.

“Fuck!” Mike fell, doing his best to tuck and roll and failing miserably. His legs splayed out sideways and he ended up rolling off of the front steps and tumbling face down onto the cobblestones below. He smashed his nose into the walkway, immediately tasting blood.

Sarah grabbed him by the hair and lifted his head back while shoving a knee in his back to hold him in place. He saw the flash of metal before his eyes, the knife coming for the exposed flesh of his neck. Mike closed his eyes, unable to process what was about to happen.

There was a whoosh of air, followed by the sound of flesh smacking stone, and the weight was off of him. Mike’s face smashed into the ground once more, a result of his attempts to resist Sarah’s pull. Rolling on one side, he saw that Abella had Sarah airborne, her talons around Sarah’s back. Sarah was hollering at the gargoyle and slashing at her with her knife. Surprisingly, blue blood flowed from Abella’s wounds. Attempting to keep the upper hand, Abella dove into the soft dirt of the yard, flattening Sarah beneath her.

“Abella!” Mike stood up, wiping blood off his face. Running toward the pair, he was caught off guard by the blast of light that knocked Abella off of Sarah. The gargoyle flew through the air and crashed into the railing of the porch.

“Is that the best you have?” Sarah asked, aiming her wand at Mike. Her lips moved soundlessly, the air around them saturated with magic. Mike wanted to run, but all he could see was Abella’s crumpled form on the porch. He had to get to her.

Cecilia reappeared right behind Sarah, her torso a bloody mess and her face a mask of anger. Mike saw her chest expanding, and covered his ears.

The scream made his ears ring, even through his hands. Sarah flinched, and the resultant blast of light from her wand spiraled across the yard like a firework, crossing the tall stone wall and striking a large tree in the neighbor’s yard. For just a second, the thirty-five foot tree glowed blue before exploding into a hot mess of sparks and wood.

Sarah stabbed at the banshee with her knife, but Cecilia had faded from sight. Raising the wand once more, Sarah’s lips twisted into the beginnings of her next spell.

Not wasting any time, Mike sprinted for the side of the house. Green sparks scattered all around him, exploding into the stone wall as he rounded the corner.

When he reached the door to the garage, he frantically fumbled with the latch and lifted the door just enough that he could roll under it. As he did, he caught a glimpse of Sarah’s slender legs as she turned the corner of the house. He jumped to his feet and ducked around the boxes, but was caught from behind by the blast of energy that crumpled in the door, scattering boxes and books in every direction.

This was it. He was done for. Heart pounding, he listened as Sarah stepped into the garage. 

“Where the fuck are you?” Sarah asked.

Shifting slightly, Mike realized that he was hidden beneath a large portion of the garage door, a narrow gap allowing him to see his attacker. Sarah’s wand glowed at a hiss from her mouth, a sickly green color that she cast across the mess she had made. Breathing out gently, he held perfectly still.

With a wave of her wand, she sent tiny blasts through the garage, scattering papers everywhere.

Mike flinched, biting down on his lip to keep quiet. He was trapped.

“Fine. Keep hiding. A few more minutes of your bullshit is fine by me.” Sarah was carefully stepping over debris, her feet occasionally slipping on paper. Her eyes scanned the dark recesses of the garage, and Mike was relieved to see that she was more interested in the back where Tink’s staircase was.

Tink. He hoped the goblin was in the house. If she had gone down to her lair, there was nothing he could do to help her.

“You found it, didn’t you?” Sarah blasted a rather lumpy pile of books. “I bet you did. That’s why you are running. Not because you are scared, but so that you can use it against me.”

Mike had no idea what she was going on about, but he prayed inwardly that she would head for the stairs in the back.

“That’s right. That’s how you defeated the succubus, probably turned her into a pile of dust. Even an amateur like you would be capable of such a feat.” The wand was in one hand, but she held the dagger in the other. Her eyes were now on the back wall. Satisfaction crossed her face, and Mike guessed that she could now see the staircase. “I wonder where you could be hiding?” Crackling energy surrounded her body, and she disappeared from view. Footsteps on concrete revealed that she was going down below.

Mike had to move fast. He quietly slid out from beneath the door, then promptly slipped on a small piece of cardboard, crashing into the ground. Scrambling to his feet, he then bolted through the side door, slamming it shut in time for it to be blasted off its hinges, catching him from behind and blowing him across the garden.

Expecting a face full of rocks, Mike belly flopped into a large wave of water that was waiting for him. As he coughed up water, slender hands pulled him away from the shattered door. He had landed in the fountain, and Naia was helping him up.

“Ah. I wondered when I would get to meet you.” Sarah trained the wand on Naia now. “We heard all about you from Garrett.”

“I’m not above drowning you, little witch.” Naia summoned a giant ball of water. Sarah fired a burst of magic, but it detonated inside the ball, spraying water everywhere. Naia quickly summoned it once more. “And you’re going to have to make up some new tricks if you want to make it out of here alive.”

“Water, water everywhere, and not a drop to drink.” This time, a blinding light emanated from her wand. Floating into the sky, it cast waves of devastating heat downward. The water boiled around them, and Naia’s face fell.

“Mike, you need to get out of here!” She helped him to the other side of the fountain.

“What about you?”

“Don’t worry, the water can’t hurt me.” She practically shoved Mike out of the fountain, steam already rising from its edges. Sarah was already skirting the short wall, looking for a clean shot. “But it can hurt her.” Water tendrils rose up, boiling hot and whipped at the angry witch. When they made contact, the air around Sarah flashed green, revealing a magical shell that protected her.

“Oh no,” Naia said, covering her mouth in horror. She summoned a massive water wall and sent it at Sarah, but it ran around her with no effect.

“You’re harmless as long as I stay out here.” Sarah pointed her wand at Naia, the tip of it glowing the same green as her protective barrier. “And now you can’t go back in.”

Mike looked at Naia, then at Sarah. He needed a plan, some way to get either the wand or the dagger from her. As he looked around for inspiration, he saw that someone else already had a plan—in the shape of a ball-peen hammer.

Tink burst out of the bushes, hammer raised high. When she neared Sarah, she swung the hammer for the side of her knee. The witch’s green shell flashed, knocking Tink head over heels. With a dramatic wave of her wand, Sarah lifted Tink into the sky and cast her toward Naia’s boiling fountain.

“No!” Mike screamed. Naia waved her hands to the side, and the fountain’s water lifted outward, forming a giant wall. Arms outstretched, Naia caught Tink and both of them tumbled to the marble floor.

“And now you freeze it.” The mystery orb vanished, and a blast of blue light from the wand caused the hot water to freeze and expand. The water wall was nearly ten feet high, the surface warped like a funhouse mirror, scattering oblong images of Naia and Tink in every direction. Sarah smirked, leveling her wand at Mike. “Strange. I expected to see far more of your menagerie out here.”

“You know about the creatures here?” Mike asked. Again looking around the garden for a weapon, a shield, some way out of this mess, he finally saw something that could help.

“Of course I know. Garrett spoke of them many times. We used to have them all written down in a little book, but the geas really is all powerful.” Sarah’s eyes flashed. “Time to die, Mr. Radley.”

“Wait!” Mike held up his hands. “I want to make a trade!”

“Trade what? All you have is your life, and not for long.”

“Hear me out. If you kill me, this place goes up for sale, yes?”

“And?”

“The geas takes over. Even if you kill me, you can’t go back inside the house to find the you-know-what.” Mike swallowed, hoping that she couldn’t tell how full of shit he was.

“You’re full of shit.” Sarah’s eyes narrowed, but Mike noticed that she hadn’t blown a hole in him yet.

“No really, think about it. I invited you in, right? Well, if I die, the current owner of the house hasn’t given you permission to enter. Clearly, I don’t have it on me. Therefore, you’re stuck out here, and you have to do this all over again with the next owner, which will mean waiting for years. In fact, my current will leaves everything to my next of kin, which means you will have to wait at least a couple of years while they try to dig up another distant relative.” He was lying through his teeth, but after so many days inside the Dreamscape, he felt like his logic had been sharpened to a fine enough point to convince her. “And if you kill me, that will have to wait until after the murder investigation. Unless I disappear-then it’s a seven year wait to declare me legally dead.”

“I can wait,” Sarah told him, but now he could see she was full of shit. Her thumb circled the hilt of the dagger. She was eager to move forward with the kill, yet he still lived.

“Here’s the trade. If I take you to it, you let me live. I walk away, no questions asked.” Mike nodded. “Like that, you get everything you want. I get everything I want.”

“There’s no way you walk away from all this with everything you want,” Sarah said.

“Okay, fine, I walk away with the money! This place, I sell it to the Society. You and yours mine it for its secrets. It’s been nothing but trouble for me. Look!” Mike pointed at his face, then his leg. “I haven’t even been here a week, and all I get is fucked up. Do you know how long I spent trapped inside a dream with that succubus?”

“How did you escape?” Sarah asked, instantly suspicious.

“I slept with the you-know-what under my pillow.” God, he hoped that made sense. “I moved it this morning because I didn’t want the others to know I had it. I was afraid they would use it against me.”

Sarah appraised him for several seconds, obviously trying to decide what to do. Then, “Take me to it. Walk slowly.”

“Oh, don’t you worry about that.” Mike turned around, his hands in the air. “I’ll take you right to where I hid it.” He walked toward the back of the yard, careful to step around the questing vines that had plastered themselves against the house. He could hear her behind him, the constant humming of her magic promising a quick and messy death. As he chanced a look back, she shook her wrist violently. Sparkling gems struck the grass and buried themselves beneath the soil.

Taking a deep breath, Mike continued leading her to the greenhouse.
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“MIKE.” ABELLA PUSHED the broken planks off of her and shook the debris off her body by flexing her wings. The front porch was a complete mess, and one of the support pillars was now off kilter, the roof above it bowing dangerously. Growling, Abella smacked the support with her tail, shoving it back in place. “Mike!”

“He’s not here.” Cecilia appeared. Her dress was stained, her blood sparkling in the sunlight. “I’ll look inside.”

“I’ll go up.” Abel pointed toward the sky.

Cecilia walked through the siding of the house and vanished from sight.

Abella jumped off the porch into the yard and tipped over dangerously. Her equilibrium was off, likely a result of the magical blast that had knocked her out. Shaking her head, her sensitive ears picked up shouting out back. With a powerful flap of her wings, she soared up. She circled as she rose, casting her eyes to the ground. The house had three turrets, each one reinforced with steel beams to support the weight of her body. The tallest of these was sufficient for her to regain her breath and see the whole property. The garage looked like a tornado had gone through it. Paper was scattered out of it in all directions. In the garden, a giant wall of ice surrounded the fountain. From inside it came the cries of her friends.

Abella didn’t bother with landing properly - instead, she crashed in the middle of the fountain, splashing cold water everywhere.

“Abella!” Naia hugged the gargoyle, squeezing her harder than she thought possible. “Get us out of here!”

Looking around, Abella noticed that Tink was out cold, tucked carefully into the small basin of the fountain. “On it.”

She charged the nearest wall of ice and crashed into it like a wrecking ball. From above, she had seen that the makeshift wall was nearly two feet thick, but stone was stronger than ice. She had soon knocked a hole in it. As she stepped out into the yard, she cracked her knuckles, ready for round two with the witch.

“Not inside,” Cecilia said, appearing from the second floor of the house and floating down.

“Are you sure?” Abella asked.

“No sign anybody has been through there.” Cecilia looked at Naia. “Any ideas?”

Naia contemplated the question, gazing off into the distance. “I think... I think I sense him toward the greenhouse.”

“Well then, let’s look.” Abella walked around the corner of the house, Cecilia close behind.

Suddenly the banshee stopped and knelt by the grass, touching the blades with her hand. “He’s been here.” Plucking a blade, Cecilia showed it to Abella. It was stained with blood.

“I’m going to kill her.” Abella fluttered her wings, her brow furrowed in anger. “I’m going to rip off her head and shove it up her ass.”

“I’ll keep her alive while you do it,” Cecilia offered. They moved with purpose, the greenhouse coming into view, the vines of the Mandragora draped all over the yard.

When they came near the greenhouse, the ground exploded around them, large figures of stone and earth rising around them. In the center of each one’s forehead was a single, gleaming gem. Abella folded her wings before her just in time to absorb the blow from the first one, which knocked her back. Cecilia tried to phase through another, but a casual swipe from a stony arm knocked the banshee aside, through the bushes and the house wall, and into the kitchen.

There were five of the figures, each one nearly ten feet tall. Abella stood, glaring at them as they moved in front of the greenhouse, taking up their posts.

Cecilia reappeared next to her.

“Rock golems,” Abella said, casting a glance at Cecilia. “Guarding the greenhouse. Mike is in there, all right. Can you just go through them?”

The banshee shook her head. “No. The gems in their head magically ward them. I can’t phase through them. Let’s regroup with the others, ‘cause we’re going to need a plan.”

“We’re coming, Mike!” Abella called, then turned and ran to the fountain.

***
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MIKE COCKED HIS HEAD. Did he just hear his name?

“What is this place?” Sarah asked from behind him. They had stepped through the busted door, Mike taking great care to step over the vines. Sarah, seeing this, had done the same. Now they stood in the weird open space inside the greenhouse, the sky up above a gentle blue.

“The greenhouse. The others don’t come here, they think it’s just a big dirt pit.”

“A dirt pit?” Sarah looked doubtful.

“Well, um, in a manner of speaking.” Mike pointed at the large jungle. “When I asked, they thought the plants in here were dead. Lack of care and all. I guess Emily didn’t ever come in here either. Those vines that are all over the house are just huge, literal stink weeds. Touch them and poof! You’re covered in this sticky shit that smells like vomit.” Mike looked at the Mandragora vines. “Emily planted it to keep them out. That’s why it’s all over the house-nobody wants to even attempt to fix it.”

“Disgusting. Now show me where you put the grimoire.”

Grimoire. Mike had heard the word before. As he walked closer to the edge of the cliff, it came to him. “It’s more of a journal, really. There’s a cave out that way. I put it there to keep it from getting wet. This guy,” he gestured at the Mandragora, “is simply all over the place. I’ve never seen any animals here, and the plants don’t give a shit, so I figured it would be safe.”

“A cave, huh?”

Mike felt a shift in the air, and that familiar ball of ice formed in his gut. “Yeah. I locked it in a special box that only I can get into. Soul resonance. Trick I learned from the book.” Behind him, the magic fizzled, and he hid his sigh. She had been about to kill him. “Box kills anyone else who touches it. Disintegrates them. Spent my morning crafting the thing out of dragon-hide, minotaur fur and what was left of the succubus.”

“You had those things just lying around?” Some of the edge was gone from Sarah’s voice, replaced with curiosity.

“Emily had tons of weird shit stored all over this place. Granted, the dragon-hide was hard to identify, it was in a box with so many other things.”

“And the grimoire let an amateur such as yourself simply create such a thing? And it wasn’t hard?”

“Oh yeah. It’s like Hardcore Magic for Idiots.” Mike was looking for the path that wound down into the valley, doing his best to pretend like he knew where he was going. The Mandragora vines twitched when he neared them, but were otherwise still. He noticed that their dark green hue had gone slightly pale. He really needed to feed the damn thing.

But not just yet.

“If one such as you with no magical aptitude could achieve such a feat, then I can only imagine what I could do with it.” Sarah was close enough now that she poked Mike in the back with the tip of her knife. It split the fabric of his shirt with ease, and Mike winced, the sensation of warm blood down his back flooding him with terror. It would take no effort at all for Sarah to take his life, and then the others would fall into her hands.

“There was a section in the back that I couldn’t figure out.” The lie came easily, and Sarah’s eagerness to hear them was a blessing. “It was a bunch of diagrams, and some ingredients and stuff I couldn’t pronounce.”

“That makes sense. It likely has to do with the Old Ones. That is the strongest kind of magic.” Sarah’s voice had risen slightly in pitch. Mike looked back and saw her cheeks had reddened. “If one such as you could do Master-level spellwork, then I bet I would have access to the Creation-level ones!”

Mike let out a breath. He had no idea what she thought the grimoire was, but now he really hoped that none of his bullshit was actually true. If such a thing actually existed, he wanted no part of it. It would be the magic equivalent of finding a live nuclear warhead in the Vault.

The path became steep, and Sarah waited for Mike to traverse the longer stretches of it first. She’d hiked up her robes and tucked them into her belt, revealing long, slender legs. Her large breasts bounced pleasantly on the occasions she had to hop down from a rock or tree stump, but her attractiveness ended where her face began. Her face frozen in a sneer, he wondered what drove a woman of such beauty to be so evil. Then again, beauty had never seemed very particular about who possessed it.

“We are almost to the bottom,” he said, surveying the land. Mike was playing a hunch. He’d noticed that the Mandragora vines ran outward in every direction, but always clustered within a couple of feet of the trail itself. The further they walked, the thicker the vines got, and they were now stepping beneath the canopy of the jungle, the floor of the path decorated in the shadows of the leaves up above. “Need to go for a bit in here.”

“How far?” Sarah asked.

“I didn’t wear a Fitbit this morning. I found the cave the other day, after that fire lizard tried to kill me.”

“That was MY fire elemental,” Sarah said, the edge back in her voice. “If we don’t get there soon, I’m going to break both of your legs and make you crawl.”

Shit. He needed to do something. He saw that there were small stones littered along the trail. Looking at the increasingly thick vines all around them, he realized that they had begun to move, twisting around themselves like giant snakes. Every few steps, he shuffled his feet a little, trying to catch the ends of his shoelaces with his other foot. Gradually, he loosened one of them, all the while keeping his eye out for a rock big enough to do the trick.

“Hold up a second,” Mike said when he spotted one the size of an egg. He placed his foot right next to it. “Shoe’s untied, slowing me down.”

“Hurry up,” she snapped.

Mike chanced a look back. Though the wand was trained at him, her eyes were on the jungle. Suspicion was in her eyes-she clearly sensed danger, but could not spot it. After tying the laces on his shoe, he grabbed the rock and casually palmed it.

“Okay, I’m good.” Now that he had a stone, he needed to figure out how best to use it. Did he throw it at the vines, and hope they woke up and noticed him? Or should he try to nail Sarah with it, stun her and then tackle her into the vines? Sniffing through his blood-crusted nostrils, he suddenly knew what to do.

After scratching an itch by his mouth, he pinched his nose and gave it a sharp yank. He heard something pop, and blood flowed fully once again down his face. This time, he let it run down his shirt, caught some on his fingertips and flicked it toward the Mandragora. The vines immediately flexed, sensing prey nearby.

“It’s just up ahead now.” The trail twisted to the side, then switched back. A large tangle of vines lay along the edges of the narrow pass, and Mike wiped his face, coating the stone in his hand with blood. Slowing down to walk through the narrow section of the trail, Mike stopped, then stared into the sky through a gap in the canopy, twisting enough that he could see Sarah, his eyes tracking nothing.

“What is it?” Sarah asked, stopping right behind him, her body so close that he could smell her sweat. She looked up too, trying to figure out what he had seen. Mike casually tossed the stone to his right. It landed squarely in a loop of Mandragora vines. They were everywhere now, like a giant cobweb, wrapped around every tree and plant. Immediately, they flexed, little creeper vines grabbing at the stone, the jungle shifting around them.

Sarah, seeing the vines move, pointed her wand and fired, a greenish blast of energy that blew the foliage apart. Her dagger was on the far side of her body. Mike stepped away from the blast, and then around her. Grabbing her around the waist, he pulled her off her feet and into the larger Mandragora vines behind them.

“What are you doing?” She was inhumanly strong, and easily ripped his hands off of her. However, the Mandragora had sensed them both. Dozens of vines looped around their bodies.

Sarah shouted in an arcane language the jungle floor caught on fire. Mike grabbed on to her legs when the vines tried to drag him away. Sarah’s blade easily cut through the vines, but there were too many of them. She and Mike were tied up completely by the thick green tendrils then dragged away across the jungle floor.

“You piece of shit,” she screamed, kicking at his head. Mike could no longer let go even if he wanted to-the vines had secured his arms to her body. Her foot struck, but with very little force. “You cocksucking, motherfucking, shit-stinking mortal!”

Mike ignored her and turned his head to see where they were going. Sarah struggled against her bonds, which in turn tightened his. He no longer cared what happened to him, as long as he could protect the others. As they were dragged across the jungle floor, he felt relieved that he had managed to lure her away.

“Where are you taking me?” Sarah shrieked, kicking her feet some more.

Mike chuckled. “I’m not taking you anywhere.”

New vines wrapped around them as the old ones let go. Mike and Sarah were split apart, and they accelerated across the ground, splashing through puddles and devastating bushes in their passing. As they traversing the curves of trees, Mike was flung from side to side, smashing into other plants and even rocks, his whole body becoming a giant bruise. The Mandragora was tenderizing its meat.

He wondered what the end would look like. A cavernous maw, perhaps, with man-sized teeth? A bottomless pit? A huge Venus flytrap ready to impress him with show tunes prior to devouring him?

Behind him, Sarah was muttering curses. Her hair was snagging on bushes, undoing her braids. Mike ignored her ramblings and concentrated on the new problem at hand. He had given them over to the Mandragora. Now what?

The bushes disappeared, and suddenly they were in a large clearing. At its center was the Mandragora plant itself. Nearly twelve feet tall, it was a giant, green bulb with an immature bloom on top of it. Huge leaves surrounded the base, interspersed with giant pitcher plant traps that looked like huge, green sleeping bags. The vines pulled them ever closer, dragging them through the dirt. Up above, hanging like giant cocoons, were pods that swayed gently in the breeze.

“What is this that thing?” Sarah asked, her voice unnaturally calm.

“It’s a Mandragora.” Mike looked back at her. “I was going to feed it today; poor thing is starving. If you had showed up later this afternoon, my plan probably wouldn’t have worked.”

“I fucking hate you,” Sarah said, her cheeks bright red. Her face was scraped up, blood and dirt across her face. “I hate you, I hate this plant, I hate your whole fucking family, and your fucking monster collection. You don’t have the grimoire after all, do you?”

“Nope. Never even seen one.”

Sarah snarled and ground her teeth. “Once this thing lets me go, I’m going to set this whole goddamn jungle on fire.”

“About that,” Mike said, watching in amusement as several vines yanked the wand from Sarah’s hand and snapped it in half. “The Mandragora speaks English.”

“Fuck.” The plant took away her dagger too, then tossed it casually to the side where it landed point-down in a stone, sinking to the hilt. “What does it want with us?”

“I’m guessing lunch.” Mike looked at the plant, which wasn’t moving. He wondered how big its teeth were going to be. “I hope it eats you first. I bet you taste like shit.”

“I’m still going to kill you. With my bare hands.” Sarah’s whole face was red, her nostrils flaring. “I’m going to rip off your face and piss all over-“

The pods up above rustled, and a cloud of pink and yellow glitter settled on Mike, Sarah, and the ground around them. They coughed violently — it was like inhaling black pepper.

“What is this?” Mike asked.

“Fuck,” Sarah whispered.

The vines around them were loosening. Circulation slowly returned to Mike’s limbs. The first thing he was aware of was how much his new scrapes and bruises hurt. The second thing he noticed was how hard his cock suddenly was. “I...I don’t get it.” Sitting up, he saw that Sarah was on her hands and knees, taking deep breaths, her breasts heaving beneath her robes.

“I won’t do it, I won’t do it,” she kept muttering to herself. Her shapely ass was beginning to sway, and she started rocking and squeezing her legs together.

“What’s happening?” Shifting, Mike’s cock shifted slightly in his pants. The sensation was magnified tenfold, and an instant thrill shot up his spine to his brain. He tried to adjust himself, but the feeling of cloth on the head of his dick was already making him leak precum, a small stain forming on the outside of his filthy pants. “Oh God.”

“I’ll tell you what’s happening.” Sarah’s voice had a raspy quality to it. She was breathing entirely too hard. “The Mandragora plans to eat us.”

“By making us horny?” That didn’t make a lot of sense.

“No, you idiot. This plant. I’ve read about it. It needs to exhaust us before it eats us.” Sarah laughed, spit dribbling from her mouth. “I always thought it used poison, or made us struggle. Fact is, once we’re inside it, it can’t use the vines, and it needs to make sure we are too weak to get out. This, though. This is ridiculous.”

“I still don’t follow.” And it was becoming increasingly hard to. Mike’s vision was narrowing, all thought of the outside world fading away. All he could focus on was this woman before him, in dark robes that clung to her skin in all the right places. The v-neck of her gown hugged her large breasts, the fabric opening slightly to give him a peek down her blouse.

“You’ve killed us. You’ve killed both of us.” Sarah laid her upper body on the ground, her ass up in the air. “If I could just... resist.” Her left hand slid down her stomach and pushed up against her pubis. She let out a hiss, rubbing insistently with her fingers. “If I can just... get off, maybe I can run away.”

This was crazy. Mike didn’t see how the plant was planning to eat them by making them horny. He also saw no reason to wear pants anymore. They were confining, hugging his skin too tightly. He slid them free, sighing as his cock sprang up into the open air. Turning his head to look at Sarah, he saw that she was rubbing her breast through the gown with her free hand, moaning quietly while she squeezed.

He couldn’t look away. For several minutes, he watched as Sarah diddled herself, adjusting her robes to slide her whole hand beneath. Mike felt strangely relaxed, strangely fine with the idea that he had no desire to escape.

Sarah’s eyes snapped up to meet his, a desperation in them. She looked down, her mouth opening and closing like a fish. Puzzled, he realized that she was now staring at his cock, which he was absentmindedly stroking in full view.

“You asshole,” she gasped, crawling toward him. As she drew close, she withdrew her hand from beneath her gown and grabbed his dick tightly. Her hand was soaking wet, and she pumped him with purpose. “You need to... share.”

Share? Mike’s eyes rolled back in his head when Sarah sucked him into her mouth, jacking him off at the base of his dick while her tongue worked wonders on the head. He couldn’t even remember why they had been fighting anymore, she seemed like a perfectly lovely woman, her body all curves before him.

“Show me your tits,” he muttered, and she hastily obliged, as if afraid he would take his dick away from her. Her gown slid easily to the side, revealing two voluptuous globes, the skin between them red with arousal. Everything around him was little more than a haze, his entire attention on this buxom beauty servicing him. His entire world was the warm, wet sensation of her mouth, gulping greedily at his cock, her hands twisting and squeezing him at the base...

“GAH!” Mike came with very little warning, grabbing Sarah by the hair and forcing himself deep into the back of her throat. Semen shot out of her nose, though Sarah was swallowing heavily.

“Wait. Wait!” It suddenly occurred to Mike why what they were doing was wrong. He pulled his dick free and shoved Sarah to the ground in a frantic bid to escape. Nearly tripping over his pants, he made it almost ten feet before his head started swimming again.

“No fair!” Sarah tackled him around the waist and drove him to the ground, then rolled him on her back. She shifted her robes to the side, and Mike’s dick grew rock hard once more. By the time she impaled herself on his cock, there was no place he would rather be.
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ABELLA WALKED FORWARD, a giant spear in her hand, with six more leaned up against the house. Behind her came Tink with a crossbow in each hand, followed by Cecilia, who carried nothing. Tink had taken them to the armory. After a quick discussion, it was decided that the weak point in the golems was the gemstones themselves.

“Where did the Mandragora go?” Cecilia asked, gazing at the wall of the house. There was no sign of the hungering plant.

“Tink find out later,” the goblin hissed. “Kill stupid rock fucks.” Tink had been inconsolable since waking. “Much easier with goggles. Tink having bad two days.”

“We’re all having a bad day. Cecilia, you ready?”

The banshee nodded.

They headed toward the golems and spread out, ready to intercept Cecilia. When she neared the closest one, Cecilia jumped out of the way when it smashed a fist into the stone boundary of the yard. Letting out an angry grunt, the golem swung again, just missing Cecilia. Cecilia ran right in front of it, taunting it farther.

This time, the golem lifted its arms and belly flopped. Smirking, Cecilia sank into the ground, the golem smashing into the dirt and leaving a giant, belly-shaped crater. When it pushed itself up, it stopped when a crossbow bolt shattered next to the gem in its head.

“Fuck!” Tink lifted the other crossbow, then closed one eye and took aim. This one flew true and struck the gem. It exploded in a cacophony of light and sound, the golem crumbling into a large pile of gravel.

The others, unperturbed, remained at their posts, moving closer together.

“Stupid rock fucks,” Tink growled, reloading both of her bows.

Cecilia emerged from inside the golem’s carcass, clearly pleased with the shattered body beneath her.

“Let’s take our time,” Abella said. She held up her spear, and she and Tink moved forward, ready for Cecilia to lure the next one out.
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“OH MY GOD!” SARAH CAME hard, soaking Mike’s lap with her cum. When her orgasm subsided, her face once again twisted into a mask of cruelty. She clutched Mike’s throat and squeezed. “I hate you so much right now,” she hissed, her hips already moving on their own again. She released Mike’s throat, allowing him to breathe deeply once more before he came deep inside her.

“Holy shit!” Mike tried to extricate himself, but she was too strong. Then the erotic euphoria took him once again, and he pushed Sarah off him, only to roll her over and take her from behind.

“OH, FUCK, FUCK, FUCK!” Sarah slammed her ass against him, her whole body shuddering. Mike was now in a frenzy, pounding her as fast as he could. The next moment, Sarah crawled away from him, kicking him back, only to fall under the spell of the Mandragora’s powder once more.

“I don’t understand,” Mike said the next time he came, trying to unwrap himself afterward. His legs were going numb, and his lower back was beginning to hurt.

“I’m going to rip off your face,” Sarah informed him, before pushing him back and throwing herself on top of him. In their frantic thrusting, Sarah lifted up too high and Mike’s dick popped free. In his rush to get back inside her, he missed the target and pushed his way into her tight asshole.

“Ow, fuck!” Sarah grabbed his hips and sank all the way down until his balls were squeezed by her ass cheeks. She rode him like this for several minutes, and he came again, filling her ass with his seed. Gasping for breath, he could only lie there in a daze until the powder took over once again, his entire world consumed by the desire to mate, to fuck, to pound her relentlessly.

How long had they been at this? Mike’s whole body hurt, yet his dick was doing all of the talking. Every time the powder took over, he sank even deeper into the euphoria of pure, unadulterated sex.

Sarah’s face twisted up, turning bright red as she experienced a string of orgasm all together. Eyes popping open, she stared down at Mike, opening her mouth to say something. Instead, a line of drool fell from her mouth, and she collapsed on top of Mike, gasping for air. The two of them had just been forced to run a marathon at a sprint, and Mike felt like his heart couldn’t take much more.

“I hate you so much,” Sarah told him, the anger now out of her voice. It had been replaced with acceptance, the realization that neither of them was going to survive.

“I’m not always a fan of myself either,” he informed her, coming again inside her. This time, his dick went soft and stayed that way, and Sarah fell off to the side of him, neither of them able to move.

Several minutes passed. Mike locked eyes with Sarah. She was breathing so hard that her breath had formed a channel in the dirt beneath her face.

“All we wanted was the house,” she told him. “This could have been so easy if you had just sold us the house.”

“I discovered something better than money,” he said, letting out a big sigh. It was hard enough just talking. “They’re my family.”

“They’re not even human.” Sarah tried to push herself away from him, but was unable to. “They’re monsters. Tools at best, ready to be used.”

“If you really believe that, then you are the real monster here.” Mike coughed, his lungs hurting. “This is not how I thought my day would go.”

Sarah laughed, a sound that was closer to a bark. “Me either. The Society thought you had gained some supernatural power here. It turns out you have the devil’s own luck is all.” Sarah was moving slowly away from him. Puzzled, Mike glanced down to see that the creeper vines had found her once more and were tentatively shifting her.

“I’m guessing my luck has run out.” Mike smirked. “But at least the others are safe.”

“To think that I survived two world wars and Salem, only to end up here with you.” Sarah took a deep breath, closing her eyes. “A curse on you, Mike Radley.”

“Time to feed the Mandragora,” Mike muttered as the vines wrapped around his waist and began pulling him across the ground too. His entire body was now numb, his muscles pushed past the point of physical exhaustion. He imagined this was how a marathon runner felt once they had finally run out of gas, dropping where they stood.

Sarah muttered to herself, the exhausted witch dragged toward the pitcher plant nearest them. The large leaves at the base of the plant reached for her and stroked her face gently, assessing its meal. The leaves in the clearing rustled their approval, and Sarah let out a sigh when she was pulled through the opening of the pitcher and down into its depths. With a loud creak, the pitcher lifted into the air, supported by several thick, curly vines. The light penetrated deep enough that Mike could see her silhouette, her limbs moving in slow motion as the pitcher filled with fluid. No matter how high she reached, she couldn’t get to the edge.

It was Mike’s turn. He was pulled closer to the plant, where the leaves stroked his body, first touching his feet, then his head. The plant shifted about, a suitably large pitcher selected to accommodate him. There was no malice in their touch, only instinct. When he was dragged toward the opening of the plant, one of the leaves stroked his cheek gently, like a mother would a child.

The memory came unbidden, from another time and another life. It was something Emily had said.

“Hey there, sweet pea.” The words came on their own, slipping free of him and vanishing on the wind.

All movement stopped. The plant shivered, thousands of leaves rustling all at once. Tiny creeper vines emerged from beneath the larger leaves and touched his face, then stroked his skin where he had been injured.

“I’m not even mad. Okay?” How could he be? The poor thing was starving. “I’m sorry I didn’t take care of you sooner. I’m afraid I made a mess of things.” It was taking serious effort just to keep his eyes open now, the urge to sleep overcoming him. Already, the struggle inside of Sarah’s pitcher had ceased and her silhouette floated eerily in the center, likely to be dissolved over several days.

The pitcher that had been prepared for him was dragged away, and the larger vines released him. The creepers moved over his body, once more touching him gently where he had been cut. His whole body tingled in response. The leaves up above rustled, and a large piece of fruit fell, landing by his face.

“Heh.” Mike wanted to grab it, but lifting his arms was too hard. The Mandragora vines picked up the large, apple-shaped fruit and twisted it, breaking it in half. The first half was pushed against Mike’s mouth, and he greedily sucked at the surface, surprised at how juicy it was. He took small bites, his body flooding with warmth all the way to his toes. Once he’d finished the first half, the second half was promptly fed to him as well.

Then there was more rustling overhead and a coconut was dropped from above and caught before it could hit him. This was cracked open, the liquid poured down his throat.

“Yeah. Thatta girl.” Mike sipped at the coconut, which somehow tasted more like an orange. Upon closer inspection, he realized that the coconut wasn’t perfectly round-it had a tapered point. He couldn’t be bothered to wonder, however, and just kept drinking.

“I guess you’re not going to eat me after all,” Mike said, using his newfound energy to grab one of the larger vines and hug it tightly against his chest like a stuffed toy. The Mandragora lifted him, and built a hammock of vines beneath his tired body. Still holding the plant against his chest, he sighed, relieved that he had survived.

The Mandragora rocked him gently. Eyelids fluttering, he closed his eyes and fell asleep.
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Welcome Home 
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Mike opened his eyes to waning sunlight through the canopy overhead. The jungle was quiet – a complete lack of animals meant that the only sound Mike could hear was the occasional rippling of the leaves as the wind brushed them against one another.

He lifted his head. He needed to get back. Though his slumber had been restless, he had clearly slept the day away. Groaning, he leaned out of the makeshift hammock and promptly crashed onto the ground, his legs unable to support his weight.

“Ow!” The numb sensation he had experienced earlier had passed. His legs burned as if full of fire ants, and his ankle felt like it had been twisted too far to one side. He checked his surroundings, then scooted around to look at the Mandragora.

Sarah’s pod had ominously sealed shut along the top of the mouth. The whole thing gently convulsed, a dark fluid flowing through its lower stalks and into the main plant body. Mike shivered, realizing that, if not for a memory, that would have been his fate too.

The Mandragora had left him presents. He was surrounded by more food, and another one of the coconut things to drink from. There was also an old branch that was the perfect height and thickness for a hiking staff. He shook his head in disbelief, then ate what little he could, drank the fluid from the hard-shelled fruit, and tried to stand with the staff.

It was slow going. The Mandragora dropped loops of vine for him to hold onto. As he got to his feet, his legs wobbled beneath him. He was in poor shape for walking.

The plant would take care of him, he was sure of that. But what of the others? What had happened to his girls? Was Cecilia okay? What about Abella? Tink was probably worried sick. He wondered if Naia knew that he was still alive and doing okay.

As if sensing his anxiety, thick vines gently stroked his arms, soothing him. The girls would have to figure things out on their own, at least until he could walk. Once that was possible, the next step was to figure out the best way to get home. There was no single path leading away from the Mandragora, which meant he may accidentally wander deeper into the jungle.

He had to try. He could just barely see the cliffs through the gap in the canopy, so he started walking toward them. Slow, clumsy footsteps were soon replaced with ones of strength and confidence. His body was no match for his determination, and once he got moving, it was far easier to stay moving than it was to stop.

After ten minutes of walking, he was already feeling a little better. His stiff muscles had loosened, and the staff kept most of his weight off his bad ankle. His ankle was swollen already, but he needed to keep moving forward. The path he followed was mostly flat, and for that, he was grateful.

Ominous silence accompanied him on his journey. Thick clouds rolled in, gobbling up the remainder of the sun’s light, and as dusk fell on the jungle, Mike was engulfed by the shadow of night. He realized how much trouble he was in when he could no longer discern the edges of the path, often stepping into a cluster of bushes. He clocked himself good on a low hanging tree branch, so he sat down on a nearby log to take a breather.

The silence was broken by the distant peal of thunder.

“Fuck.” Without animals to worry about, he had figured it would be a safe trek. Without any light to see by, and a storm blowing in, it occurred to him that staying with the Mandragora would have been a better idea.

Distant lightning gave him brief glimpses of the path, and he used them to hasten his journey. There was no way he was going to make it to the house this night, and he kept his eye out for any kind of shelter. With no wilderness experience to speak of, he debated his ability to climb a tree and at least get off the ground.

The lightning grew closer, and his eyes were having trouble adjusting to the sudden contrasts in light. The storm’s thunder boomed, a chaotic rhythm that he could feel in his chest. Each tumultuous clap was closer than the last, and his ears rang after some of the louder ones. The humidity in the jungle was increasing, and he wondered how often the area flooded.

As he stumbled around, he heard it—the eerie song of a woman in mourning. It carried across the world, quietly at first, but growing louder. It was a song of loss, peace, and memory, the words foreign to him, but exposing an unfilled gap in his heart. The song was drowned out periodically by the thunder, but he no longer cared about the storm. He traipsed through the wood and brush, shoving his way through to the source.

“Cecilia!” he called, his voice cracking with the effort. “Cecilia, over here!” The wind whipped his words away, the ground beneath his feet quaking as the storm rolled over him. He watched the lightning dance between the clouds, illuminating large birds in the sky who beat their mighty wings, the thunder making his ears ring. He gazed at them in awe, watching them whip up the storm.

Perhaps there was something else out here with him after all.

“Cecilia! Cecilia!” He crawled through the bushes, rapping his staff on logs, rocks, anything he could find to generate a sound louder than his weak voice. Her song was growing louder, and he could make out the sinister glow of her body through the trees up ahead. His throat raw, he no longer formed words, simply screaming at the top of his lungs in the hopes that he could fill the silent spaces of the storm.

She emerged from the trees, her body passing through them like mist. Her hands were clutched to her chest in sadness, her mouth open wide as her song took over the cacophony of the world around him. Mike tripped over a log and fell face first onto the ground.

“Mike!” Her glowing hands took him by the arm and lifted him. Then she pulled at him, guiding him onto a new patch of flat ground.

The storm broke above them, and rain fell. Between Cecilia’s pulling and the aid of the staff, Mike broke into a near jog, his heart pounding, his ears ringing. The landscape was lit by lightning and the fires it had started. Glowing embers carried above the canopy like shooting stars. From the darkness emerged a cluster of rocks, and Cecilia led him to the other side of them. Here, large slabs of stone lay across each other like folded hands, and Mike stumbled after Cecilia up the dirt slope to an opening in the rocks, his feet occasionally slipping out from beneath him.

“Cecilia, thank God.” He pulled the banshee in for an embrace, her presence chilling his body but warming his heart. Cecilia clung to him — her steady presence plus the quieting effect of the cave made the world stabilize around him.

Getting cold, Mike let go. “What about the others, are they okay?”

Cecilia nodded. “We ran into some trouble. By the time we got into the greenhouse, it was too windy for Abella to fly, and Tink may have broken her foot, so she couldn’t come. I’ve never seen her so angry.”

“And you? You got hurt?”

“Aye, I did.” Cecilia pulled down the top of her dress, revealing a scar. “That knife was not of this world.”

“Yeah, well it belongs to the Mandragora now.” Mike sat down, then leaned against the wall. His whole body hurt now, his muscles cramping. “Is Naia okay?”

“Yes. She knew you were still alive, so she wasn’t too worried.” Cecilia stood. “I must report back to the others that you are safe.”

“I don’t want you to go.”

Cecilia smiled. “I shall return, a runsearc.” She blew him a kiss and faded from sight.

In the darkness, Mike waited. There was nothing else to do but sit and listen to the storm that raged outside.

***
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“I DON’T UNDERSTAND what your problem is,” his mother told him, weaving the car in and out of traffic. Her breath was dangerous, a mixture of whiskey and cigarettes. What worried him more was the handful of pills he had seen her steal from someone’s medicine cabinet.

“I just want to go the the dance.” He was hoping he would get to see Lucy there, his lab partner from Biology. He felt like there had been something between them, a spark when they worked together at the fume hood. They were both in ninth grade, and he was new to the school, which meant Lucy had no reason to know any of his own personal history.

“And why is this dance so important? I need your help, Michael! How the fuck am I supposed to make things work if you won’t even help me?” She punctuated her words by pointing at him, her cigarette dangling limply from her lips. Her eyes somewhat glassy, she pulled briefly into oncoming traffic to go around a guy on a motorcycle.

“Help you with what?”

“Laundry. Bathrooms. Sweep the garage.” His mother flipped the bird at the guy ahead of her and blared her horn. They were already over the speed limit, but his mother had learned about a new check cashing place that had just opened, which meant the new hires might not figure out that her driver’s license was faked.

“That’s what you’re supposed to do!” Mike shouted. It was the list of things his mother had agreed to upon moving in with her old best friend from high school.

This was how it started. Offers to help out that never came to fruition. Eventually, Mike would be forced to do the work, but someone would catch on. They always caught on.

“You need to help me out!” she shrieked. “I can’t do this without you, Mikey!”

“Don’t call me Mikey!” It was what his father had called him. Now, his mother only used it when she needed something from him. 

“It’s a girl, isn’t it? Some little whore wants you to go with her to the dance.”

“No, it’s not like that,” Mike said, his cheeks filling with heat. Lucy was anything but a whore.

“Did she promise to suck your dick?” She flicked her cigarette in his crotch. “To get your wiener wet? Make a man out of you?”

“Stop it!” Though his mother’s driving was terrible, it was the whole world that spun chaotically for Mike. He hated her so much, this shell of a human being.

“It is, isn’t it? Did you tell her about the time you got a hard-on for your mom? How you skunked the bed with me in it? Fucking little pervert.”

Mike covered his ears, but his mother raised her voice.

“Maybe she can borrow one of my bras, and let you beat off to-hey!”

Mike, frustrated, had grabbed the emergency brake of the car and yanked it upward. He had expected the car to come to a stop so that he could jump out, but it swerved dangerously instead, crossing into oncoming traffic. Something clipped the back of the car, causing it to spin. Mike closed his eyes when the car rolled, his face showered in glass and his ears filled with a cacophony of screams and squealing metal. He didn’t know how many times the car rolled, but when it stopped and he opened his eyes, he was upside down.

“Mom?” She hung from her seatbelt, wide eyes on the pavement in front of them. Everything smelled of gasoline and hot asphalt.

“You little shit,” she uttered, looking at him, her eyes not quite focusing. With shaking hands, she pulled a box of cigarettes from her bra, along with a lighter.

“Mom, don’t!” He tried to grab the cigarette from her, but his arm didn’t work right.

“Fuck you, Mikey!” She stuck it in her mouth and lit it. A deep inhale, and she blew the smoke in his face. “I wish you had never been fucking born!”

The smell of gasoline was stronger now, and he realized that it was leaking from above his mother and dripping on to the roof below.

“Put it out!” he hollered, fighting to get free of his seat.

She tried to slap him, but was unable to reach. Instead, she swiped with her nails, catching his shirt and leaving deep scratches on the skin beneath. Ignoring her, he tried again to undo his seatbelt, but it was no use. It was simply too tight to be undone.

“Where the fuck do you think you’re going?” The cigarette fell from her mouth, landing below her.

The vapors had grown even stronger, and his eyes watered. He grabbed a broken piece of metal and sawed frantically at his belt.

“Anywhere I can, as long as it’s away from you!” he cried, finally slicing through the fabric. He fell to the roof just as the gas ignited. His mother let out a shriek of pain as she was immediately immolated. The ball of fire seared his side. Shrieking in pain, Mike pushed through the broken windshield only to have a strong pair of hands yank him free.

***
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MIKE OPENED HIS EYES. He was relieved to discover that both time and distance separated him from that burning car. However, the intense blast of heat had been replaced with the exact opposite.

He shivered. His clothing was soaked, the stone beneath him was cold, and his muscles were cramping up again. He was lucky that the temperature outside wasn’t any colder, else he would probably be looking at freezing to death.

A dim glow filled the opening of the cave, and Cecilia reappeared. She was carrying a small messenger bag that was now covered in a light film of frost. “Here. Tink put some stuff in there for you.”

“She did?” Mike opened the bag to look inside. Inside he found a light blanket, an amber stone, and a box of frozen Eggos. Mike couldn’t help but laugh, putting the Eggos to the side. “What is this?” he asked, holding up the fist-sized stone.

“A sun stone. Rub your hands together until your skin is hot, then hold the stone between them and blow on it.”

Mike obliged, rubbing his stiff, shaky hands against each other. The warmth was fleeting, but he kept at it until he was certain that they were actually warm, and not just warm to him. He grabbed the stone, lifted it to his face and blew.

The stone glowed, sucking the warmth from his hands. Energy swirled around inside of it, and it ignited, shedding a light that reminded Mike of a salt lamp. It was surprisingly hot, so he set it down in front of him. Soon the whole cavern was toasty. Sighing, Mike stripped off his wet clothes and laid them next to the stone to dry, then wrapped himself in the blanket.

“She said to make sure that comes back,” Cecilia informed him. “She got it out of the Vault.”

“What’s so dangerous about this?”

“The amount of heat used to activate it determines how much warmth it gives off.” Cecilia knelt by the stone. “This was found in the rubble of Pompeii.”

“Shit.” Mike stared at the innocuous stone. Several minutes passed, and he realized that he had become lost in its flickering glow. “This was just sitting in the Vault?”

Cecilia shook her head. “It’s one of the few things in there that is labeled. The one who built the house stored away such things to keep them from the hands of man, for they are too dangerous. We were invited to the house to help him protect these items from getting out, though we ourselves are also in need of protection. That is the nature of the house - it requires balance between the mortal and supernatural worlds to truly be a haven to all.”

“Do you remember anything about the original owner?” Mike asked.

Cecilia shook her head. “It’s strange. Whenever a new Caretaker is selected, everything from the house becomes a blur. I can remember before coming here, and after you arrived. The gaps get filled. I met the original owner long before coming here, and yet my memories of him have been erased in a similar manner.”

“So a powerful wizard then?”

“More than that. To accomplish such a spell would require Old Magic. The kind of magic that created me and Naia. Humans, to my knowledge, are incapable of such a feat. But in my heart, I know that he was a human, or at least used to be.”

“What do you remember?” 

“My family in Ireland. I was the spirit responsible for taking them to the afterlife. Every family had one, a gift from the spirits of the land to the people. Back in the old days, humans and the sidhe lived in harmony. With the spread of the Catholic church, many of the old ways were lost to them, and the sidhe took back many of their gifts, but the banshees remained. We are tied to our family for all time, or until they cease to believe in us.”

“Is that what happened to your family?”

“No. The potato famine. There was a period of time where I came to their home every few days. The sole survivor of my family was a child who was taken in by the church. Knowing that my days were numbered, I roamed the countryside, trying to see as much of the changing world as I could before fading away into the Void.”

“The Void?”

“It’s just a name, a bedtime story for creatures like me. Where does a spirit go when they die? Nobody knows, not even the sidhe. We call it the Void, for nothing has ever come back from such a place.” Cecilia smiled. “Though I do not remember our meeting, I can remember the sudden warmth of him, a being who brought me such hope. In much the same way that a banshee can be passed on by marriage to an outsider, he brought me to the New World, and it was here I wandered until he built our home. I saw the railroads being built, watched brother fight brother in the Civil War. Always the observer, never taking part. Though I claim many years as my own, I believe that I have never truly lived. Not until you came.”

“Am I really that different from previous Caretakers?” Mike asked. He picked up his pants, which were sufficiently dry. He slid into them, savoring the sensation of warmth along his legs. It was like getting clothes out of the dryer. He pulled the blanket around him to trap in the heat. “I mean, they couldn’t have been bad or anything, right?”

“I feel that you are the only one who has lived among us that has not seen the clear lines between your kind and ours. Everyone fucks the nymph - that is her magic, and it binds Caretakers to the home. Though past Caretakers treated us as friends, or even family, there was always an unspoken rule between us. Some of us aren’t as human as others, and, in turn, were never truly part of the home. But you. You include everybody equally.”

Mike frowned. “Growing up, I never fit in. My mom lost her shit after my dad died, and we were always bouncing from home to home. The reason we kept moving was her friends didn’t like how she treated me. Instead of finding a way to fix the problem, they turned their backs on it. I was tired of seeing the pity in their eyes when they told us their spare room was no longer available, or that they wanted their couch back. No matter what anybody said, my mom blamed me for it.” He swallowed, his throat suddenly dry. “I guess you could say that I became tired of humans. For all their good intent, I always felt like they were ready to look away when the going got tough. When I met all of you, this was your home as well as mine. Maybe I am the new Caretaker, but you all aren’t my pets.”

“Most people don’t have sex with their pets,” Cecilia teased.

Mike laughed. “Most being the operative word. Living with you feels like my first taste of true acceptance, of freedom. I would just like to survive long enough to see what comes next.”

“I must admit, no Caretaker has had this much trouble up front. However, the Society was not a problem until Garrett came along. Emily was in a position of power, she knew exactly how to keep them at bay. Your learning curve has been tremendous, runsearc. I am proud of what you have accomplished in so short a time.”

“You mean nearly burning down the house, destroying the garage, and feeding a witch to a plant?” That last one was still taking him some time to digest.

“That isn’t what I speak of.” Cecilia was suddenly close, a chill returning to the air. “I am proud that you have given your heart so freely.” Her hands slid beneath the blanket and touched his chest. “It isn’t just physical pleasure that you seek. It is something more, a connection.”

Mike shivered at her touch, the ice of her hands traveling through his stomach. “I think part of it is the Nymph’s Blessing. It makes me more willing, physically and mentally. After what happened with the Mandragora, there is no way I should be able to get aroused.”

Grinning, Cecilia let her hand slide across the front of his pants. “And yet you are.”

Mike opened his mouth to say something, but he couldn’t put what he wanted into words. “I like that it feels like it’s more than just sex. Yes, there is some lust, but I feel that there is so much more between us than that. Naia is an extension of my soul. Tink is my shadow, she follows me everywhere.  Abella is my protector, my guardian.”

“And what about me?” Her lips were close to his. “What role do I have in this?”

“You are the unknown. One day, I know you will walk me to the other side, and I will see many strange and wonderful things. It will be good to know that I have a friend to help me through it.”

“More than a friend.” She stroked Mike’s cheek and pulled him into her. His lips tasted hers, the first spark of the evening. She broke contact, her white eyes glowing in the darkness of the cave. “Always more than a friend.”

“Hold on,” Mike said. He scooted against the wall of the cave and leaned back, then waved her forward. She floated toward him and landed gently on his lap, then ran both of her hands up his chest. “Sorry, my legs are all messed up.”

“It’s not your legs I am interested in.” Cecilia straddled his hips, and her mouth found his.

The warmth of the cave coupled with the banshee’s cool embrace made Mike feel like he was standing in the doorway of an air-conditioned building during a hot day in summer. Small wind currents were starting to move in the cave, the temperature trying to equalize. Cecilia’s hands moved along his sides, then down his hips. He could feel her cool thighs against him, her pelvis pushing into his.

He squeezed her waist, then moved one hand down to caress her ass through her skirt. He pulled her forward, grinding his crotch into hers. “Do you think the sidhe ever pictured you with a mortal?”

“If they did, they probably forbade it.” Cecilia kissed her way down his neck. He kissed her forehead, realizing the hairs on his arms stood at attention every time he touched her with his lips. She leaned away from him, giving him access to her neck and the tops of her breasts. Her hair fluttered up around her head, the static building between them. “Kiss me more,” she whispered, her voice echoing softly in the cave.

“I can do that,” Mike said. He kissed the cool skin of her shoulders, his hands running behind her ears. Cecilia moved her hips back and forth, causing Mike’s dick to become even harder.

“I can feel it,” she whispered, still moving back and forth. “That part of me that I never knew existed. It’s like fire, and ice, and lightning, all centered in my being. I want to feel more of it, that human feeling I’ve never known.”

“Then let me help you.” Mike undid his pants and slid them down his hips. Cecilia immediately grabbed his cock, then teased the top of it with her ice-cold fingers, kissing him deeply on the lips at the same time. Mike’s fingers dropped to the top of her ass, and he squeezed the cool, soft globes through her skirt.

Cecilia pumped Mike this way for a couple of minutes. Her legs floated up above and her head dropped. She took him into her mouth, squeezing his balls gently while she swallowed the length of his dick. Mike gasped as Cecilia moved into a kind of headstand, holding his hips to pull him all the way into her body.

“Oh, Cecilia!” Mike grabbed her head and lifted her off his dick and back up to his lips. She embraced him, her tongue dancing along his. He let his hands travel the length of her body, grabbing her floating body by the hips and moving her waist down to his. She lifted her skirt up and rubbed her panty-clad pussy up and down his cock, then used one finger to shift the material to the side, allowing him to slide deep inside of her.

“Mmh!” Cecilia moaned into his mouth, her pussy cool and electrifying at the same time. Once he was plugged into the Banshee Sexual Network, the world exploded in sparks, the steady glow of the sunstone punctuated by the miniature lightning bursts that jumped from Cecilia through Mike’s thighs and then into the ground.

“Move slower,” he told her. “I want to take my time.”

She obliged, moving her hips more gently. They kissed some more, hands exploring each other. Mike was determined to pull her clothes away from her skin, fighting the magic that held it against her skin. It became a fun game for him, trying to peek at the pale skin beneath, explore it with his hands, taste it with his tongue. As he ran his lips across the top of her breasts, Cecilia’s hips began to move on their own, her pace quickening.

The sparks increased in frequency, the mild shocks forcing Mike and Cecilia together, driving him deeper than ever. Every thrust completely lacked control, his body moving in time with the sparks. His breathing was ragged, and Cecilia was starting to gasp for air, her breasts heaving with each breath.

“Oh, fuck!” Mike grabbed her ass and pulled her as close as possible. She squeezed him with her thighs, her lighter-than-air body starting to pull him upward. When she sat back on his cock, they both slammed into the ground, driving Mike’s cock even deeper into Cecilia.

It began as a low wail, Cecilia building steam as her orgasm approached. She clutched his upper arms, nails digging into his flesh, her lower body quivering in anticipation. Her cries echoed across the cavern, the cave itself becoming a giant amplifier. Mike feared that if she screamed he would go deaf, but his fears were mitigated by the sudden fire blossoming deep inside his stomach. His balls ached, drawing up into his body, and he yanked down on Cecilia, fighting to bury himself in her. Her hips bucked, and her cries started to rise in pitch.

“Please! Please, don’t!” Mike thrust wildly. “I’m so close, please don’t disappear!”

“Don’t worry,” she said, a grin on her lips. “This time it’s all about you.” She closed her eyes, grunting several times, forcing herself down onto his shaft hard enough that he bottomed out. Each grunt was punctuated by a sudden tightening of her vagina as well as a spark of lightning that jumped from her to Mike or the cave itself. Gasping for air, she smiled at him as she rode him, then leaned back so that he could see her properly, watch the place where they were joined, see his huge dick sliding in and out of her glistening, wet pussy.

“Fuck. Fuck. FUCK!” Mike came, the fire inside his belly launching deep inside the banshee. He grabbed her around the waist, holding her in place so that he could push into her with all his might.

“Oh God, it’s so warm. It’s so warm!” Cecilia’s whole body crackled with energy, and Mike watched in amazement as her ivory skin suddenly glowed with color, radiating up and out from her waist. She was no longer light, and she sank down onto him as flesh and bone. The color spread to her face, and her featureless, white eyes were suddenly glittering emeralds, her white hair turning a crimson shade of red.

“Cecilia?” Mike asked, but she was lost to him, gasping and groaning as she used the lubrication of his load to ride him like the world was ending. She grabbed his shoulders for purchase, her hair rising unfurling into a storm cloud made of blood-red strands and lightning

The scream that came from her mouth was that of a human, not a monster. The magic that burst from her fed directly into Mike. His dick suddenly rock hard again, he pushed Cecilia backward and pulled out of her long enough to flip her on her stomach.

“Mike,” she shrieked as he penetrated her from behind. “Oh God, Mike!” She clawed at the stony floor and shoved her ass back into him so abruptly that his balls slapped against her clit. “MIKE!” She came, spasming on the floor.

“GAH!” The electricity swirled up through his body, streamers of current dancing off his head and shoulders. Sinking his fingers into her ass, he pounded her as quickly as he could. The rock walls bounced the energy back and forth between them.

Cecilia rolled Mike on his back to ride him one last time, sweat pouring down her face, her clothing in disarray. Then she lay down on his body, her breasts pushed against his chest, her hips twitching with her most recent orgasm. Whispering sweet-sounding words to him in a foreign tongue, she fell asleep on his chest.

Mike wrapped an arm around her, then pulled the blanket close. He stared in wonder at the beauty in his arms, watching in amazement as the color slowly left her, her blazing red hair going white again. She became cool to the touch, but he welcomed the sensation. Her body became lighter and lighter until she faded away in the glittering light, leaving Mike behind with a smile on his face and a new memory.
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THEY LEFT AT DAWN AND walked non-stop to the door of the greenhouse. They stepped together through the portal, the jungle of the greenhouse fading away behind them as they stepped into the sun of the regular world. The backyard was littered with giant craters and stone piles, grass and soil torn apart.

“What happened here?” Mike asked.

“Complications,” Cecilia replied. “I’ll let the others tell you all about it.”

Shaking his head, Mike limped along the path behind the house. The Mandragora vines were completely gone now, having left grooves in the surrounding bushes where they used to be.

“Are these arrows?” Mike knelt to pick one up. The dense metal tip was cold in his fingers.

“Crossbow bolts.” Cecilia opened her mouth to say something else, but it was lost in the sudden crunch of Abella landing on the ground between them.

“Mike!” Abella wrapped him up in her arms and squeezed.

He felt every bone in his back pop and grunted as he struggled to push the gargoyle away. “Can’t...breathe!”

Abella’s marble features darkened, and she set him down. “I’m sorry,” she began, but Mike put a finger to her lips.

“I’m glad to see that you’re okay too,” he told her, and planted a light kiss on her lips. “Where’s Tink?”

“Goblin wife work hard to fix house!” Tink limped around the corner, her left foot bandaged heavily and stuck inside of a small bucket.

Mike nodded toward the bucket. “What on earth is that about?”

“Tink keep banging foot. Bucket make good idea, no more swear at furniture.” She clunked her way toward him and dropped a hammer, a handful of nails, and a handsaw before wrapping her arms around his waist.

As he patted her head, he felt the moisture of her tears soaking through the front of his shirt. “I’m glad you’re oka — ow!” Tink had bitten his forearm. “What the hell was that for?”

“Bite for scaring Tink! No fight nasty witch lady by yourself anymore.” Tink looked up at him. “Bite for you to remember.”

“Oh yeah?” Mike asked, kneeling down so they were face to face. He gave her a hug, then bit her shoulder. Tink yelped in surprise. “That’s for scaring me. We’re even.”

“Mike make good goblin husband.” Smiling, Tink picked up her tools. “Tink go patch front porch roof before it rains.”

Mike smiled, watching Tink scurry off, the bucket on her foot clanking against the ground. There was only one more person he needed to see, and it could wait no longer.

Abella helped him the last thirty yards to the fountain. He saw her there, standing on the surface of the water, tiny pink bubbles floating all around her body. The fountain sprayed streams of water that altered course in mid-air, forming a giant heart above the nymph. Her blue-green hair waved in the wind, and she wore a simple white gown that hugged her like a second skin.

“Naia.” Her name was like the ending of a prayer, a wish he never knew he was allowed to make. He stepped into the fountain, leaving Cecilia and Abella behind. Nothing about the house was normal, nor was there anything normal about the creatures living there, himself included.

Naia held her hand out, and when he took it in his own, he felt that spark, the magical connection between them that he instantly recognized as their souls reuniting. As much as she was part of him, he was part of her, and nothing in the world was ever going to change that. 

“Welcome home, lover.” Smiling, she placed her lips against his. His body instantly warmed to her touch. They kissed, his arms around her waist, hers around his neck. Water swirled around them, forming a vortex of magic, love, and peace. He broke the kiss and gazed into those sapphire eyes that he loved so much and dropped his hands to her waist.

This house was going to bring him trouble, problems he never in his wildest dreams thought he would face. Yet he knew, in his heart, that there was nothing he couldn’t face with his monster family on his side. The Society would be back, and when they did, he would be ready.

After all, he was the Caretaker.

“It’s good to be home,” he told her. Home was where the heart was, and this place had stolen his away.
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Afterword
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This story started out as a dare. Imagine my surprise when so many people liked it that they begged me to continue writing it.

First and foremost, I need to thank my Patrons. Without their support, I never could have gotten this far. Rather than list them here, I have given them their own webpage! Go see who the cool kids are at https://annabellehawthorne.com/hall-of-caretakers/

I would also like to specifically thank Skinnii. He started as a reader on my Patreon page and started making art for me to share with my readers. He’s helped me refine several of my ideas and occasionally sends me some of his artwork to keep my spirits high. His contributions to the Monster-verse have been invaluable.

I would also like to thank Lucy Felthouse for her editing abilities. I learned more from the red ink on my screen than I ever did in years of English class. She’s the reason this book isn’t a hot mess.

Last, I thank you the reader. I hope you’ve enjoyed my book!

"And above all, watch with glittering eyes the whole world around you because the greatest secrets are always hidden in the most unlikely places. Those who don't believe in magic will never find it.” - Roald Dahl

***
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BETH CLOSED THE DOOR to her apartment. She walked into the kitchen and set down her purse and laptop, then opened the fridge for a bottle of water. Her fingers shook slightly, the anxiety of the day still fresh in her mind.

She had shown up for work only to discover that she had vanished the previous day. The assumption her coworkers made was that she had been so ill she hadn’t called in, but she knew that wasn’t the case. At least, she didn’t think it was. Other than a massive headache this morning, she had been otherwise fine.

She had gone along with the story, even going so far as to feign ill in the afternoon to come home early. Beth looked through her phone for the tenth time today, trying to find any evidence of where she had been the day before. She hadn’t made any calls or texts, and hadn’t even sent an email. It was as if she had disappeared into thin air.

She avoided the wine in her fridge, settling instead for some tea. She caught up on a few shows on Netflix, hoping that a relaxing afternoon would help put her mind at ease, but her mind kept going back to that missing time and the strange dreams she had had.

Doing her best to shrug off the whole affair, she changed into the comfiest nightgown she owned and crawled into bed. She read for a little bit, her eyelids growing heavy. Hoping that a new day meant a fresh start, she stuck the book on her nightstand and turned off the light.

The pillow felt cool beneath the skin of her face. She let out a sigh, letting sleep claim her.

Just as she drifted off, she caught just a whiff of sulfur.



  	
    
	    
	      [image: Annabelle Hawthorne]
	    

	  
	    



About the Author

        
Annabelle Hawthorne lives in a top secret location somewhere in the mountains with her loving family. She loves coffee, horror movies and writing erotica with a monster twist.
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