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			THE VIEW FROM UP HERE 

			In all the time Mike had been alive, he’d never had much need for home repair. Any issues inside of the house had been fixable with a quick call to the landlord, and the worst he had ever dealt with was a dishwasher that had backed up onto his kitchen floor.

			However, now there was no landlord to call, no problem that could be fixed with the push of a button. It was his house, his problem, and right now, the front of his home was a wreck. The planking had been torn up from the wraparound porch and the railing destroyed when a psychotic witch named Sarah had hurled Abella across the yard and into the decking. The roof above it had begun to sag, though it was quickly shored up by spare wood that Tink had found. Luckily Abella was crazy strong, and Mike had mostly supervised the reinstallation of the support beams, watching the gargoyle lift the roof up high enough while Tink properly replaced the busted wood, standing on a ladder while Mike handed her tools.

			The little goblin was the picture of home improvement efficiency. By the time he had returned from the greenhouse last week, she had already ordered almost everything they needed to fix the front of his damaged home. Each day brought with it a new shipment of supplies, and Tink made the time to show Mike how to help her. 

			The bushes had been pulled up, and the trellis beneath had been removed, the delicate wood having been shattered by Abella’s impact. Tink had found a new trellis online, declaring the Magic Screen the best invention known to man. It was supposed to arrive next week, with instructions to leave it at the bottom of the driveway. Mike was no longer taking any chances with deliveries, especially not after Sarah had ended up nearly killing him disguised as a delivery person.

			Tink was busy taking measurements, making several notes in a small journal Mike had bought for her. She wore a pair of overalls and a white tank top, both purchased in the “little miss” section of a store for tweens in the mall. The goblin was a whiz on the sewing machine—she had taken in the sides and adjusted the legs so that the clothes were a perfect fit. Her hair had been pulled back into a bright-red ponytail, revealing both of her horns and a pencil tucked behind each ear, with yet another in her mouth. Making a note to herself, she set down the pencil she’d been writing with, measured another gap, then pulled the pencil from between her lips to write down her findings. She wore an ankle brace now, her foot still not well enough to be walked on. It had been a struggle to make the little goblin take it easy around the house for a couple of days, but Mike had told her it was human law that a wife needed to let her husband care for her.

			A big stickler for following the law, Tink had acquiesced. It was the same reason they were married, in fact. Shortly after moving in, she had started a territorial dispute with him, and he had married her to keep her from being kicked out of the house as the loser. Consummating the marriage had been far more fun than expected, and Tink didn’t seem to mind the sexual relationships he had with the other women of the house.

			“Excuse me?”

			Mike turned around to see a young man holding a box on the front walk.

			“Mr. Radley?”

			“That’s me.” Mike cautiously approached the man, then signed for the package. The delivery driver waited patiently, taking no notice of the little green woman fixing the porch. Mike even looked back to make sure she was there, marveling at how the magical geas protected his home. Unless invited inside, nobody would see the magical creatures that lived within.

			“Your house is so cool,” the driver remarked, taking the paperwork back. “When I was a kid, my friends and I used to dare each other to ring the bell. We all thought it was haunted, but none of us ever had the guts to actually make it to the door.”

			“Oh yeah? Why’s that?”

			“I dunno. Weird stuff always seemed to happen around here. I know this will sound stupid, you know, kids and all, but one time my friend Jacob said he made it onto the porch. He was going to hit the bell when we heard this woman scream bloody murder at him, so he bolted. I think it was probably a rabbit under the porch or something. I hear they can scream like people.”

			“No, it’s a ghost. She’s a screamer. Does that shit all the time.”

			The delivery driver’s eyes widened, the blood draining from his face. Mike waited several breaths and then winked at him.

			“Oh, shit, you had me. You actually had me. Felt like I was ten all over again. Have a good day, man!” He waved, jogging back to his car and driving away. Mike looked at the porch swing, Cecilia rocking gently back and forth with a smirk on her face. The banshee was sort of like a ghost, but she was definitely a screamer.

			Mike brought the box inside, then carefully unpacked its contents. Satisfied everything was there, he quickly organized the items on the kitchen table. He scooped up the first bundle and walked out the back door of the house into the garden.

			The garden area was built like a courtyard. The exterior wall of the garage was to the left, and the wooden siding transformed at the corner into a stone wall that surrounded the property, save for the wrought iron gate that gave access to the forest behind the house. In the middle of the yard was a large fountain, and standing in it was the nymph, Naia. She had summoned tiny spheres of water that bounced across the surface of the fountain, currently being chased by a pair of determined squirrels. Tossing her greenish-blue hair over one shoulder, Naia winked at him.

			“Hello, lover,” she said, the skirt of her white gown floating on the water’s surface.

			“Naia.” He had discovered the nymph his first night in the house, a sexual encounter in his bathtub that had swapped a small piece of their souls, binding him to the house as its Caretaker.

			“What’s that?” she asked, pointing at the small bundle he was holding.

			“A couple of things.” He handed her a catalog. “First, here are some flowers I thought we could plant by the fountain along with some pots for them to go in. I brought you the catalog so that we could pick them out together.”

			“I love flowers!” Naia hopped up and down, her breasts jiggling pleasantly beneath her gown.

			“I also bought you this.” He held up a small jewelry box. Opening the lid revealed a small pendant on a silver chain. “It isn’t anything special, but it reminded me of you.”

			“For me?” Naia stared at it, eyes wide and mouth agape. 

			“Yeah.” Mike picked up the chain and showed her the pendant. In the sun’s light, it reflected several different colors. “This is abalone jewelry; it’s made from a shell.”

			“It’s beautiful!” Naia turned around, lifting up her hair. Mike fastened the necklace around her neck, then took in her scent while leaning against her.

			She raised the pendant to inspect it. “I love it.”

			“I hoped you would.” Mike kissed her on the neck. The fountain swelled with water, briefly overflowing on every side.

			“Remind me to thank you properly later.” Naia pressed her ass into him. “I’m afraid if I thank you now, Tink will get angry that you are avoiding work.”

			“You’re one-thousand-percent correct,” Mike said, remembering Tink had bitten him yesterday for surfing the internet on his phone instead of bringing her a box of screws from the garage. “I’ll see you tonight.” 

			Naia blew him a kiss, and he walked back through the house to the kitchen, grabbing a couple more items on his way through. On the front deck, he turned right and made his way to the porch swing. Cecilia wore a pretty white dress with simple black shoes, and her sightless white eyes stared out into eternity.

			“You brought me something?” Cecilia asked.

			“I did.” Mike held up the large cushion. “Well, it’s more for me.” Kneeling beside the swing, he detached the old, ratty seat cushion from it. Cecilia vanished when he pulled it away and reappeared on top of the new one once he had it tied in place. “This way, I can sit and visit with you for a little longer. The old one was starting to hurt my back.”

			“Oh, to be alive,” the banshee said, touching the new cushion with ethereal fingers. “Sit with me tonight?”

			“You can count on it.” The first time Mike had met Cecilia, she had scared the crap out of him. Now he spent his evenings visiting with her in one way or another. Mike sat on the new cushion, then swung the swing a few times. “Oh man, that is so much better.”

			“I’m glad.” Cecilia faded from sight, but the swing kept moving even after Mike got up. Walking into the yard, he looked up at the roof. “Abella?”

			The gargoyle appeared in the sky, circling briefly before touching down. Her wings closed around her body, forming a hooded cloak. “Yes?”

			Mike handed her an iPad. “I got this for you. It has access to Prime Video, Netflix, and Hulu.”

			“Are those magic words?” Abella asked, inspecting the screen in her hands. Mike had purchased a protective case for it, the kind that was meant for little kids. He figured the extra-wide handles would keep Abella from accidentally cracking the screen. She touched one of the app icons on the tablet, her eyes growing wide as the screen flashed when the app opened.

			“No. Let me show you.” Mike instructed her in the usage of the tablet. Abella didn’t need sleep so spent her hours watching TV through the back window of the house. She stared in fascination as Mike explained how to bring up the different shows and movies with the touch of a finger.

			“This little screen is like magic,” the gargoyle declared, holding it up against the sky.

			“And you can take it anywhere. Just don’t let it get wet, and if that little battery picture in the corner gets empty, I can plug it in for you.” Mike suspected this would happen most nights—the thing only had a battery life of ten hours, and it might be worth it to have Tink build Abella a docking station.

			Back in the kitchen, Mike looked at the rest of the package’s contents. He had ordered a few power tools for Tink—the little goblin was doing most of her work by hand, and he knew that she could work a lot faster with a few extra modern conveniences.

			The last item was in a small jewelry box. As he picked it up, he ran his fingers over the top, wondering if he would even see her. Shaking his head, he stuck the box in a kitchen drawer that contained a bunch of keys, scissors, and tape.

			A thud on the wall brought his attention to the giant collection of vines that had framed the window looking out into the back. Smiling, he walked to the fridge and opened it, pulling out a plate with a five-pound roll of raw beef that had defrosted overnight. He unwrapped it, then tossed the plastic in the trash can beneath the sink.

			After opening the kitchen window, he handed the meat to the hungry vines that waited, then watched them drag away their snack. Ever since the Mandragora had eaten the witch last week, the plant had been very docile with him, acting like a puppy dog that followed him around whenever he was out back. The vines would slither around him like snakes, eagerly awaiting a gentle pat or even a rub. Mike felt ridiculous scratching a leafy vine as thick as his wrist, but the plant seemed to like it.

			Mike grabbed a pair of orange sodas from the fridge and some plated sandwiches he had made earlier. After walking out front, he approached the goblin from behind. She was bent over, trying to get a stubborn board to lie where she wanted it. He gave her butt a playful slap, which caused her to drop the board on the deck with a clatter.

			“Break time,” he announced.

			Tink looked at him, then back at the board, apparently coming to a decision over what was truly important to her. Licking her lips, she followed Mike to the front steps of the house. He handed her some lunch, and she sat next to him with her sandwich clutched in her little hands.

			“This one extra good,” Tink told him, mustard leaking from her sandwich. For whatever reason, she had developed an obsession with trying mustard on all her food: eggs, chicken, toast, it didn’t matter. As she licked mustard off her fingers, Mike couldn’t help but smile at the cute picture before him.

			“Thought you would like it.” Mike bit into his own sandwich, then took a drink of his soda. “Looks like we still have some work to do out here.”

			“Maybe finish tomorrow,” Tink informed him, peeling the crust off her sandwich and using it to scoop up the extra mustard that had covered her plate. “Then figure out goggles.”

			“That’s right. We need to get those back.” While chasing the haunted doll, Jenny, through the house last week, Mike and Tink had run across a Labyrinth and its resident Minotaur. Tink had lost her magical goggles while escaping and reminded Mike on a daily basis that they were super important to her. However, she also saw the wisdom in letting Mike heal from the wounds he had sustained from a fight with a witch and a fire elemental so had taken to repairing the damage that Sarah had done.

			“Stupid cow-fuck,” Tink muttered under her breath. Her vocabulary was the result of a brain injury she had sustained decades past, but she was a genius when it came to repairing the house.

			Mike gave Tink an affectionate squeeze. “We’ll find a way to make it right, I promise.”

			They already had a basic map of the Labyrinth, though giant sections of it were incomplete. Now he needed to figure out how to convince the Minotaur to give her the goggles back. They finished their meals, and he took Tink inside to survey the collection of tools he had purchased. Tink was fascinated by the cordless drill, her eyes fixated on the spinning metal bit. It hadn’t been plugged in long, so disappointment registered in her face when the spinning slowed to a crawl.

			“Give it some time,” Mike informed her, handing her the staple gun. “You can use this to reattach the trellis when it arrives. Do you want me to show you how—”

			Tink pushed the stapler into the table, squeezing out several small staples into the old wood.

			“Tink like this one,” she announced, firing staples through the air. “No more squished fingers.”

			“You got it.” Mike picked up the spare hammer he had purchased for himself. All Tink’s tools were smaller than normal due to the size of her hands, making it difficult for him to help her without developing a cramp through the back of his hand and wrist.

			“We go work now!” Tink exclaimed, gathering up in her arms some of the hardware they would need. Mike followed her toward the front door, picking up all the stuff she dropped on the way. Stepping out onto the front porch, Mike nearly ran into Tink, who had come to a stop.

			“Hello, Mr. Radley.” Wearing a plain dress with her hair twisted in a long braid was Elizabeth from the Historical Preservation Society. The last time Mike had seen her, she had been in the company of her daughter, Sarah. “I was wondering if I may have a word with you.”

			“You can talk from there,” Mike told her, looking down at Tink, who skulked away down the porch. Elizabeth paid the goblin no attention. Mike hoped his guess was correct and that Elizabeth still couldn’t see her.

			“It appears that you had some trouble,” Elizabeth said, walking along the yard. She stood next to the collapsed railing. “You do understand that there is a process for approving renovations, yes? To preserve the historical integrity of the house.”

			“Considering that a member of your society caused this damage, I suggest we stop playing make believe.” Mike crossed his arms. “You and I both know that the value of this house has nothing to do with how old it is.” 

			“How did you do it?” Elizabeth took a step toward the porch. “An elemental, a succubus, and a witch. Any of those things would present a challenge, but somehow you surpassed them.”

			“And I will continue to do so.” Mike waved his hand at the house. “I know that you’re not just after the magic in the home but the magical creatures inside. They have power and are tools to be used, right? Well, to me, they’re family. How many times have your people tried to bust in here? How many times have you failed? No matter what you send at me, I will never part with this place. No matter who you send, we will stop them,” he said evenly, hoping she couldn’t hear the nerves in his voice.

			Elizabeth smiled. “You certainly are feeling bold, Mr. Radley. Not many men who enjoy living would dare speak to me in that manner.”

			Mike laughed. “What’s the worst you can do? You tried to eat my soul, burn down my house, and kill me. I’m not sure how you are going to top that, unless you have another daughter who is better than the last one.”

			“We will find a way, Mr. Radley. One day, we will take something from you, something that you love, and you will give everything to get it back from us.” The corner of her lip twitched.

			“Until that day comes,” Mike replied, leaning over the railing, “get the fuck away from my house.”

			Elizabeth stood there in silence, the sun beating down on her face. Mike watched in astonishment as her shadow shifted beneath her, multiple limbs reaching for the home but bending away as if repulsed.

			“Do your best to enjoy your time on Earth,” Elizabeth said cryptically. “You no longer have much of it.” She spun around and took three steps away from the home, then vanished.

			“Fuck.” Mike let out a loud breath. His hands shook as adrenaline raced through his body. He’d been afraid she would attack him and had hoped that his confidence would chase her off.

			“Mean lady gone,” Tink announced, standing up from the bushes with her crossbow. Mike wasn’t sure when she had gotten there, but he was relieved to know that the goblin had his back. “Next time, Tink shoot her in the face.”

			“Go for it,” Mike told her. “For now, let’s get this porch fixed.”
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			A warm breeze brushed the back of Daryl’s neck followed by the smell of a late summer day. He looked up from the book he had been reading to watch Elizabeth cross the Great Hall and take her seat at the table.

			To the outside world, the Historical Preservation Society appeared to be a local charitable group interested in keeping the past alive through generous donations. In reality, they were a collection of some of the most powerful people on the planet, who were currently using the society to try to take possession of the newly acquired Radley estate and all the magical items within. The monsters that lived there were worth their weight in gold, but the magic the house was rumored to hold was even more valuable.

			Several decades back, the society had encountered a man named Garrett who had told them an amazing tale of a veritable treasure trove of magical artifacts that had been sitting under their noses for over a century. In great detail, he had told them about powerful items lost to the annals of time, casually stored within its walls. Daryl and Sarah had both shared a peculiar interest in his description of a tome with an apple on the front. They had deduced that it must be the grimoire of Morgan le Faye, a book that would grant them access to the forbidden magic of Creation itself. For true witches and warlocks, knowledge was far more valuable than money, and they all wanted a piece of what the house had to offer. It had been decades since such a find had been made, and they had been ready to take it from Emily, the previous Caretaker.

			In exchange for information on the house, they had taught Garrett to use magic, and he had left on a trip around the world, gathering a small collection of his own mythical beings. The magic from these creatures could usually be harnessed in one form or another, and he had rapidly grown in power and earned his seat at the table with the others.

			Then the dumbass had tried to take the house for himself and gotten killed. The magic that protected the house kept anyone out unless they’d been invited inside by the Caretaker. Garrett could have helped them all gain entry with a special wand he had borrowed that had allowed him to control a former lover’s actions, but he had gotten greedy and tried to take everything for himself.

			Daryl hoped his death had been painful.

			Elizabeth sat down in the seat next to him. There were thirteen chairs total, and the chair on the other side of Elizabeth was the only empty one. It belonged to her daughter, Sarah, who had recently gone missing after attempting a similar assault on the Radley estate. She was presumed dead, but nobody knew for sure.

			Including Daryl, only six members of the society were physically present. The other members were represented by shadow figures who sat in their assigned seats. The others were across the planet doing God only knew what. They all had their own projects, after all.

			“Tell me what happened,” demanded the shadow at the head of the table. Unlike the other shadows, his eyes glowed like tiny stars and his voice came from all around them. Though the society didn’t have formal ranks, they often referred to their leader as the high priest.

			It was a well-deserved title, because the man who held it was somehow powerful enough to astrally project without the main component necessary to do so: a soul.

			Elizabeth took a moment to look around the room, making eye contact with everyone before speaking. When she reached Daryl, he winked. She was one of the few members who would even look him in the eyes ever since he had replaced them with the golden pupils of a powerful warlock who had betrayed the society. These eyes were far better than his old ones, able to see things beyond normal human perception.

			“We made contact about ten days ago. This much we all know. The new owner, Mike Radley, is a nobody. Or rather, we thought he was.” Elizabeth appeared calm, but Daryl wondered what was going on inside her head. This meeting was essentially a formal report to explain how exactly she and Sarah had fucked up acquiring the house, and it wouldn’t take much for the others to decide to hold her accountable and punish her. Without her daughter for support, Elizabeth’s position in the society had dramatically weakened, and without allies, she could be kicked out or even killed.

			“They sent a fire elemental in after him,” Daryl added, then leaned on the table and steepled his slender hands together. He had known Elizabeth and Sarah for over a century now and wanted it known that she still had at least one ally at the table. “Mike Radley was able to destroy it, which caused the situation to escalate. We drastically underestimated him.”

			“That is correct,” she said. “We waited until after he refused our cash offer for the house, which was only a couple of days. Like Garrett told us, the house takes time to awaken, but I wonder now if his information was wrong.”

			“I see. And what happened next?” The shadow at the end of the table shifted. Clearly the high priest’s attention was on the real world as well; he appeared to be in the middle of dining, a shadowy goblet raised to his lips.

			“We decided that the best course of action would be to eliminate him discreetly. Despite any power he has already amassed, his mind would be incapable of withstanding a spiritual assault.” Elizabeth shivered visibly. “So we utilized the succubus.”

			Whispers around the table were exchanged and then immediately ceased. The shadow at the other end of the table darkened, and the lights in the room dimmed.

			“Where is my succubus?” he asked.

			Daryl kept his face neutral. If the high priest wanted, he could turn Elizabeth to a pile of ash, and it was well known that the succubus was a cherished possession of the high priest. Used primarily for assassinations, she slumbered inside of a fist-sized ruby known as the Heart of the Succubus.

			Elizabeth shook her head. “I used the heart to send the succubus after Mr. Radley and promptly locked it away. Sarah removed it from the safe for observation while I slept, I assume because she was anxious to know when he was dead. It was her fire elemental that got destroyed, and she was quite angry about it. When I woke up in the morning, I found that Sarah, the heart, and a few other magical implements had gone missing.”

			“I see.” The shadow leaned on the table, frost spreading from his fingertips and across the wood. “And have we located Sarah?”

			“Attempts have been made,” Daryl announced. “I myself have cast several locator spells, both on the missing objects and on Sarah herself.”

			“And?” The voice was impatient, and a couple of those physically present scooted back from the table, making room for the potential outburst to come.

			“The bracelet is gone, its magic spent. There exists no further trace of it on this plane.” Daryl paused to sip water from his chalice. Elizabeth could be reduced to ash in an instant, but he was a necromancer and had plenty of tricks up his sleeve. He had a tremendous amount of respect for the high priest but did not fear him as the others did. “I tracked the other magic items to the grounds of the home but was unable to penetrate the magical barrier of the geas around it. The wand, the dagger, and Sarah never emerged from that place.”

			More mumbling around the table. Each of those things was irreplaceable, but the dagger most so. As far as any of them knew, there wasn’t another like it.

			“And my succubus?” the high priest asked.

			“I fear she is yours no longer. The tracking spell I used came up empty, so I used the Infernal Mirror to try and find her,” Daryl continued. The Infernal Mirror was one of the greatest objects in their possession; long ago, the society had managed to summon and trap a greater demon inside, one capable of answering three yes-or-no questions asked of it once every lunar cycle. “When I discovered the loss of the heart, I asked if Lily’s pact was still intact. The demon told me no.”

			A shadowy hand slammed onto the table, and the earth quaked beneath them. “And your second question?”

			“I asked the mirror if Mike was her new master, and the demon laughed.” Daryl shook his head. Everyone knew that laughter meant that the demon had found a way to avoid answering, a fault in the question itself. This also wasted the question. “Unless Lily has been destroyed, I am at a loss. Something has happened outside of my understanding regarding this matter, and I defer to your guidance.”

			“And your third question?” Activating the mirror meant asking all three questions at once. The other members leaned in with interest.

			“I asked the mirror if Sarah still lived,” Elizabeth said, her gaze steady on the high priest. “The demon laughed until I severed the connection.”

			More mumbling at the table, low whispers that sounded like a bundle of snakes. Daryl watched the high priest, interested to see his reaction.

			“I believe this matter will require more personal attention,” said the high priest. “Something more than simply going to the house and threatening the Caretaker. Kali and Sebastien, I want you to travel to the States and assist Daryl with recovering the dagger and the succubus. Find somebody who has already been in the house, someone who has been invited. They are the key to breaching the barrier of the geas, for only those invited in by the Caretaker can enter it freely.”

			Two of the shadows at the table nodded.

			“What about me?” Elizabeth asked.

			“You are too close to the issue, and until we know your daughter’s fate, I want you nowhere near that house.”

			“And what about Mike Radley?” Daryl asked.

			“If the opportunity comes, kill him. But take no chances.” The high priest faded from view, the lights in the room brightening as he left. His final instructions echoed along the walls, half command, half warning.

			“And find my succubus!”
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			Wiping sweat from his brow, Mike squinted up at the setting sun. He and Tink had made quick work of installing the new decking on the front porch, establishing a rhythm where Tink would lay one plank and set it with a single screw, and then Mike would put in the next three while Tink measured, cut, and set the next board. Luckily the day had been relatively cool, but Mike’s shoulders were sore from working for the last three hours, and he was thirsty.

			He stood and walked inside to refill his water bottle, then sucked greedily at the cool fluid while wondering if he should start making dinner. He had defrosted some burger meat, which would go perfect on the little gas grill he had purchased and put out back near the fountain. Burgers would be quick enough, he decided while strolling out the back to preheat the grill. Tink would hardly even notice his absence—the little goblin was a workhorse and would soldier on without him.

			Naia floated lazily in her fountain, watching tiny birds land in the upper basin to bathe. A stray duck had taken up residence too, swimming quiet circles around the nymph and quacking softly to her. Several small animals made daily pilgrimages to the fountain. Mike’s presence didn’t seem to bother them in the least, and on more than one occasion, he had heard Naia singing to them. She was like a storybook princess, and Mike wondered if someday a prince would come and steal her away from him.

			“How is it going out front?” Naia asked. Unable to go anywhere but the fountain and the enchanted tub in the master bathroom, she relied on Mike for news about the house.

			“Good. Tink will probably finish in the next hour without me.” Mike knelt beneath the grill and turned on the gas. “Once the porch is done, we can get the trellis in and work on replacing those bushes.”

			“Sounds like you’ve been working hard.” The nymph vanished beneath the water and reappeared moments later, the fabric of her dress clinging to her breasts. “Maybe you should take a break?”

			Mike chuckled. “I suppose I might be up for some rest and relaxation. I warn you though, I stink.” He clicked the starter on the grill, and it roared to life.

			Naia laughed, a sound like tiny bells. “Maybe I don’t mind how you smell?”

			“I think you’re about to find out.” Walking toward the fountain, Mike lifted his shirt over his head, temporarily losing sight of where he was going. Without warning, two powerful hands grabbed him around the waist and yanked him straight up in the air. When he cried out in alarm, Naia laughed in response. The flight was brief and tumultuous, and moments later he was gently set down on a hard surface.

			“What the fuck?” After pulling his shirt back down, he realized that he was now on the roof of the house between two turrets. This portion of the roof was very slightly sloped and appeared to be reinforced with metal.

			“I didn’t mean to startle you.” A powerful tail wrapped around his waist, turning him in place.

			He stared into Abella’s dark eyes.

			“Naia was supposed to lure you out into the open for me, but I didn’t expect you to start stripping down already.”

			“Lure me out into the open?” Mike asked. Looking down off the roof, he could see part of the fountain and most of the garden around it. The old iron gate that separated the backyard from the forest was the only part of the wall around the property that wasn’t made of stone. “Why?”

			“I’ve been watching you all day. Seeing you work. Watching you sweat.” The powerful creature before him looked at her hands, her fingers weaving together and apart. “Naia told me I needed to be more forward with you, but it’s been so hard to get you alone since last week.”

			Mike knew exactly what she was talking about. Ever since the incident with Sarah, Cecilia or Tink was always by his side as a precaution. Abella’s body was made of stone, which meant she couldn’t come inside the house without potentially damaging the floor. He glanced across the roof, spotting that Abella’s usual perches had been reinforced with steel beams that had been painted to match the wood.

			“Get me alone for what?” He held back a grin, watching the gargoyle for a response.

			Her stony skin darkened, a color that traveled down her neck and across her upper chest. When her wings were folded in, she appeared to be wearing a soft gray cloak, but recently he could tell that she had adjusted her wings to reveal more of her cleavage.

			“I watch you all the time, from above. And sometimes it makes me think of that time we, you know…,” Abella said shyly, then forced a smile. “And I was hoping we could maybe do that again.”

			“Go to the greenhouse?”

			“No.” Abella shook her head. “I want to have those…feelings again.”

			The first time Mike had met Abella, she had rescued him from the Mandragora plant, which had hungrily dragged him into the greenhouse. The interior of the greenhouse was like a separate world, and the two of them had become stranded on a cliffside with an approaching storm. Her life force had been drained by the Mandragora, and she had suggested a sexual coupling to transfer enough energy to her, allowing her to fly away to safety.

			“I see.” Mike reached out to push a strand of jet-black hair across her forehead. It felt stiff like hay but yielded. “It seems like that was forever ago.” Even though it had only been last week, he had been nearly killed on three separate occasions since. Each time, Abella had been there for him, and perhaps he wasn’t spending nearly as much time with her as he should be.

			“Yes,” Abella agreed. “Things have been pretty busy.”

			“Well, this time, we don’t have a storm approaching.” Moving in, he slid a hand around her waist. “So maybe we should take our time.”

			“Okay,” she whispered.

			His lips found hers. He had to take care, for although her skin yielded to his touch, it was still far tougher than his own. She gently kissed him back, her tongue finding his, and he slid one of his hands beneath her wings to caress her breasts. They were like giant stress relief balls, the flesh moving but requiring serious hand strength to do so. Mike squeezed them roughly, causing Abella to moan into his mouth. She didn’t have nipples, so he allowed his fingers to roam, squeezing her breasts from beneath and then sliding across her stony flesh, moving down to squeeze her ass.

			“Mmh!” Abella moaned.

			Mike squeezed the part of her ass attached to her tail, pushing in and massaging the base of it. She leaned into him, the weight of her knocking him unsteady, and it took all his strength to remain upright.

			“Abella…”

			“Go with it.” She shoved him onto his back, then slid across him, her wings extending wide. While fumbling with his belt, she yanked hard enough on the buckle to break it, then tugged his pants down.

			Mike’s cock, freed from its prison, bridged the gap between them. It rubbed along the base of her stomach, and she moved over him, her powerful thighs spreading out. Her mouth found his again, and she stroked him gently with one hand, teasing her own opening with his cock.

			“Two can play at that,” Mike said, rubbing her clit. Instead of two labia, Abella actually had three, forming a triangular opening that parted with a little difficulty due to the stiffness of her flesh. However, she was much softer on the inside, which Mike was reminded of as she shoved herself down on him.

			“Oh fuck!” Her wings extended, flapping hard enough that both of them lifted off the roof by about a foot. Her powerful legs halted their descent, Mike’s body held pinned between them. He could feel her restraint, her desire to ride him without limit, but they both knew if she did, she would crush him.

			“That feels so good,” Mike told her, running his hands up her hips and down her thighs. She sighed softly into the breeze that had picked up along the roof, her voice carried away by the wind.

			“You’re so soft,” Abella moaned, her hands on his chest, squeezing his pecs. “And you feel so smooth.”

			“Maybe I should grow a beard?” Mike suggested with a grin.

			Abella placed a finger at his lips, shushing him. Rocking back and forth, she played with herself, then leaned back to give Mike a phenomenal view of his cock sinking into her. She used her powerful legs to piston herself up and down, and she squeezed her eyes shut, holding her breath as her breasts rose and fell with each sudden shift of her body.

			“Oh…oh…OH!” Abella opened her eyes, staring up at the sky, her hips twitching as her fingers worked frantically at the upper fold of her pussy. Her large ruby clitoris was fully exposed to the air now, glowing with its own inner light. Abella let out a large, final gasp and then sank all the way down on his cock, her body relaxing as she leaned forward, a smile on her face.

			She kissed him, hard enough at first to bruise his upper lip. Softening her body further, she sighed into his mouth, then her tongue explored his. She suddenly broke off the kiss, her obsidian eyes shining lustfully. “I want to taste you.”

			“Be my guest.” He stood and lowered his pants to his knees.

			Abella crouched, her legs easily locking in place so that his cock was at face level. She opened her mouth, then licked him around the head of his dick, getting it nice and wet. Mike shivered, the cool air across the sensitive skin of his glans almost too much. The breeze on the roof came in small gusts that made him tense up.

			Abella leaned forward, sucking him in. Her lips worked their way up and down his thick shaft, and he butted up against the back of her throat. Abella didn’t seem to mind, and Mike immediately wondered if gargoyles even had a gag reflex.

			Abella pulled away. “Do you like that?” 

			“I do.” Mike smiled at her, stroking her jaw. “But I like it a bit rougher than that.”

			“Oh.” Abella frowned. “I’m afraid I’ll hurt you if I go any faster.”

			“I have an idea.” Mike placed his hands on the back of her head. “I want you to relax. Let me know if this is uncomfortable.”

			“Okay.” Mike slid back into her mouth, easing in until he reached the back once more. Abella’s body was suddenly rigid, and she didn’t move an inch as he gently pumped himself into her face. Her tongue danced around the length of his shaft, and he moved harder, thrusting in slightly deeper with each push. The gargoyle seemed unfazed, but her cheeks had darkened, and one of her hands was slowly massaging the outer folds of her pussy, exposing her clitoris as she tugged gently on her lower lips.

			“Oh, yeah, just like that.” Mike moved faster, amazed at the gargoyle’s resilience. She didn’t budge, and he held on to the back of her head, shoving farther and farther. The back of her throat narrowed, and his dick bent slightly to follow its path. She placed a hand on his hip to slow him down, then lowered her head so that her throat was parallel to his shaft.

			“Try it now,” she muttered around the sides of his dick.

			Mike pushed forward, sliding past her tonsils and straight down her throat. He cried out in surprise—her throat was warmer than the front of her mouth by several degrees, and the sudden temperature change made him tremble in delight. Abella hummed, sending vibrations through his entire dick and causing his balls to tighten up against his body.

			“Oh shit!” He face-fucked the gargoyle relentlessly, going up on his tiptoes to sink ever deeper into her face. Every time he bottomed out in her throat, she gargled the large pool of precum and saliva that had gathered in her mouth. One hand furiously working her three-sided slit, she grabbed Mike’s ass with her other, pulling his hips tight against her face.

			“Abella!” Mike cried out, and he came, filling her throat with his cum.

			She cried out, then shrieked, her face and chest turning dark as his cum triggered an orgasm of her own. Clamping down on his ass, she lifted him off the ground to suck him in as deep as possible while leaning back to get better access to her pussy. Mike noticed in astonishment that she was using the tip of her tail to penetrate herself, moaning while she bounced up and down on it.

			“N’glah!” Abella pulled her mouth off his dick. Cum and saliva dripped from her mouth, pooling on the roof between them. After setting Mike down, she let out a single cry and lowered herself onto her own tail, gripping the roof hard enough that she splintered the wood beneath her fingertips. As she cried out to the sky, Abella’s eyes rolled up in her head, and she collapsed on the roof.

			“Holy shit!” Mike tucked his dick back in his pants and knelt to check on her. “Are you okay?”

			“Yes,” she told him breathlessly. “Oh gods, yes. You tasted so good I just couldn’t take it anymore.”

			“Fucking your own tail, huh?” Mike grabbed the tip of her tail and struggled to lift it up. It was coated in her sticky, earthy-smelling fluids.

			“Oh gods, I’m so embarrassed!” Abella covered her face with her hands. “Please don’t tell anybody you saw that.”

			“Why? It makes sense, actually.” Mike lovingly caressed Abella’s thighs, then slid his hand gently across her swollen labia.

			Abella shuddered, her wings flapping briefly behind her. “It’s a huge taboo,” she told him. “I got desperate centuries ago and started doing it in private. Even among other monsters, it’s considered weird to fuck your own tail.”

			“I guess I’d have to have a tail to understand,” he replied, wiping sperm off her lips. 

			“Just please don’t tell.”

			“I won’t,” he promised. “But maybe, if it’s just the two of us, I’d like to watch you do it again sometime.”

			A big smile crossed his face.

			“I thought it was pretty hot, Abella. Just like you.”

			“Mike.” She blushed, standing up before him. “I’m so lucky that you’re my human.”

			“Your human, huh?”

			Abella nodded. “The others never understood me like you do. And none of them were ever interested in me like you are.”

			“You’re beautiful, Abella.” He kissed her. “Anyone who tells you otherwise is an idiot. Now, if you don’t mind, I need to get down there and cook some dinner before Tink eats my arm.”

			Abella laughed and took off into the sky. After swooping back around with her wings spread wide, she grabbed onto his shoulders and carried him back to the garden.
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			The car rumbled to a stop in the driveway. Dana turned it off, then spun the keys once out of habit before tucking them into her pocket. Chewing the same piece of gum she had put in at the beginning of her shift, she climbed the stairs on the side of the garage to the studio apartment up above.

			Two years ago, she had gotten very lucky in finding this place. Her freshman year of college over, she had given up on dorm life, wanting a little extra room. While looking for an apartment, she had stumbled across an older woman whose husband had passed away some years back. Dana paid a small amount in rent and made up for the rest of it in house maintenance, something she had become very good at.

			In return, the woman had given Dana the entire garage to live in. The landlord’s late husband had been into muscle cars and built a beautiful, vaulted garage with a small apartment-style loft up above for catnaps and the occasional shower. Dana had done the work last summer to finish the conversion—she had a small kitchenette with a full bath, and a queen-size bed.

			However, she had left the garage portion below largely untouched. Half the space consisted of a personal gym and some storage for old car parts. The other half was a beautiful tool bench that had been custom fitted against the wall, full of every tool the widow’s husband had ever used. In the middle of the carport was an old motorcycle that Dana was restoring for a road trip in the summer. It had been over a year since she had traveled.

			Since Alex.

			She opened the fridge and pulled out a bottle of Dr. Pepper. After twisting off the cap, she took a sip, savoring the cool, sweet fizzing sensation on her tongue. She pulled all the tips from delivering pizzas out of her jacket pocket, then organized them by denomination. She counted them for the fifth time, then rolled them up and stuck them in her dresser drawer. She opened her bank’s app on her phone and frowned. At the current rate, she would be able to fix her bike but not take the trip itself.

			“Fuck.” Sighing, she set the phone down on her nightstand.

			A small wooden desk overlooked the garage bay, and her mechanical engineering text was open to the same page it had been for the last week. Problem fifty-three, half finished on the paper next to it, begged her to come complete it, to finish the assignment and turn it in for partial credit, something, anything. She stared at the figures on the page, her mathematical analysis of the Carnot cycle blurred through the moisture in her eyes. Wiping away the tear before it could form, Dana sat down at her desk, then lifted her pencil to finish the problem.

			She couldn’t focus. Her eyes relaxed, her gaze moved over the bay and settled on the motorcycle below.

			Leaving her desk behind, Dana was soon in the bay, staring at the old bike. After removing the engine, she had finished repainting the frame, black and red just like it had used to be. The floor was covered in parts; she had disassembled the entire motorcycle, categorizing every piece as salvageable or trash. Unable to afford to purchase new parts, she had spent the better part of the last three months doing most of the rebuild by hand, pounding dents out of the rear fender, sanding the frame before repainting it, and taking more than one trip to the junkyard to scavenge for the parts she couldn’t repair.

			She opened the brown box by the rear wheel of the bike and examined the contents. New pistons and piston rings. Looking up, she wondered how much of the task she could complete before the sun rose—if staying busy would keep her mind off her problems, even for a few hours.

			As a little girl, months of her life had been spent in her father’s garage, working on his car, his bike, and his boat. All things motorized had been his passion, and the long hours of earning her father’s approval had translated to a love of working with her hands and an appreciation for machines. A certain catharsis could be found in dismantling and reassembling a device, removing the cancer that had broken it and making it whole once more.

			Though she kept the bay cool, working made her hot, and sweat soon ran down her sides. Dana stripped away her shirt and worked on the piston assembly in just her bra and jeans and eventually just her bra and panties. Her skin was marked with grease, her hair pulled back into a ponytail to keep it from her eyes. Her eyesight was blurring, a function of being awake for nearly twenty hours. Her next job didn’t start until one in the afternoon, so she couldn’t care less about sleep. She was going to miss her classes tomorrow, but she doubted anybody even noticed at this point.

			As she sat on the cool floor, her legs slowly going numb beneath her, the pistons faded from sight, replaced by the scent of the ocean, grains of sand beneath her feet. Watching dolphins breach the cool Pacific waters, she felt a firm yet feminine hand rub her lower back before moving up toward her shoulders. It caressed her cheek and then pulled, trying to position her to be kissed.

			“Alex,” she whispered, closing her eyes, afraid to see her dead lover again.

			The clattering of her ratchet startled her awake, her forehead against the frame of the bike. She had fallen asleep, if only for a few minutes. Too tired to continue, she stood, leaving her work where it was, knowing it wouldn’t be disturbed. The widow never came in here, and Dana’s friends never dropped by anymore. Climbing the stairs to her loft, sadness sucked Dana down, more powerful than gravity. It was nine steps to the top. She counted them, determined to at least crawl into her own bed.

			“What the fuck?” Suddenly, she was wide awake, staring at the large object taking up the corner of her loft. She recognized it immediately as the grandfather clock she had seen last week in the spooky old house with the new owner, Mike. It stood next to her desk, an envelope taped to the front with her name written on it in cursive. 

			She pinched herself to make sure she wasn’t still asleep. The surge of pain up her arm informed her that she was, indeed, still awake. She opened the envelope and pulled out a small white sheet of paper from inside, torn from a notepad. The words were in cursive, tall letters that made her think of a fountain pen.

			Can you fix me?

			Dana looked at the back of the paper, but nothing else was written. When she peered inside the envelope, her jaw dropped. She pulled out the small stack of twenties, counting them in disbelief. There was just over a thousand dollars there. Looking inside the envelope once more, she found an antique key. The widow must have let Mike drop off the clock while she was out.

			“Okay, beautiful,” she said, stroking the smooth wood of the grandfather clock. Dana had hoped Mike would take her on for some home repairs, extra money to make her dream a reality. “First thing tomorrow night, I’m going to find out what makes you tick.” All thoughts about Alex and the motorcycle vanished, new thoughts of researching gears and pendulums entering her head. She tucked the money and the key into her nightstand before lying on top of the covers to let sleep claim her. She pulled a pillow over from the other side of the bed, inhaling its long-gone fragrance.

			“Goodnight, Alex,” Dana whispered, her voice echoing softly across the loft. As she drifted to sleep, her brain tricked her into thinking she heard the clock ticking.
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			THE LIBRARY 

			Mike held the small sledgehammer in both hands, dubious that he would be able to strike another living being with it, much less a Minotaur. Still, it was better than nothing.

			He’d debated purchasing a gun but knew next to nothing about them other than to point the long, skinny end at stuff he wanted to kill. Lack of education aside, Naia had warned him against such a purchase for the sole reason that she had no idea what other creatures may be lying in wait within the house’s walls, and the last thing they needed was another Jenny-type situation with the addition of a firearm.

			That and Naia had informed him that the odds were good that Tink would take it apart anyway just to see how it worked. 

			“Husband ready?” Tink asked. They were standing in the hallway, and her hand was on the doorknob to the room just down the hall from his. Sighing, Mike nodded. He wasn’t ready. He had absolutely no idea what they were in for. Tink cradled her crossbow in both arms, fierce determination in her eyes that matched the dark black lines she had painted beneath them using some shoe polish she had found. She had coerced Mike into doing the same, and they both looked ridiculous. Tink wore a small backpack containing a few flashlights, the map, and a box of Pop-Tarts.

			Turning the knob to the blue room, Tink pushed open the door, her crossbow at the ready. The room looked like most of the others in the house—sparsely furnished, a place that time had forgotten. The big distinguishing factor was that this room was, in fact, painted blue. For whatever reason, simply being in this space reminded Mike of his long-dead father. He had no proof that his dad had ever stayed here as a child, but Beth, his estate agent, had suggested it on his first night here, and the idea had resonated with him.

			“Coast clear,” Tink whispered, sliding in and pointing her crossbow at the closet door.

			The door to the closet was closed, the simple white door somehow ominous. Last time they had come here, the closet door had been left open, the interior replaced by the opening to a cave system that was far bigger than the house itself.

			“Do you really think the Minotaur left his Labyrinth just to stand behind this door?” Mike asked. 

			“Tink take no chances,” she said, moving sideways to cover him. “Maybe stupid cow-fuck wait to ruin Tink’s day again.”

			Mike didn’t say anything. Tink’s goggles had been an obsession since she had lost them to the Minotaur. They were magical, allowing the wearer to see things that ordinary people couldn’t, and Tink had waited so long only because the house had needed structural repairs to the front deck. This morning, Tink had announced that she had waited long enough and was ready to move forward with Operation Stupid Cow-Fuck (her name, not his).

			“Ready?” Mike asked, his hand hovering over the small, white-painted knob.

			“Tink ready.” She held up the crossbow, her finger hovering over the trigger.

			“Let’s go,” Mike said, yanking open the door. Tink lowered the crossbow, frowning at the closet. Peeking around the corner, Mike saw that the closet was, once again, simply a closet. No sign remained of the cave.

			“Try open different,” Tink said, raising her crossbow again. Shrugging, Mike closed the door, gripping the knob differently so that he could turn it the other way.

			“Okay, here we go!” Mike yanked open the door before stepping back with his hammer held tight.

			“Fuck!” Tink lowered her crossbow. The closet hadn’t changed.

			“How do we get the closet to become the cave again?” Mike asked.

			“Tink could tell you…if TINK HAD FUCKING GOGGLES!” Tink threw her crossbow to the side, the bolt firing into the ceiling. Mike ducked out of reflex, watching the plaster drift gently down over Tink. The goblin slammed the closet shut, turned her back to it, then opened it while facing away. The cave failed to appear.

			“Tink?” Mike asked, but she ignored him. She knocked on the door, kicked it, and even used her mouth to turn the knob, but nothing worked. Whatever ritual had been used to make the cave appear wasn’t a simple one, and Tink’s green face was a mask of fury. She grabbed the closet door hard enough that her claws left marks in the wood.

			“Fuck!” Tink slammed the door, tears appearing in her eyes. “Goggles gone forever!”

			“We’ll figure this out, I promise.” Mike set down his hammer, kneeling by the goblin. Wrapping her in his arms, he pulled her tight against his body, absorbing her sobs with his shirt.

			“Tink miss her goggles. Goggles are Tink’s biggest treasure.” Sniffling, she buried her face in the crook of Mike’s arm. Mike squeezed her as tight as he could. Tink let out a sigh, sinking into him.

			“You know, we do know somebody who knows how to open that door,” Mike said.

			“We do?” Tink rubbed the tears from her eyes.

			“Yeah, but I don’t know how happy she will be to see us.” Mike knew it was a stupid idea, but he couldn’t bear to see her cry any longer. “Let’s head down to the Vault and ask Jenny how to do it.” The doll had led them on a wild chase through the home that had revealed the existence of the Labyrinth in the first place.

			“No!” Tink shook her head, her braids dancing over her shoulders. “Little doll mean big trouble! No ask!”

			“Then how else do we get in?” Mike asked. “Unless someone wrote directions on that map of the Labyrinth you have, I don’t see us…are you listening?” Tink’s eyes had glassed over, her gaze on the wall behind Mike. Mike grabbed her by the wrists, shaking her arms. “Tink? Tink!”

			“Husband have great idea!” Snapping back to reality, Tink grabbed her crossbow and ran out of the room. Mike followed, wondering what the little goblin was up to. Tink dumped her backpack at the foot of the kitchen table and snatched the map from its inner pocket. She climbed onto a chair and spread the map out on the table.

			“Tink, what are you doing?” Shaking his head, he stood behind her while she leaned over the old parchment. Tink had retrieved the map from the Vault but had never said much else about it. It was largely complete, though sections of the Labyrinth were missing from its middle.

			“Aha!” Tink pointed to the corner of the map. “Tink remember! Big remember!”

			“Remember what?” Following her finger, he saw a string of letters and numbers written in the upper corner of the map. “Is that a code for how to get in?”

			“Nope!” Grinning, Tink rolled up the map. “Is numbers for the Library!”

			“The library?” Mike frowned. “You got this map from a library?”

			“The Library, Library in house! Tink see numbers before but still forget. Remember when husband say how to get in? Map come from Library, stuck in Vault after…” Tink’s eyes glazed over again. “Tink no remember that part. But maybe Library know how to open cave!”

			“Tink, that’s awesome! Let’s go right now!” Stepping back, he expected Tink to jump down from the chair. She remained in place, scratching her head.

			“Tink no remember how to get to Library.” Scowling at the table, she closed her eyes. “Tink remember red book. Red book lead to Library. But don’t know where red book is.”

			“Fuck,” Mike whispered, sincerely hoping that the red book hadn’t been out in the garage.

			“Is okay. We just look through house for books.” Tink jumped down, leaving her crossbow on the table. Bending over, she pulled the box of Pop-Tarts from her backpack. “Maybe eat these now too.” She ripped the wrapper with her teeth and shoved the first one in her face, handing Mike the second. “Husband come, much look with Tink.”

			Mike sighed, setting the hammer down on the table, then followed her into the living room, tucking his Pop-Tart into his back pocket.
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			Dana set the small box of tools on her desk at home, moving her textbook to the floor to make room. She had taken the tools from her school, sneaking in to avoid the eyes of classmates she was already struggling to remember. Every step through those long college halls brought up a flood of memories of the person she’d used to be. She was still enrolled at the school, but her constant absence made her a stranger to most of the student body. Other than the occasional curious glance, she had interacted with nobody on her way to the maker space.

			Closing her eyes, she had once again heard the hum of 3D printers, punctuated only by the sound of a Dremel being used by a student who’d been trying to cut through a small aluminum tube.

			She’d deliberately ignored the south side of the room. The memorial for Alex had still been pinned to the wall, directly over the workstation where they had met as freshmen. The pictures had faded already, and she knew that one day, nobody would even know who Alex was and pull the photos down.

			Dana deliberately closed the door on that thought and opened her eyes, focusing instead on the mental list in her head. Now she had what she needed, precision tools that would let her do intricate work inside the clock. It was time to get started.

			Gears from the clock were spread across the table. Upon opening the clock first thing this morning, she had discovered that something had damaged most of the moving parts inside. Teeth were missing from gears, and more than a couple of them had been broken in half. She wasn’t certain how the inside of a grandfather clock could take such damage but was determined to do her best to repair it.

			She had unrolled a piece of butcher paper across her desk, using it to trace pieces, label where they had come from, and even tape them in place. She set up the wire holder she had borrowed, a device with a magnifying glass meant for delicate soldering work. Clipping one of the smaller gears in place, she was able to look at where one of the teeth had broken off.

			“Strange,” she muttered, examining the surface of the gear. Whatever had ripped the tooth off had taken it completely. She removed the gear, put it back inside its outline, and wrote the word score underneath. Using calipers, she made a few quick measurements of one of the surviving teeth, writing next to it. She had access to some metal 3D printer ribbon, the good stuff, and was fully convinced she could print a new tooth for the gear and epoxy it on.

			Her world faded to black, her entire focus on the job before her. She put on a visor with a magnifying glass and a light to get a good peek behind the clockface, checking for more missing parts. The exploded diagram on the butcher paper was clearly missing a few necessary gears for the clock itself to work, and she needed to find them. Poking around with a long pair of tweezers, she was able to find a missing spring. Just then her phone went off in her pocket.

			“Shit,” she muttered, staring at the screen. What had felt like maybe an hour had been nearly five, and she needed to get ready for her delivery job. After stripping in place, she slid into her work outfit, wondering if Mike would order something tonight. She made a mental note to drop by his place anyway and give him an update on the clock if she was on his side of town. Shoving her way out into the cool, open air of the world, she looked back at her apartment.

			The clock appeared in her mind, calling to her. This was the start of an obsession; she could feel it in her bones. Maybe after she finished fixing it, she would keep it for a few days, just to properly enjoy it before giving it back. As she backed down the driveway, the clock was on her mind so much that her eyes tricked her into thinking it was watching her go from her bedroom window. 
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			The search for the missing book began in the front room, and Mike was grateful that everything had been uncovered already in order to repair the damage done by Jenny last week. He checked underneath the furniture and even removed couch cushions just in case, hoping to spot this book that Tink was convinced would lead them to the Library.

			“How big of a book are we talking about, Tink?” Mike asked, picking up an ashtray. It looked like the kind that was purchased for a relative on a trip, then never used. “Textbook, dictionary, diary, maybe?”

			“Husband find red book. What more does husband need know?” Tink had pulled a loose brick from beneath the mantel, revealing an empty depression behind it. “Find red book, tell Tink.”

			“Yeah, yeah.” Mike opened a box next to the couch. It contained several items that had been strewn through the front room after the fight with Jenny. Afraid to toss out any of it, he dug through it, unable to remember what they had even placed inside. A couple of random bookends, a small black statue of a woman made of coral, and an extremely ugly lamp were the only items of interest. The rest was just blankets, duvets, and other assorted cloths people draped over their furniture to protect them from the farts of their visitors.

			A loud scraping sound caught his attention, and he lifted his head in time to see the closet throw up on Tink. Old coats, a few boxes, and even more blankets buried the goblin in an avalanche of junk. Mike ran to her rescue, grabbing her slender wrist from beneath an old fur coat and pulling her free from beneath the mess.

			Tink scowled at the closet, adjusting her dress to cover her bare ass. This confirmed Mike’s suspicion that she wasn’t wearing the underwear he had bought for her.

			“What happened?” Mike asked, moving the box closest to him.

			“Shelf break, closet try to kill Tink.” Tink picked up a big fur coat, eyeing it with curiosity. “Lots of stuff in here.”

			“Yeah, it looks like it was packed full.” The box Mike opened contained picture frames, dozens of them. There were pictures in the frames, but they were all blank, perhaps a result of the protective spell on the house. “It seems like everywhere I turn, there’s more random shit in this house.”

			“Husband right. Too much shit. Sell on magic screen maybe.”

			“Oh no. I’m not going through another Jenny situation.” Upon moving in, he had given Beth a creepy doll that had been watching him from the mantel, not knowing that it was possessed by the angry spirit of Jenny, a woman burned at the stake for witchcraft. She had possessed Beth and returned to the house before using her telekinetic abilities to trash the place and try to kill him.

			As he picked up one of the many coats, something metallic clattered to the ground. It was a key the size of his pinky, ornate in design and with a head shaped like a gear. “What is this for?”

			“Hmm.” Tink took the key. “Don’t know. Too small for door.”

			“I’ll hold on to it.” Sliding the key into his pocket, he suddenly remembered. “Hey, what do you know about the grandfather clock that used to be down here?”

			“Clock?” Tink looked around. “No clock down here.”

			“Well, it isn’t here now, but I know I saw it a couple of times. It was over by the stairs, but I haven’t seen it in a while.”

			“Tink don’t know. Tink never see clock.”

			“Oh.” Well, that was a mystery that was going to have to wait. He patted the key through his pants pocket. On the odd chance the clock reappeared, he wanted to see if the key worked on it.

			“Aha!” Tink fumbled with one of the coats, revealing a small bright-red book that had been tucked into one of its sleeves. Holding it up triumphantly, she shoved her way out of the closet mess and into the front living room. “Tink find it! We go to Library!”

			“Great job, Tink!” Mike followed her into the living room. “Now what?”

			“Shh!” Tink held a finger to her lips, her eyes closed in concentration. “Tink try and remember!” The little goblin stood this way, the book held tightly in her hands, her lips moving silently.

			“Well?” Mike asked after nearly a minute had passed.

			“Tink doesn’t remember.” Shoulders slumping, Tink handed the book to Mike. “Maybe husband figure out?”

			“We’ll see.” Opening the book, he was surprised to see the words swim across the page, the text fixing itself in place before his eyes. Expecting some profound piece of magic, he realized he was looking at a fairly simple recipe for peanut butter cookies. Flipping the page back and forth, he saw that the recipe was the same on every page.

			“Husband figure out?” Tink asked, standing on her tiptoes to look at the book.

			“No,” Mike said, then turned to the very first page. What use was a recipe book with only one recipe? His vision blurred, and he rubbed his eyes. Closing the book, he stared at the outside. It had no title on it, but it did have a picture of a triangle on the spine. Mike ran his finger over the golden grooves of the shape, tilting the book so Tink could get a good look.

			“This mean anything to you?” Mike asked.

			“Um…yes! Tink see triangle once, fixing bookshelf in study!” Tink snatched the book from his hand. Mike followed her into the study, a round room with what was left of a desk in the corner and scorch marks all over the floor. It was where they had chased the fire elemental, a room that Mike had never considered more than once. Bookshelves adorned the walls, punctuated by windows looking out into the front yard, windows Tink and Abella had replaced.

			“What are we looking for?” Mike asked.

			“Small triangle carved on shelf.” Tink methodically ran her hands over the edges of each shelf, searching. Mike did the same, grateful to be looking for something simple. The shelves had several different shapes carved into them, many of them very complex. The triangles he found contained dots, circles, even more triangles, but nothing that matched the one on the book’s spine.

			Minutes later, Mike called Tink over to the shelf in between a pair of windows. Near the top of the shelves was an identical triangle carved into the wood. The books on the shelf were in disarray, clearly more than one was missing, and it was obvious that several of them had been tossed in.

			“Now what?” Tink asked, handing Mike the book. She was too short to reach the top shelf without her ladder.

			“If video games have taught me anything, I know exactly what to do.” Mike shoved several books to the side, inspecting the back of the little red book to be certain. The triangles were identical, and Mike slid the book in place directly over the symbol carved beneath it.

			“What is happen?” Tink asked, standing on her tiptoes to see better.

			“Um…” Mike looked at the bookshelf. “Nothing.” He took the book back out, studying the symbols on the shelf. The symbols went up to the top of the wooden shelves, and Mike realized what had happened. After sliding the book in place on the shelf underneath the symbol, he was relieved to see the symbols light up with arcane energy, swirling blue light that radiated outward. It washed across Mike’s body, making his chest tingle and causing the hairs across his body to stand up.

			The bookshelf, however, remained unchanged.

			“Damn, I thought that something had…” Mike turned around to face Tink only to see that his home was no longer behind him. He and Tink stood in a small alcove of towering stacks of books, easily four stories high. Beams of light flowed in through gigantic skylights, illuminating the stacks. Before them was a large desk in front of a giant globe that rotated slowly in place.

			“Whoa,” Tink said, her eyes wide.

			“Are we still in the house?” Mike asked, looking out the window. His front yard was gone, replaced by a sea of blue sky and mountain-sized clouds as far as he could see in any direction.

			“We find Library!” Tink hollered, pulling out the map. “We find map home, maybe find more maps!” She ran toward the giant metal sphere in the middle of the lobby, a globe for a planet that was definitely not Earth. Mike gave the thing a wide berth—nothing was holding it up, and images of running away from the thing, Indiana Jones–style, gave him chills.

			“Tink, wait up!” Mike called, watching her step onto a small platform with a podium on it. Tink ran her hands over a small silver ball at the lip of the podium, and the platform lifted into the air as if by magic, coasting upward about thirty feet before stopping at a gap in the railing of the upper level. Mike heard Tink holler, and she stepped off the platform and into the stacks, disappearing from view.

			“Damn it,” Mike muttered, approaching an identical podium nearby. Standing on it firmly, he grabbed onto the side with one hand and touched the metal sphere at its base with the other. Expecting to lurch upward, he felt ghost hands grab him around his legs and back, holding him in place as the podium moved. Mike discovered that rubbing his hand upward on the sphere caused it to fly, while left and right moved it along the long rows of books. He landed his platform next to Tink’s and stepped into the stacks.

			Looking into the Library made him dizzy. From here, he could see that the giant stacks of books went for hundreds of feet in any particular direction, the outer walls of the Library curving at odd angles. He clutched the nearby wooden railing, then took a few steps back so that he was away from the edge. Heights had never bothered him much before, but the strange asymmetry of the place made him very uneasy.

			“Tink?” He wandered the shelves, listening carefully for any trace of the goblin. Every ten feet, there was a break in the stacks, and symbols were carved into the marble walls. He paused to inspect one, realizing it was similar to the ones that had been carved into the wooden shelves that had transported him here. Expecting to loop around, he was dismayed to turn a corner and discover that what he had thought was a giant pillar curved around and kept going.

			“Tink!” He hated this place. It was huge, far too quiet, and seemed to change itself when he wasn’t looking. Taking a glance over the edge, he realized he was now somehow nearly nine levels up instead of three, the cold marble below suddenly threatening. If he fell, would he break apart on impact, or would he bounce first, leaving a man-sized jelly stain on the clean floor? 

			Mike smacked his cheeks and shook his head. What the fuck was his problem?

			Walking further, he heard the soft, mumbling tones of a goblin muttering to herself. Relieved, he walked faster, expecting to see Tink pulling one of the many books off the shelves. Instead, the mumbling disappeared. Puzzled, Mike turned around. How could she just disappear?

			He heard her again, back from where he had come. He walked toward her voice, moving more carefully this time. He had missed it before, a gap between the shelves that had no true edges, a hidden passageway in plain sight.

			He put out his hands, convinced he was going to smash his face into the stone, as the Library disappeared behind him and the walls curved. They doubled back, taking him into a different space. This part of the Library was completely different from the rest. He was inside of a warm, comfortable room with tall leather chairs and a roaring fireplace. When he looked back, it was impossible to see the outer Library—the curved walls blocked off the view from the outside.

			“There you are,” Mike said. Tink was on the floor, legs splayed and tail twitching, her face buried in a large book. Beside her was a stack of maps and other assorted books. The map of the Labyrinth as well as Tink’s backpack were set on a table next to them.

			Tink ignored him, her cheeks flushed. Mike assumed she was sitting too close to the fire, but he soon realized that wasn’t the case. Her mouth was slightly open, her wide eyes fixed on the page. When Mike touched her leg, she yelped, dropping the book on her lap.

			“What are you reading?” Mike asked.

			“Tink find dirty book,” the goblin whispered. Picking it up, she opened the pages and turned it around. In stunning detail was an image of a werewolf, his monstrous member dangling between his legs as he jerked his load into the hungry mouths of a pair of women on the ground beneath him.

			“Wow.” Mike inspected the outer cover, but there were no words on the book. As he flipped through the pages, it became evident that the artist had had a one-track mind—werewolves fucking humans, werewolves fucking each other, and even a werewolf fucking a unicorn. This last one made Mike laugh. The unicorn had buried its horn into a tree and was backing its ass onto the cock of the howling wolf behind it.

			“Werewolf porn. This shit is funny.” Lowering the book, he saw that Tink’s eyes had gone from innocent to predatory. Her tail twitched back and forth, and one of her hands was under her skirt, her fingers doing lazy circles beneath the thin fabric of her dress. He dropped the book, the pages flipping open to an image of a peasant with her arms tied behind her back getting spit-roasted by a pair of werewolves.

			“Husband hasn’t made enough time for Tink,” she growled, her free hand squeezing her breast through her dress. All four of her nipples stood out now, and her breath came in fast, rasping bursts. Mike was suddenly aware of the crackling of the fire, the air rich with the smell of old books and leather. The entire universe consisted of only this room, this quiet place where he and Tink were the only living beings in all of existence.

			“Don’t you want to get your goggles back?” Mike asked, his eyes on Tink’s shapely thighs. Her skirt had ridden up just enough that he could almost see where her legs met, blocked only by her wrist. His cock was suddenly rigid, pressed tightly against the fabric of his pants.

			“Get goggles later. Fuck husband now.” Tink licked her lips, pulling up her skirt for Mike to see what she was doing. She’d pulled back her labia, her wet opening bared to him. Mike could just make out the hard lump on the upper wall of her vagina when she spread herself open, the first of two clitorises. She pulled her skirt back down, her palm grinding into her pelvis. Tink let out a sound that was half moan, half growl.

			Mike unzipped his pants, his cock springing to attention. The heat of the fire felt good along his shaft, and he spit into his hand, rubbing his dick gently.

			“Husband get nice and hard for Tink,” the goblin commanded. Both hands moved now beneath her skirt, occasionally sliding down her thighs and leaving long, wet streaks. “Husband keep doing that. Tink likes to watch.”

			“You like seeing this?” Mike asked her, stroking himself casually. His swollen cock was large, nearly eight inches in length. Though he was endowed with such a huge member, it had gone unused for most of his life, an artifact of a terrible childhood. Now, with nymph magic surging through his blood, getting hard was easy. Mike got on his knees in front of Tink, tugging back on the skin of his dick, his glans revealing itself. “Are you thinking about what it’ll feel like inside of you?”

			Tink nodded, her tail twitching sporadically. Mike snatched it up, inspiration striking him. Tink’s tail was long and thin, with a paintbrush patch of hair on the end. Using the tip of her tail, he stroked himself with his left hand and dragged the soft brown fur across the head of his penis.

			“Ah,” he sighed, a shiver traveling along his shaft when his cock flexed itself, rising up to meet the new sensation. Tink reacted as well, gasping when the tiny hairs of her tail were stimulated.

			“Husband do more to tail,” Tink commanded, lifting her skirt. She shifted her legs, revealing her tight green labia. One finger teased the opening.

			“I can do that.” He soon discovered that the end of Tink’s tail was quite sensitive. He painted imaginary shapes along the head of his cock, the sensation reminiscent of an old girlfriend who had attempted to fix his issues with some light feather play. Kneeling in front of the goblin, he dragged the end of her tail down his shaft, tickling the skin of his balls.

			“Tink like seeing that,” she told him, shoving two fingers inside herself. The way she was hooking them, he could tell she was playing with the hard lumps inside. Tink was letting out quick bursts of air, her fingers pausing in between, the pleasure clearly too much for her to bear.

			“I’m going to fill you up, Tink.” Mike squeezed his cock, trapping her tail between his hand and his shaft. “You’re going to be so full. Have you ever been so full before?” His hand was moving up and down, the tip of Tink’s tail brushing against his frenulum. He shivered, eyes rolling upward at the delicious sensation of her soft hair. His hands guided themselves, a cool energy inside his body controlling them. He immediately pictured Naia, that piece of her soul that was stitched to his. Was that where his confidence came from?

			“Tink use hammer once to get full.” Tink shifted, adding a third digit, squeezing out some more of her fluids. “Sit on floor and rock on metal part. Come six times.”

			“Fuuuuuck,” Mike groaned, the image of Tink masturbating with a hammer suddenly burned into his head. He could picture her, horny little monster that she was, desperate to penetrate herself with anything from her workshop.

			“Took Tink long time,” she cooed at him, watching his face. “Tink work it in slow, push back against wall.”

			“It must have been tight.” A large amount of precum was oozing from Mike’s dick, soaking the thin hairs of Tink’s tail.

			Tink nodded, letting out a loud sigh. “Not as tight as husband.”

			Mike let go of Tink’s tail, grabbing her by the thighs and sliding her toward him. He held her hand in place, his own fingers teasing her labia while hers stirred the pot. He pulled Tink’s dress over her head, revealing her small breasts. Large dark-green areolae circled her double nipples. She now sat between his legs, her thighs lifted onto his own so that her feet were to his sides. Grabbing her tail, he used it to trace circles around one of her breasts, slowly working in toward the space between her nipples.

			Tink sighed, grabbing Mike’s shaft with her free hand, using his precum as lubricant to stroke him. They were both breathing hard, working each other up. Mike pushed his fingers into hers, attempting to part her emerald folds and fill her up even more. Tink slid out one of her fingers, allowing him to work one of his own in. Her fingers didn’t reach as far as his, and he was able to rub her second clit while her fingers frantically rubbed the first one.

			“Husband,” Tink moaned, staring into his eyes. He continued teasing her breast with her tail, and she leaned back to force more of his hand into her. In response, he leaned forward to suck the nipples of her other breast into his mouth, immediately biting into them. Goblin skin was tough, and she let out a small howl, her pussy spasming around his hand hard enough that the pressure pushed out her own fingers.

			“Husband!” Tink cried, her soaking-wet hand joining the other, both hands stroking him while he pushed a second finger into her. He couldn’t see what he was doing anymore, releasing her tail and grabbing her by the hips, pulling her forward so that her labia rubbed directly onto his wet member. She slid along him this way for several minutes, the head of his cock just barely parting her lips, threatening to penetrate her before she moved away.

			Mike grabbed the base of her tail, using it to steer the green body above him. Tink was becoming increasingly aggressive, growling every time she pushed against him, her eyes brimming with lust. He kissed her shoulders, her hips moving higher on his own.

			“HUSBAND!” Tink lifted herself one last time, Mike’s swollen cock pointing straight up into her body, and sank down on him. Letting out a murderous growl, Tink shifted her body once more and shoved herself down onto him. The fit was impossibly tight, her body not built for even a regular human cock. Mike bottomed out long before she even reached the base, but Tink was determined. She let out a high-pitched scream that reminded him of Cecilia, then sank her teeth into his shoulder as she pushed down as hard as she could.

			“Ow, fuck!” The bite itself stung but not enough to distract him from the pressure that was building inside. Tink’s arms wrapped around his back, not quite reaching, and she pounded her body against his. With each thrust, he could feel his own orgasm approaching. He slid his hand around Tink’s ass, finding the base of her tail. Grabbing onto it, he looped it underneath his own leg and pulled up on it to pin her bottom down against him, causing her violent thrusts to become more of a rocking sensation.

			“Mmf!” Tink said through the flesh of his shoulder. Mike wondered if the sensitivity of her tail was limited to just the end so pinned it in place with his leg and grabbed it again by the base. Tink’s moans told him what he needed to hear, and he squeezed the base of her tail, rolling his wrist outward. Every time he pulled, he could feel her pussy squeeze him, so he timed his tugs for when he was already deep inside, grunting as her even tighter pussy sucked against him like a giant mouth.

			“Oh shit,” he whispered. Tink released her bite, then tackled him backward with newfound strength. He collided with a nearby table, scattering books and maps in every direction. Pulling her tail free of his leg, she spun so that she was facing the other way. She was leaning toward him, arching her back as she rode him reverse goblin–style. She used one of her hands for balance and the other to stroke the part of Mike’s cock that wouldn’t fit inside of her. Mike’s hand ran along her tight stomach, feeling the large bulge of his cock through her skin. He pushed against it, enjoying the new, strange pressure.

			“Tink close. So close,” she said, moving her hips frantically. Her tail twitched from side to side in Mike’s face, and he had no idea where the idea came from, but he went with it. Snatching her tail out of the air, he found a spot about a third of the way from the end, a bit thicker than his thumb.

			He pushed it in his mouth and bit down. Hard.

			The accompanying scream filled the firelit room. Tink’s whole body went completely rigid, the end of her tail spasming wildly from Mike’s mouth. Her hands clawed at her own breasts, then at the air, searching wildly for something to grab onto. Mike squeezed her hips, pulling himself up into her. Tink went silent, her whole body shaking, and then she collapsed forward, her arms on Mike’s legs.

			“Tink?” Mike asked, sitting up. He gave her butt a playful slap.

			“Tink done,” the goblin announced, her breath coming in short bursts. “Husband come in Tink soon.”

			“I can do that.” He adjusted his legs, pushing her facedown onto the floor. Grabbing her by the hips, he fucked her from behind for several minutes, delighting at every moan, groan, and coo from the goblin. His knees protested, not built for humping on stone floors, but his need was far greater. Mike took a deep breath, the pressure in his balls suddenly too great to bear, and shoved himself as deep into Tink as he could possibly go.

			The goblin let out one final yell, grabbing at his hands. Mike pumped himself into her, filling her with his cum. With every thrust, a large gob of it was pushed out, coating the floor in sperm. Sighing, Mike pulled free, sitting back to admire the view of Tink’s spunk-covered behind.

			That was when he saw something else on the floor. Strange clumps of brown and white were strewn on the floor between them.

			“Um…” Mike didn’t have any words.

			Tink, noticing his sudden silence, rolled over and sat up. She shook her head in disappointment. “Husband forgot Pop-Tart in pocket.”

			“What?” Mike stuck his hand in his back pocket. Sure enough, he had crushed the pastry into a disgusting mess. Pulling his hand free, he laughed, his fingers covered in brown sugar and cinnamon glaze.

			“Husband a mess,” she told him, picking up her dress. She slid it over her head, sitting on her knees in front of him. “And Tink tired.”

			“Yeah, me too a bit.” The fire crackled at them from the other side of the table. “Wanna take a break?”

			Tink nodded. The two of them crawled to a spot in front of the fire. Mike lay down in front of it, marveling at how it managed to burn without generating any ash. Tink curled up in his arms, and the two of them quickly fell asleep.
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			Dana rang the bell on the old house, eyeing the porch swing with some discomfort. It kept swinging back and forth despite there not being any wind, and she briefly debated unhooking it so that it would stop.

			“Hello?” she called out, knocking on the door. Some of the lights were on, but nobody seemed to be home. She didn’t have much time to spare, not with three deliveries sitting inside of her car. She had just delivered some pizzas to a house only a few blocks away so figured she would take advantage of the situation.

			“I don’t think he’s home.”

			Dana jumped, spinning in place and falling back against the front door. A woman with very dark skin in a white business suit stood on the front walkway. Her short hair was braided into tight cornrows, and she stood next to what looked like some carry-on luggage.

			“Oh shit, you startled me.” Dana pushed herself off the house and hopped off the porch onto the cobblestone path below. “Yeah, um, I’ve got to get going.”

			“Do you know him? The owner of the house?” Her smile was unnaturally white and showed far too many teeth. It was the smile of a viper, waiting to eat the mouse it had just found.

			“Not really.” Dana walked past the woman, her eyes on the path. She came to a halt near the end of the drive when she nearly walked into someone else.

			“Excuse…” Dana’s voice became a silent squeak. It was the same woman, that insidious grin still affixed to her face. Dana looked back toward the house, trying to figure out what had just happened.

			“I am a member of the local Historical Preservation Society. We desperately need to speak to Mr. Radley, the owner of this house, about an important preservation issue.” She handed Dana a business card. “My name is Kali.”

			“Um, okay.” Dana took the card, sliding it into the pocket of her pants. Everything about Kali gave her a bad vibe. 

			“Thank you for your time.” Kali nodded her head dismissively. Dana took the chance to bolt, starting up her car immediately. Looking in her rearview mirror, she wasn’t entirely surprised to see that Kali watched her drive all the way down the street.

			She didn’t know why she did it, but thirty minutes later, she tossed Kali’s card out the window of her car.
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			“Ugh.” Mike sat up, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. Tink clutched him tightly, her breath tickling the hairs on his arm. The fire crackled softly, the eternal wood burning without embers. Mike pushed himself up, rubbing the back of his neck. He fumbled with his pants, trying to button them back up without standing. The twisted fabric didn’t quite reach. 

			How long had he been asleep? His stomach growled, loud enough that Tink stirred. She uncurled from him, wiping the drool from her chin.

			“Too long sleep,” she told him, letting out a sigh. “Now want more sleep.”

			“We never found what we were looking for.” Mike grabbed one of the books they had knocked over. “Do you want to go back to the house first? I’m starving.” Mike eyeballed the smashed Pop-Tart on the floor. He definitely wasn’t going to eat it now.

			“Maybe.” Tink stood, smoothing out her dress. “This place too big. Some books too distracting.”

			“Yeah.” Mike saw the werewolf porn book where he had dropped it. Chuckling, he picked it up, shutting its pages to put it on the table. He marveled at the idea that a giant, flying Library would carry such a thing. “I think we should get going.”

			Helping Tink to her feet, he watched the little goblin freeze in place. Tink tilted her head to one side, her lips twisting into a sneer.

			“Someone is coming,” Tink whispered, grabbing Mike by the hand and pulling him behind one of the leather chairs.

			“Who else could be here?” Mike whispered. The Library was like a tomb, silent. It occurred to him that Tink’s cries could easily have been heard by someone else. But who would be inside the Library?

			Footsteps on marble, soft echoes that reverberated in the little side room. Mike wondered if Tink could hear the hammering of his heart as he thought about what sort of being would darken that hallway. The sounds grew louder, and Mike pulled Tink closely against him. He suddenly remembered that stupid hammer, an entire world away on the kitchen table.

			He didn’t have to wait much longer. A humanoid in a long brown cloak stepped around the corner, the light of the fire reflecting off a sword clutched tightly in gloved hands. The figure was tall, almost eight feet in height.

			“Come out,” the figure commanded in a feminine voice that was both soft and menacing. “I would prefer not to get any blood on the books.”

			“Sofia!” Tink stood, clutching onto the back of the chair, her tail whipping from side to side in excitement.

			“Tink?” The figure lowered her blade, pulling back the hood of her cloak. Long, braided hair framed a large forehead, at the center of which was a single purple eye. “What are you doing here? And who is that?” Sofia pointed at Mike with the tip of her sword. “Where is Emily?”

			“Tink have long story to tell Sofia.” Tink hopped off the chair, swatting Mike’s chest playfully. “But Tink hungry.”

			“I think I can help you with that.” Sofia flicked her wrist. The sword folded itself up until it was the size of a butter knife, which she tucked into her belt. “But first, you two made a mess in here. Let’s get these books all put away and you can catch me up.”
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			PLANTING THE SEEDS 

			Mike and Tink followed Sofia out into the main hall of the Library. A podium of her own had been parked up against the railing. She dismissed it with a wave of her hand. Seconds later, a full floating platform arrived, easily ten by twelve feet, with a small coffee table in the middle surrounded by comfortable-looking chairs.

			“Uh…” Mike stared at the platform. It didn’t even have rails. Sofia and Tink walked onto it without a second thought, but Mike hesitated. He had to fight every fiber of panic in his being, but he crossed over, and the platform moved gently away. Standing near the edge, he felt the familiar sensation of multiple hands on his body, holding him in place. Seeing that Sofia wasn’t looking, he tried to brush some more of the smashed Pop-Tart off the back of his pants, the crumbs falling to the marble floors far below.

			“Please. Come sit.” Sofia gestured at the table, leaning back in a chair that was large enough for her frame. Mike sat in the chair across from her. His feet just barely touched the ground. Tink fit easily on the cushion of her chair, looking almost like a little green doll. Sofia tapped a small bell on the center of the table, then spun a nearby dial until it pointed at the number three.

			“Oh!” Mike watched in amazement as plates of food and drink appeared. Small sandwiches and beef stew in silver bowls, along with a small bottle of wine. He picked up one of the sandwiches, smelling the bread. It was fresh baked.

			“Food here super good,” Tink informed him, picking up a spoon. “Always best food in Library!”

			“But how?” Mike asked. “Is it magic?”

			“It is,” Sofia told him. “Have you ever been at a restaurant and had your order go missing? Same principle. Out there, in the universe somewhere, somebody is wondering where their lunch is at.”

			“Wait, this is stolen food?” Mike took a bite of his sandwich. It was delicious.

			“High-quality stolen food,” Sofia corrected him. She undid her robe, letting it fall away from her shoulders. She wore a tight blue blouse beneath that matched her skirt. Large breasts were packed inside of her blouse, making Mike think she was wearing some kind of sports bra. She grabbed a bowl of her own, which looked more like a giant mug in her hands. “So fill me in. How long have I been asleep this time?”

			Tink, between bites, told Sofia all that had happened since Mike had inherited the house from the previous Caretaker, Emily, a distant relative he had never even heard of who had died and left him with a magic house and no instruction manual. For the most part, the story was to the point, but she spent several minutes explaining how (she thought) a magic screen worked and then announced that Mike was her new husband.

			“I see. You are the new Caretaker, then.” Sofia poured herself some of the wine. “Then may I offer my services? This is the Library of Thoth. Built for him by his brother, it sails beyond the reach of mortal man, currently connected only to your home on Earth.”

			“How many books are here?” Mike asked.

			“All of them.” Sofia smiled, blinking gently. With only one eye, Mike wondered if she had been winking instead. He also wondered how big her breasts actually were. It seriously looked like they were struggling to get free.

			“All of them?” Mike asked. Was the cyclops fucking with him?

			“As they are written, yes. Much like the magic that brings us our food, these books simply vanish from the real world. It is my job to read them before finding them a permanent home here, properly catalogued.”

			“Wait.” Mike set down his sandwich. “Is that what all those boxes in the garage were?”

			“Yes. Those were books I loaned out for the people of the house to read, and Emily was kind enough to store them in bulk so I could focus on my job here. It seems like there’s been a sudden rush on the number of books published lately, and I…” Sofia squinted at him. “What do you mean, were?”

			“Boxes all gone. Witch blow them all up,” Tink announced, happily slurping her soup.

			It was weird watching Sofia’s eye twitch. Just one side of her eye spasmed, her giant lid rippling with each movement. She shifted uncomfortably in her seat, staring down into her lap.

			“Shit.” Shaking her head, the cyclops poured herself some wine. “That’s going to leave a gap in the collection.”

			“Can’t you just magic up some more?” Mike suggested.

			“The Library only brings one of everything. Part of its magic.” Shaking fingers clutched the wine goblet, lifting it slowly to her crimson lips. The instant the wine touched her mouth, she threw back the whole glass, swallowing it in one giant gulp like a shot. “What happened to the witch?”

			“She’s dead.” Mike pictured Sarah being dragged into the giant pod of the Mandragora, a fate he had avoided almost entirely by chance.

			“Good.” Sofia poured herself another glass, slamming it back like she had the first. “Stupid bitch.”

			“Uh, yeah.” Mike worried more than a little about the cyclops and her booze. Maybe alcohol affected her differently? She was already starting to look a little pink in the cheeks. “So,” he said, “we were wondering if you knew how to activate the gateway to the Labyrinth.”

			“Oh. That’s easy. However, I don’t think you want to go down there empty-handed. Minotaur are warriors—even if you fought one that was unarmed and naked, you would have a tough time hurting it, even with a weapon. Your best bet is something with a solid enchantment on it.”

			Mike sat up. “Like a knife sharp enough to cut through a spirit?”

			Sofia was already filling up her glass again. “Yeah, that would do it. I have no idea where you would get one though. A blade capable of damaging an ethereal creature is extraordinarily rare. They have to be made of a non-Earthly metal, and that stuff is extremely challenging to come by.”

			“The witch had a knife that did that.”

			Sofia’s drink paused on the way to her lips. “I seriously hope you stuck it in the Vault.”

			“Uh, no.” Mike looked down at his feet. “I left it in the greenhouse. With the Mandragora.”

			Sofia dropped her goblet, wine spilling everywhere on the table. “You left it? You actually had a powerful magical artifact practically in your hands, and you just left it behind?”

			“I wasn’t exactly thinking properly.” Mike looked to Tink for help, but the little goblin was suddenly deeply engrossed in her sandwich. “I’m sure it’s where the witch dropped it. Next to the Mandragora.”

			“I…you…why…” Sofia massaged her temples, her eye rolling dramatically. “Zero reason. You had zero reason to leave it behind. Part of the purpose of the Caretaker is to lock stuff like that away. I just…” She stood, and the floating room dropped out of the air. “You need to get it right away.”

			“Well, sure, yeah, I can do that.”

			“I mean right away. Now. We’re going now!” Sofia commanded.

			Mike watched Tink practically inhale the remaining food in front of her, the subtle shift of the ground beneath him signaling a change in direction. The Library spun around them as the flying platform navigated the building, and Mike realized he could potentially lose himself in such a place forever.

			The platform set them down in the lobby. Sofia, Mike, and Tink stepped off it, and they walked together toward the bookshelf.

			“Do you know how to get back?” Sofia asked.

			“I assume I just remove the book,” Mike told her.

			“Oh good. You can actually think for yourself.” Sofia yanked the red book from the shelf, and the room spun around them.

			[image: ]

			Returning to the house was simple, but retrieving the knife right away had to wait. Upon looking outside, Mike realized that night had fallen, which meant he had to listen to a disgruntled rant from Sofia about how he was wasting time due to his unwillingness to try and find the Mandragora in the dark. A boy scout when he was younger, he simply knew better than to try and wander through the jungle at night, but no amount of reason seemed to placate the cyclops.

			Strangely, though Sofia was extremely rude to him, the others were more than happy to see her. Naia and Abella both greeted the cyclops with big hugs, and even Cecilia appeared, greeting the creature with a curtsy. The decision was made to wait until daybreak before setting out for the knife.

			Mike didn’t sleep particularly well. His mind was on what would happen after he got the knife. Were they really going into a Labyrinth to fight a mythical beast? Was he going to have to kill someone? He was still struggling with the idea that he had watched Sarah get eaten by a plant, but he had no choice in the matter. His midday nap with Tink was the other reason he couldn’t fall asleep. Just when he felt his eyelids getting heavy, dawn broke through his window, and Sofia opened his bedroom door.

			“Time to get moving,” she announced.

			Tink, who had been sound asleep, practically threw herself out of bed to follow the cyclops. Mike was beginning to wonder what all the fuss was about when his nostrils caught a whiff of the scents filling the air.

			The home was filled with the aroma of eggs, meat, and bread. He found Tink seated at the table, a pile of bacon, Texas toast, and an omelet the size of a frisbee on her plate. Tink had a fork in each hand, demonstrating her ambidexterity by shoveling food into her mouth with both of them.

			In the kitchen, Sofia moved back and forth in a powder-blue dress with an apron tied around the front.

			“I fixed you a plate,” she informed him, turning toward him with a stack of food in each hand. Bacon, eggs, and sausage in one and then a stack of waffles in the other. “Tink insisted you liked something called an Eggo. I threw those away.”

			Mike couldn’t even care about the loss of his preferred breakfast because he also happened to notice that, with her arms apart, the front of Sofia’s dress hung perilously low, putting her cleavage on display. Her breasts still had that strange, overtly full quality to them, and he could see that she was practically spilling out of the wrap she had her breasts in.

			“Where did you get all this food?” Mike asked.

			“The Library. I acquired the raw materials before the sun rose and made everybody breakfast.” Sofia frowned at the amount of food on the counter. “At least, I thought I did. I have a bunch left over, but it’s just the three of us eating.”

			“Yeah, well, I’m sure that’ll change at some point. Thank you!” Mike took the offered plates and joined Tink at the table. She barely acknowledged him.

			“You act like I haven’t been feeding you,” Mike told her before putting a greasy piece of bacon in his mouth.

			“Husband tried. Did okay,” Tink told him between bites. Sofia joined them, a large breakfast sandwich on her plate. The three of them ate in silence, the dining room louder than usual with the sounds of silverware on plates. Sofia sat with her back to the window, the sunbeams scattering around her auburn braids. She closed her eye, savoring the food on her plate. Tink, having finished her meal, ran to the kitchen for seconds.

			“You like cooking?” Mike asked.

			“For other people, yes.” Sofia sipped at a glass of orange juice. “I remember doing it for Emily, but not much else. This whole house is like déjà vu, every memory ready to be rediscovered.”

			“The geas.” The enchantment on the home that scattered memories when the Caretaker died, a fail-safe meant to prevent people from capturing the monsters within.

			“Yes. I refer to them as resets. Let’s see, I think this is only my second reset.”

			“So you haven’t been here as long as the others?” Mike asked.

			“Yes and no. The Library went undiscovered by one of the previous Caretakers, which meant I slept for nearly a hundred years.”

			“You sleep between Caretakers?” Mike asked.

			“Sort of. We all wake up just prior to being discovered. It’s as if the geas knows that you are ready to find us.” Sofia smiled, watching Tink shove her second plate of food on the table. “We don’t even exist in a physical state, as far as I can tell. It’s like we become dreams.”

			“Interesting.” Mike finished the rest of his meal in silence, mulling over the idea that he had missed finding a new monster simply because the geas hadn’t deemed him ready. Was the geas itself alive? Could a spell have a consciousness of its own?

			Once finished, he and Tink cleared the table, and they all did the dishes together. Sofia hand-washed the plates, and Tink dried them. Mike put each one away, hoping he was at least getting them in the right area. After, he went up to his room to change, getting himself ready for his trip into the greenhouse. Jeans, a lightweight shirt, and a belt. He didn’t think he’d need a jacket. As he walked back toward the stairs, his eyes caught on the tall ebony wardrobe at the end of the hall. It had ornate silver handles that opened both of the doors on the front. His hands were nearly on the handles when he heard Sofia shout.

			“What’s taking you so long?” she called, and Mike spun on one foot, jogging casually down the steps and back into the dining room.

			“Are you sure you can get there and back by nightfall?” Sofia asked him. She stood next to Tink at the kitchen table, arms crossed in front of her. Tink had unrolled the original map of the Labyrinth, using small mugs to hold it open, carefully drawing a replica with a ruler and a protractor.

			“Oh yeah. Should be back around lunchtime. I know right where I left it.” Well, that was a small lie. He knew that it was by the Mandragora, but nothing else. Sofia had spent what little had remained of last night harping on him for details regarding the knife, where he had set it, and if it had runes carved into the hilt. The truth was that he didn’t know. Shortly after Sarah had dropped it, he had been too busy getting high on the spores the plant had released that had made him and Sarah fuck until they’d been too exhausted to move.

			He wasn’t about to share that detail with the cyclops. She seemed to be in a constant state of disapproval of him, and he felt a strange desire to please her. Was it that she was the latest monster in the house, and he felt the urge to protect her? Or maybe it was that she didn’t seem to be that interested in him at all.

			“I guess I’m off.” He gave a small wave, but Sofia ignored him. Tink was already busy with the copies of the map. It had been Sofia’s idea to leave behind the original and provide all three of them with a copy, just in case. Sofia had informed them this morning that she intended to come along, for Tink’s sake.

			“Bye,” Tink muttered, waving dismissively with her free hand.

			Feeling a little let down, Mike stepped out the back door into the garden. Abella had found a dark corner beneath the roof, her iPad clutched tightly in her hands. Mike couldn’t be sure, but he was fairly certain that she was watching Friends. 

			“Good luck, lover.” Naia blew him a kiss. A small watery sphere splashed against his cheek.

			“I shouldn’t be long,” he told her. Abella and Cecilia had offered to go with him, but he asked them to stay behind and watch out for the mysterious woman in white who had been spotted in the front yard yesterday while he was at the Library. Now that the Mandragora was properly fed, the only danger in the greenhouse would be the sudden storms.

			The greenhouse looked innocuous enough, but Mike knew better. The Mandragora opened the door for him, the vines pushing it open gently. The sudden blast of warmth and humidity felt good against his skin, and the smells of the greenhouse flooded his nostrils. Miles of sky in every direction greeted him, and he shut the door behind him. Above the door, glass windows extended all the way into the sky. Mike could see clouds reflected in those upper windows and wondered just how high they went. If he could climb that high, would he find more world beyond the metal and glass? Or did the world truly end right there? If so, how far did the jungle go?

			“Okay, sweet pea. Lead the way!” He gave one of the thicker vines a gentle pat. The Mandragora rubbed gently against his leg, leading him toward the edge of the cliff that bordered the forest. Last time he had been here, he had led Sarah the witch to her demise. This time, the Mandragora led him along a hidden side path that was not only far easier to navigate but took him along a shaded part of the path where he was out of the sun. Whistling softly to himself, he made his way down the cliff.
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			Beth stepped out of her car, setting her coffee up on the roof. Using the reflection in her driver’s side window, she straightened out her dress, tucking the fabric of her light-pink blouse into her black skirt. Letting out a sigh, she grabbed the file from her console, closed the door of her car, and was almost twenty feet away when she realized that she had left her coffee behind.

			Disgruntled, she went back for it. There was no way she could survive today without her coffee.

			Walking into the office, she didn’t bother taking off her sunglasses, hoping that the receptionist wouldn’t see the bags under her eyes. Somehow, in the span of less than a week, she had gone from being good at her job to a complete wreck. Her boss had informed her that he wanted to meet with her about last week and had told her to bring in a paper summary of the Radley file. In the back of her mind, she wondered if she was going to get busted down to a legal secretary again or if he was just going to cut his losses and let her go. Last night hadn’t helped—every time she’d dozed off, she’d had strange dreams about being chased through a cave.

			Lance Ferguson ran the estate agency. He was just past fifty, with a full beard and a bald head. He was one of the nicest men Beth had ever met, but she knew that every minute of the day he was nice was balanced out by the man he would become when he needed to make things happen. Early in her career, she had watched him destroy an opposing attorney in the courtroom. It was the first time she had seen a man who wasn’t on trial cry in court.

			“Good morning, Beth.” Lance was waiting for her outside his office. He gestured to the door, and Beth walked in ahead of him. His office was smaller than hers—he was a man of economy, and didn’t like a lot of open space. His desk took up a third of the room, and he waved to one of the comfortable leather chairs across from his own. He closed the door behind her, which was never a good sign. He had a folder of his own on the desk, and Beth saw the name Radley scrawled in Sharpie across the front of it.

			“How are you today?” Beth asked. She set her coffee on his desk, followed by the folder.

			“Not good, to be honest.” After sliding behind his desk, he opened the file in front of him. “Let’s talk about last week.”

			A yawning void opened inside of Beth’s stomach, threatening to swallow up the mask of calm she currently wore. 

			“I honestly don’t know what happened.” The words didn’t come easily, but they came without her voice breaking. Lance hated it when his employees cried, and she was determined to maintain her composure. The part she hated most was that she truly had no idea what had happened last week. She had returned to work on what she had thought was a Wednesday only to discover that it was Thursday and she had somehow lost an entire day of her life. She had tried to pass it off as some sort of stomach bug, but apparently she had been spotted driving recklessly all over town that day and even had a couple of speeding camera tickets to prove it.

			Things had gotten even worse when Lance had discovered that she had failed to report the loss of estate assets. When questioned, Beth had a vague memory of the discovery, something about an unknown storage unit that had auctioned off a couple of boxes. She had no idea how something could have slipped her mind. She had explained to her boss as much as she could, realizing how crazy it sounded. Lance had sat quietly and listened, then sent her home with instructions to avoid any case work for a few days. She had made a quick call to Mike, letting him know she couldn’t stop by on Friday afternoon.

			Strangely, Mike had sounded relieved.

			“That’s what I’m worried about.” Lance broke the silence, staring at her over the top of his glasses. “It’s never a good sign when you can’t account for yourself or your actions.” 

			Beth nodded. She really had nothing to add.

			“I thought about this long and hard over the weekend.” Lance closed the file, setting it on the desk. “You’ve been an exemplary employee. The Radley account is our largest by far, and I worry that Mr. Radley will be extremely displeased to discover that we have misplaced any part of his estate. Frankly, I also worry that we may have to reimburse him for the lost assets, and we both know that could cost the firm a ton of money, depending on what was auctioned off.”

			“I can talk to him about it. He seems pretty happy with just the house. Or I can try to recover the assets. Or even both. Whatever you want me to do, Mr. Ferguson.” Beth’s leg was twitching, and she pretended to sip from her coffee. Anything to keep it together, to avoid letting him see the tears that threatened to shove their way forward.

			“I’m not going to bullshit you. I was tempted to take on this account personally.”

			Beth immediately understood the underlying threat in his words.

			“But inspiration came to me in the form of a dream.”

			“A dream?”

			Lance nodded. “Looking at all the account prep, estate taxes, these Historical Preservation nuts who fought us the whole way, it occurred to me that this was probably too much for a single person to take on. You are amazing at your job, but I think that maybe one person isn’t amazing enough.”

			“So what are you thinking?”

			“I hired you an assistant.” Lance stood and opened the door to the office. “This young lady approached our firm over the weekend, wondering if we had room for an intern. I thought it would be a great idea to pair her with you.” He waved to somebody out in the lobby, standing aside as the soft click of heels approached. “What better way to see what all we do here than to pair her up with the woman who does everything? You are working too hard, Beth, and I want the two of you to work together from now on. Give her the little tasks, keep yourself from burning out. You have a bright future here, and I want to make sure you still have a shot at it.”

			The intern walked in the room. The first thing that Beth noticed about her was that she was just a bit over five feet tall. Her black hair was swept back into a tight ponytail, and she wore a simple business suit with a pair of black glasses that made her look more like a sexy librarian than a law intern. She held a small leather briefcase in front of her, her red lips twisted into a playful smile.

			“My name is Lily,” she said, holding out her hand for Beth to shake. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

			[image: ]

			The sun was nearing its zenith, scattering shadows across the path in front of Mike. The last time he had walked along here, he had been held at wand-point, the witch behind him ready to vaporize him at a moment’s notice. He had led her on with the promise of something called a grimoire, a magical book that Sarah thought he had gotten ahold of. He had asked Naia about it, wondering if she had any knowledge of this magical book that Sarah had ranted about. The nymph had told him no, then had resumed giving him a hand job in the tub.

			Sex. A month ago, the thought had been foreign to him. Even the idea of masturbating had wracked him with fear and guilt, but now sex was as normal as eating. Had he swung from one extreme to another? Was it now an addiction, having sex with the monsters in his house? He wondered what would happen if he decided to go without it, if he would fall apart as a human being, devolving into a lust-filled creature willing to fuck anything.

			No. It was something else. He felt it inside his body, a peace that permeated his core. The idea of sex as a luxury, no different from wine or cigarettes, was wrong. Sex was a means of expressing affection. It was love, joy, trust—all those things. He didn’t need it to survive, didn’t crave it as a means of holding power. The sex he had with all these women was an expression of their bonds, something that brought them closer. Yet, because it was with so many different people, it was frowned upon, anathema to a functional society. Somewhere along the way, mankind had labeled sex as dirty, something to only be enjoyed a certain way with certain people.

			Mankind was wrong. Mike firmly believed that. If only other people could feel what he did, experience what he had, maybe they, too, could find a similar peace.

			Feeling rather proud of his profound thoughts, he pushed his way through the heavy leaves around him, stepping into the open clearing that housed the Mandragora. In the middle of the clearing, the main plant was sunk into a recess in the ground, a large bloom atop its thick stem. Up above, large pods swung gently in the breeze, and Mike gave them a wide berth. Each pod was filled with a substance that, when inhaled, acted as a nuclear aphrodisiac. He and Sarah had fucked each other until physically exhausted, and then the Mandragora had consumed her.

			“Where is the knife?” Mike asked, not expecting the Mandragora to answer him. The vines coiled around the clearing with anticipation, making Mike think of an excited dog whose master had just come home. Nearing the main body of the plant, he circled the area, wondering where the dagger could have gotten to.

			Wandering in circles, he was surprised to see the vines waving to him from one corner of the clearing as if trying to get his attention. Walking toward them, he saw the hilt of the dagger sticking up from a flat, tire-shaped stone in the dirt.

			“Oh! Thank you!” He gave the vine nearest him a gentle scratch, and the whole clearing shuddered. Crouching to get closer to the dagger, he felt his head and shoulders covered in the gentle pollen of the Mandragora. Looking up in alarm, he realized that the knife was firmly beneath one of the pods.

			“Fuck!” He fell backward, trying to avoid any more of the glittery pollen, but it was too late. He was already sporting a massive hard-on, his pants straining to contain it. Even worse, he had nothing to do with it, and he could already feel his upper mind shutting down. Gone were thoughts of the house, the knife, or anything else in between. He needed something to fuck, and he needed it now.

			Behind him, the Mandragora rustled again, and the whole clearing shifted. He turned to face the sound, his cock already in his hand as he stroked himself rapidly. The bud atop the Mandragora was glowing a fluorescent blue color, casting an eerie light across the clearing. Giant petals opened, revealing that the inner petals were, in fact, pink in color. The flower itself now looked more like a comfortable bed, and the middle of the flower shifted, the pistil unraveling itself to stand before him. Long blonde hair cascaded down the red-and-green skin of the woman inside, her body composed of leaves and petals. She beckoned to him from the middle of the flower bed, her features familiar and alien at the same time.

			Right now, Mike didn’t give two fucks. He was already scrambling in the dirt, trying to get to his feet while squeezing his dick in one hand.

			Her eyes were dark and mysterious, her whole body an amalgamation of different plants. Her skin had minor flaws that reminded him of the wrinkles on a sweet potato or an unwashed carrot. Her breasts lacked nipples, instead coming to a pair of rounded points like bottoms of turnips. She ran her hands along the sides of her body, slender fingers finding and toying with the soft blonde curls below her hips. He nearly knocked her over, grabbing at her out of desperation. She gazed into his eyes, her hands curling around the shaft of his dick, pumping up and down. 

			Mike sighed, running his fingers across her flesh. She felt soft, like a regular woman, and he couldn’t help but notice the pretty blue stone necklace around her neck. It prompted a memory that was quickly lost in the clouds of lust fogging his mind. The hands stroking his shaft were suddenly slick. Looking down, he saw that several small tendrils had sprouted from her fingers, tendrils that left behind a tingling, slimy trail that enhanced the sensation of her hand job. Several larger tendrils from her wrists had created loops that were already wrapping themselves tightly around his balls, squeezing him in ways that created immediate bursts of pleasure that fired up through his spine, reducing the higher functions of his brain to mush.

			“Shit,” he muttered.

			She now stroked him with a level of ferocity that was uncanny, her methodical hands already causing a massive orgasm to build inside of him. Kneeling, she opened her mouth, a cavern of several miniature tongues, and fastened herself to the head of his cock. She removed her hands and slid her face forward, pulling him all the way in until her lips met the bottom of his shaft. She bobbed experimentally a few times, then opened her mouth even wider to suck in his scrotum as well.

			What had started as an ordinary blow job transformed into something else. Hundreds of tiny tongues danced along the surface of his cock, and the Mandragora sucked on him greedily, the pressure almost too much to bear. He fell on his back, pinned in place by not only the Mandragora’s hands but some of the larger vines in the area that strapped him down to the bed. The plant wanted him restrained for some reason, and his fear was that the bud would eventually close around him, the Mandragora consuming him once and for all.

			Currently, in that moment, he was too horny to care, as long as it kept sucking.

			“Ah, fuck yeah!” he hollered, closing his eyes. The Mandragora had latched onto his penis, her head stationary while the inside of her mouth moved independently of her. He felt like he was plugged in to the ultimate blow job machine. She massaged his legs, squeezing up and down his thighs as if she was trying to make certain that every drop of cum in his body was milked free. He tried to push himself even deeper into her mouth, but it was no longer physically possible.

			The sensation of warmth on his dick changed. The tendrils were no longer focused on just the outside of his shaft. Tiny little tendrils now explored the opening of his cock, teasing around the edge of his urethra. It was like heat and electricity at the same time, his cock growing even larger inside her mouth. He was nearly in tears, that first orgasm ready to burst free, but something kept it from releasing. Those tiny tendrils had crawled up into his cock, sliding around inside of him, tickling his shaft from the inside. His penis spasmed, the cum trapped inside it, the Mandragora up to something. He felt it then, a sudden rush of warmth up into his body, and the small tendrils gently slid free.

			She pulled her mouth off him, leaving behind a gooey green trail of saliva. She turned around, bending over to reveal a gorgeous purple pussy. The lips of her sex looked exactly like the thick ring of the carnivorous pitcher plant.

			He knew now what kind of meal this plant wanted.

			The vines released him, and he sat up. His cock was the largest he had ever seen it. The Mandragora had acted as a giant penis pump, but that wasn’t all. His balls were swollen, each one nearly the size of a fist. The skin of his scrotum was stretched tight and ached from within, the sensation of blue balls suddenly too much to ignore. As he crawled toward the Mandragora, his penis leaked a steady stream of precum. In the back of his mind, it occurred to him that the plant must have injected him with something to push his balls into overdrive.

			Every fiber of his being demanded exploration of the Mandragora. He wanted to know how she tasted, what she liked, if he could make a plant come. However, his brain was no longer in charge. He was now ruled by the impossibly swollen member between his legs, an entity of its own, and it only had one desire.

			The Mandragora arched her back. He planted his hands on her hips, lifting himself up to just the right height. He sank his dick into her, discovering that, just like a pitcher plant, she had a small pool of liquid at the bottom that greeted him. They were instantly connected, the liquid flowing up into his body, his entire being consumed with one thought only: FUCK.

			He slammed himself into the Mandragora, trying to push himself deeper with every thrust. Her whole body bent, flexing beneath his weight like the branches of a tree, and she let out tiny moans of her own, but he couldn’t tell if they were from pleasure or the power of his thrusts. His veins were turning green, whatever concoction the Mandragora had slipped him taking full effect now. He squeezed her ass, the flesh parting like blades of grass to allow him a better grip as the first orgasm struck, his very soul itself coiling up like a spring only to release a flood of cum into the Mandragora.

			The Mandragora let out a cry that sounded like a choir of angels, the clearing resonating with her song. Her whole body glowed like a giant firefly, bright enough to see even in daylight. Vines coiled around the base of his penis, holding him in place, keeping every precious drop of his semen inside her.

			Spent, Mike relaxed, the sex pollen wearing off temporarily. He knew he only had a few moments of clarity and wondered what would happen if he ran. Those thoughts were lost when the Mandragora leaned forward, his moist cock slipping free of her. The pitcher plant pussy sealed itself shut, pulling itself up into the plant’s body only to be replaced by another.

			“Oh God,” he muttered, the pollen capturing him once more. His dick was suddenly rock-hard again, his balls swollen with cum once more. He pulled her back against him this time, fucking her while they sat up. He grabbed her breasts from behind, marveling at how full and soft they felt. While she bounced on his cock, his thumb slid beneath the chain of the necklace, causing it to twist and catch on his hand. She rode him this way for several more minutes, massaging his balls and pressing on his prostate through his skin. When he came this time, he squeezed her breasts as hard as he could, screaming unintelligibly at the sky, the sensation of several ounces of cum leaving his body too much to bear. His hands slid away from her breasts, the chain breaking in his fingers. He fell over backward, staring in wonder at the perfect globes of her ass. The pollen clearing away, he immediately recognized the curvature of her body.

			“Sarah,” he whispered, suddenly aware of the necklace in his hands. He stuffed it away in the pocket of his jeans, the sudden moment of clarity lost again when the Mandragora lifted her ass away from him, swaying from side to side, her pussy closing itself away and a new one blossoming in its place.

			She rode him again, his mind lost in the flood of hormones and magic that had taken over his body. Every time he came, he thought that the ordeal was finally over, but the Mandragora kept going. It wasn’t the fact that he had been pollinated that bothered him or even the number of times they would fuck that scared him.

			It was what would happen to him once they were finished. Would she fuck him until he died? Eat him? Would he become like Sarah, a vessel for the next hapless traveler?

			No, it had to be something more. Something much bigger was going on here, but Mike could only think in brief increments, his balls swelling to an inordinate size despite blasting torrent after torrent of cum into the plant.

			The sun crept across the sky, and a storm blew through. Lying on his back, he stared in wonderment at the perfect body above him as it arched its back one final time, its song reverberating in his very soul. The plant’s belly was swollen now with the fruit of his efforts, looking easily seven months pregnant. He wondered if the wind would carry away his shriveled-up body and how it was even possible to come as much as he had.

			The Mandragora’s face was a picture of serenity, her dark eyes closed. Her skin darkened to the color of bark, and she stood, turning to face the sun. The clearing went absolutely still, and the Mandragora stepped off the giant flower bed they had used. The petals wilted, tiny glowing lights leaving their surfaces to gather around the living plant. She looked back one more time at Mike, her green face now covered in bark.

			He expected her to say something, but no words came. Instead, the Mandragora disappeared into the foliage, taking her song with it.

			A week ago, he had fucked to exhaustion. He never thought in his wildest dreams that he could ever be more tired. Today, however, had taught him that there was a new level of exhaustion to achieve. His limbs were cold, almost like his body had lost the ability to circulate blood. The pollen had finally worn off, and he was like a baby, completely weak and helpless.

			Leaves rustled behind him. He tilted his head back to see someone step free of the trees around the clearing. As he became suddenly aware of how cold the ground felt beneath him, his consciousness faded away.

			[image: ]

			Beth sat across from the intern and was frowning at her computer screen. She had come in today fully expecting to be either fired or demoted, but now she was saddled with a young woman that some of the men in the office had trouble keeping their eyes off of.

			In a way, Beth wanted to hate her. Hate the idea that her boss thought she was so incompetent that she could no longer work alone, hate the idea that she could potentially be training her replacement. At the same time, however, Lily was extremely useful. Within minutes of returning to her office, the intern had helped her reorganize the Radley file paperwork and, using a MacBook of her own, had gone through the company’s record to streamline all the data.

			“You’re really good with computers,” Beth had noted.

			“Thanks. The last guy I was with was a whiz with them. I picked up a few of his tricks.” Something about the way Lily had smirked when she’d spoken had told Beth there was more to the story. Maybe someday she would ask.

			The Radley file’s main issues stemmed from not only the size of the estate but the way it had been set up to be self-sustaining. Accounts had been put in place to pay the taxes on not just the house but random parcels of land worldwide owned by the estate. Beth was waiting for Mike to fully settle in before she revealed the true enormity of the estate. Emily had been adamant that everything be done by the book and that none of the estate should be pieced out. 

			And that was where the true challenge of maintaining the Radley estate lay. The Historical Society made the most noise, and even Beth found their desire for the house on the verge of obsession. There were at least three other groups attempting to purchase, recover, or seize property in other locations. A rancher in Oregon kept attempting to acquire a ten-mile section of forest through his lawyer, a bastard of a man who liked to refer to Beth over the phone as “sweetie.” Then there was a patch of land on Hawaii that the natives felt should become theirs once more, since Emily had passed. It wasn’t even usable land, surrounded by miles of forest in the middle of Oahu’s caldera. An island off the coast of Ireland was home to some beautiful castle ruins that a resort wanted to scoop up for themselves, and Beth could hardly blame them. The ocean views from the cliffs were spectacular.

			She’d given such care and dedication over the last couple of years to making certain that these assets were rightfully passed on to the proper heir, and somehow she had fucked up and missed a storage unit.

			“Here.” Lily set a cup of coffee in front of Beth.

			“I still have this one,” Beth said, tapping the lid.

			“It’s been cold for over an hour. You deserve something fresh.” Lily winked, scooping up the old cup and disappearing with it. Beth shook her head, rubbing her eyes. No amount of concealer was going to correct the bags beneath them. She took a sip of the coffee that Lily had brought. Cream, no sugar, just the way she liked it. Lily was a mind reader.

			The documents in front of her blurred, and she massaged her temples. She vaguely remembered the discovery of the storage unit from last week. Why had it gone unnoticed for so long? Emily had been so thoughtful, and the idea that the storage unit’s fees had gone unpaid when Emily had retained local attorneys for all her other properties seemed highly unlikely.

			“Beth?” It was Marco, one of the legal secretaries. “There’s a Sebastien Mueller here to see you.”

			“Who?” Beth asked, looking past Marco. A pale blond man with a rather dramatic mustache stood out in the office, leaning on a dark cane. He wore a gray suit with matching loafers.

			“He said he’s legal counsel for the Historical Preservation Society. He has some questions for you.”

			“Tell him to make an appointment,” she said, but Sebastien Mueller pushed his way past Marco, then planted himself firmly in the seat across from Beth. He crossed one leg over the other, one hand on his cane, the other checking a pocket watch. If Mr. Peanut were a human, she imagined he would look like Sebastien Mueller.

			“I understand that you are counsel for the Radley estate?” Sebastien asked, a slight English accent in his voice.

			“I don’t take walk-ins,” Beth informed him, crossing her arms. “If you would like to meet with me, you need to make an appointment.”

			“I see.” He reached into the breast pocket of his suit. She swore to herself that if he pulled out a monocle, she would smack it out of his hand. Instead, a tin of mints appeared, and he lifted out a couple. “Would you like one?”

			“No.” It was a common tactic. If she accepted the mint, she was socially obligated to at least hear him out. Right now, she had other things to deal with.

			“I see.” He put the mints back in the tin without taking one for himself. “I will be brief. I believe that there is an issue of some serious legal ramifications. Since you are Mr. Radley’s representative, I formally request that you schedule a meeting between the three of us. There has been some error in how the estate has been handled, and I would prefer to see it resolved as soon as possible.” Sebastien pulled out his pocket watch again. “We could even head over there now, if you like. I would prefer it, actually. I have come a very long way to have this meeting.”

			“Absolutely not.” Beth stared daggers at the man, but he ignored her. “First, you need to make an appointment,” she continued. “Then you and I can talk. Afterward, if your case has any merit, I will arrange a meeting with my client and see if he will agree to meet with you.”

			Sebastien stared blankly into a corner, pretending that he hadn’t heard her. Beth waited. She had dealt with this before and knew that he was waiting to interrupt her. Determined to outwait him, she resumed working on her computer, typing herself a nonsensical memo.

			Five minutes passed. With a slightly disgruntled look on his face, Sebastien stood, pushing himself upward with his cane. “I suppose I will be scheduling an appointment with you on the way out,” he informed her with no lack of disgust in his voice.

			“Sounds great,” she said, busy blocking off the next two weeks in her online day planner.

			“Farewell.” He moved toward the door, where he collided with Lily, who was walking in with a stack of files.

			Lily dropped the papers, putting out a hand to steady Sebastien. “I am so sorry,” she told him, crouching to pick up the files.

			“Indeed.” Sebastien got a better grip on his cane, rubbing the back of his neck with his other hand. Through the window of her office, Beth watched him stop by the front desk to speak with Marco. Sebastien’s pale face reddened when Marco opened up Beth’s schedule, which made her smile.

			“What do you have there?” Beth asked, leaving her desk to help Lily.

			“Some paperwork from the auction,” Lily informed her. “I think I may have found something, but we will have to go down to the storage place.”

			“Really?” Beth looked over the documents. It was an itemized list of what had been in the storage unit. “How did you get this?”

			“Flirted with a guy over the phone.” Lily smiled. “Or blackmailed him. Whatever you prefer to hear. Regardless, he’s working at the storage place right now, and he’s willing to let us look through its documents. I can’t say the same for his boss though.”

			Beth stared at Lily. Where had this girl come from?

			“Okay,” Beth said, closing up her computer. “Let me go pee, and we can head out.”

			“Sounds good.” Lily left the room, and Beth made a quick stop in the bathroom. She bid Marco farewell and walked out to her car, Lily close on her heels with a fresh cup of coffee for herself. The two of them got into Beth’s car, and Beth put it into gear. Driving out of the parking garage, Beth noticed a Mercedes parked near the exit. Slowing her car down, she saw that Sebastien was behind the wheel, his head tilted to one side.

			“What is he doing?” Beth asked.

			“Don’t know. Looks like he fell asleep.” Lily sipped her coffee. “Almost looks like he was planning to follow us, doesn’t it?”

			Beth looked at Lily. It sounded like the intern knew way more than she was letting on, but Lily was the reason Beth still had a job, so she kept her mouth shut. Pulling onto Main Street, she drove toward the south side of town, leaving the Mercedes behind.
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			Mike opened his eyes, staring at the hard dirt beneath his face. His whole body ached, the effects of marathon humping a living plant having ravaged him from head to toe. It was a familiar feeling, one that he had hoped never to experience again. Groaning, he tried to move, suddenly aware that the light was quickly fading. What he had promised would be a fast trip had suddenly turned into at least a day, and he knew the others would be worried.

			“You’re finally awake.” The voice startled him, but he couldn’t turn his head far enough to see where it had come from. Closing his eyes, he wondered how long he would have to wait until he was inevitably dragged into even more trouble than he needed.

			“Um, yeah.” His legs weren’t listening to him. “Uh, I need to get back to my home. My family is waiting for me.”

			“You aren’t going anywhere in your condition,” the voice told him. It belonged to a woman, that much he could tell. There shouldn’t be anybody out in the forest, which immediately made him wonder if someone from the society had followed him here. “The Mandragora didn’t just exhaust you—she also took some of your life force.”

			“Like my soul?” Mike asked, a queasy feeling in his gut.

			“Nothing that serious. Your soul is much like your body right now. Drained to the very edge.” The sweet smell of something cooking tickled Mike’s nostrils. He took a deep whiff. It reminded him of vegetable stock. “That makes sense though. The Mandragora needed all that energy for the task ahead of it.”

			“And that would be?” Mike’s fingers clenched, then relaxed. They were the only parts of his body that seemed to listen right now.

			“To spread its seed. The part you coupled with used your essence to pollinate the seeds. Now it will wander as deep into the forest as it can go, eventually planting itself into the earth. It will incubate for nearly a century before forming a plant similar to the one that currently rules this section of forest.”

			“And make a new Mandragora?”

			“Now you’re getting it.” Soft hands tilted his face to the side, and a waterskin was pushed against his lips. “Drink this. It will help.”

			Having nothing to lose, Mike took a few swallows. The cool liquid trickled down the back of his throat, warming his belly much as whiskey would. The warmth spread to his limbs, his muscles relaxing.

			“Thank you,” he said. He made fists and bent his elbows slightly. “What did I just drink?”

			“An extract made of rose petals, wolfsbane, and the scale of a hydra. It helps your body regenerate resources but can be quite addictive.”

			“You sound like some sort of witch doctor.”

			Several silent seconds passed.

			“Shaman, actually,” she said. “There’s a world of difference.”

			“I’m sorry,” Mike said, the stiffness in his back receding. “I’m super new at this and have no idea who you are.”

			“My name is Zelenia, but you can call me Zel.”

			He opened his eyes, and her face came into view. She had tan skin and deep brown eyes that reminded him of the garden. Her hair was braided in several places, and she wore a leathery tunic.

			“What are you doing in my greenhouse?” Mike asked. “I thought nothing lived here in the forest.”

			“My tribe has known for many years that the last surviving Mandragora plant was kept here,” she told him. “I was brought here once as a child, with my mentor. Emily was the one who told me I was welcome anytime.”

			Mike chewed on his lip. With Emily’s passing, the geas shouldn’t have let Zel in without Mike’s permission. “And you just happened to find me?”

			“Yes and no. I knew the Mandragora was getting ready to bloom, so I set up camp nearby. It only does so every five hundred years, and I wanted to document it. I heard you making quite the ruckus so arrived in time to watch you mate with the Mandragora. I wrote everything down for future generations to appreciate.” Zel rummaged around in something, then retrieved a small journal. “While you coupled with the plant, I drew a bunch of pictures.”

			“That’s…oh!”

			Zel held the book open for him, and he was amazed to see a phenomenal sketch of him fucking the Mandragora from behind. The detail was that of a professional artist.

			“I was also able to collect quite a bit of its pollen.” The book was removed, and Mike heard the clinking of several jars. “The last time I tried to get some, things didn’t go so well for me.”

			“I’ll bet.” Mike felt a small surge of strength in his arms. “I want to roll over.”

			“I’ll help you.” Zel kept him steady as he flipped in place, staring up into the fading light of the evening sky. Mike could see her better now—Zel sat demurely beneath a blanket that covered her legs. At her side was a large pack that contained several different vials, and he immediately recognized the glittery substance in one of them.

			“What do you plan on doing with the pollen?” he asked, almost afraid to hear the answer.

			“Don’t know yet. Maybe it could be used to cure impotence or even be a side ingredient in a poultice. I won’t know until I can experiment with it.”

			“Count me out,” he said, wincing at the cramp now traveling up his left calf. “This is the second time I’ve been fucked up by the stuff. I don’t ever want to do it again.”

			“The second time?” Zel already had her notebook out. “When was the first?”

			“Last week. Got in a fight with a witch. She lost.”

			“Does that have anything to do with the full pod? I noticed that one of them seemed swollen. Normally, when the Mandragora feeds, it drops morsels of food into those pods, but I’ve never seen one sealed shut before.” Zel scribbled frantically. “It wasn’t a standard digestion either. One morning, I saw that the pod had been absorbed by the main plant, and the colors on the bud had changed.”

			“I think it transformed the witch.” Mike reached into his pocket, pulling out the necklace. “The plant was wearing this.”

			“Of course. It makes sense. The Mandragora was struggling to survive and couldn’t be bothered to develop a fully mature body for incubation. Therefore, rather than completely digest its food, it used the skeletal structure of its previous prey as a base to build off of.” She was scribbling frantically with her pencil. “Amazing. The plant is already capable of low-level human intelligence, which means, in some respects, the part of the Mandragora that left is both human and plant!”

			“Yeah, well…” Mike’s stomach rumbled. “I need to get back home. I’m starving.”

			“Nonsense. I made plenty for both of us.” Zel closed her journal, clapping her hands together. “Afterward, I can walk you home!”

			“I’m not in much condition for walking,” he informed her. “Last time this happened, it took me forever just to get back to the cliffs, and that was after a full night of sleep. I’m actually wondering if I can talk you into making the trip for me. I know someone who can pick me up.”

			“Oh, it really isn’t any trouble, you’ll see!” Zel stood, her blanket falling to one side. Mike’s eyes widened at the powerful legs that emerged from beneath the fabric. Four long, muscular limbs with hooves on the ends. Zel walked over to the fire and leaned over the pot to stir the soup with a stick, her horse tail flicking back and forth contently, before she poured some into a bowl.

			“I should have known,” Mike muttered to himself.

			The centaur smiled, handing him a bowl of food to eat.
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			NEW CASTLE 

			The drive to the storage unit took over an hour. Staring at the seemingly endless fields, Beth couldn’t fathom why Emily would insist on a storage place so far away from civilization, especially when there were several good ones within fifteen minutes of her home. 

			“Fries,” she said, and Lily, acting as her copilot, held up the small red fry cup like an offering to the gods. Beth grabbed a few, stuffing them in her mouth carefully to avoid smearing her lipstick. They had grabbed a bite to eat at the edge of town on Lily’s insistence. Beth had almost told her no, but the gnawing feeling in her gut had kept her mouth shut.

			“Are you sure you don’t want any ketchup? Fry sauce? Anything?” Lily held up an open container.

			“Rookie move. You don’t want to drip sauce on your blouse. It makes you look unprofessional, and then people stare at your breasts all day, which can be distracting to everyone involved.”

			“I think I would rather pack an extra shirt than go without fry sauce.” Lily stuck a pair of fries in the tub and pulled out a large glob of the pink stuff, sticking her tongue out to catch it before it fell.

			“You sound like you damn near worship the stuff,” Beth said, grabbing a few more fries.

			“It’s a bit awkward to talk about, but my last boyfriend didn’t let me eat what I wanted.” Lily hooked some more sauce on a thicker fry before wrapping her tongue around the crisp potato skin and pulling it into her mouth. “It was a pretty bad relationship. He was a huge dick, very controlling.”

			“How long ago was this?” Beth asked.

			“Long enough for me to be in a new relationship. Seriously, do you want any of this?” Lily held up an unopened fry sauce packet.

			“Knock yourself out.” Beth watched Lily hook her fingers into the current tin of fry sauce before licking her skin clean. There was something dirty about the way she did it, her tongue making slow, long licks along her digits. It was a terrible thought, but Beth briefly wondered how many dicks Lily had had in her mouth.

			“A hundred and forty-six,” Lily said.

			Beth stared straight ahead, trying not to crack a smile.

			Several moments passed in silence, and Lily pointed to the side of the road. “Exit one forty-six. You’re about to miss it!”

			“Oh.” Beth swerved her car, jumping across two lanes, someone honking at her in protest. They came to the end of the long exit road, waiting at a red light to turn left. “Is the new relationship good, then?”

			“We’re still in the beginning stage. You know, figuring each other out. Seems like he might actually be a good guy, but I guess I’m a little afraid that I could be wrong. I would hate to get my hopes up only to get burned. Wow.” Lily’s eyes settled on the vast expanse of land before them. “Why would anybody want a storage unit in the middle of nowhere?”

			“There’s an agricultural town down the road a way. The storage place, I believe, is largely for them. No idea why Emily would get a place out here. She must have gotten a killer deal or something.”

			“Could be super valuable stuff maybe? Crimes of opportunity don’t happen when you have to drive an hour to break the lock on a storage unit.” Lily pulled out some papers. “From what I can tell, she paid for the most expensive unit. Climate-controlled, antipest, you name it. What would you need all that storage for?”

			“A comic book collection. I had a client years back who kept all his comics in a space like that. Kind of sad when he died—they quickly became money that his heirs fought over. Not a single one of them gave a damn about the golden age of comics.” Beth tapped the steering wheel, ignoring the sound of Lily slurping fry sauce straight from the container. At what point did materialism become an unhealthy obsession? She remembered his face but not his name, the comic collector. He hadn’t visited his comics in over a decade, wanted to keep them in mint condition. But for what? She still remembered handing the check over to his children from the sale of the collection. Not a tear had been spared for their father, and they hadn’t even bothered looking to see if there was something in his collection they would want.

			It made her sad, thinking about how people treated their property. If you locked it away to keep it safe, could you ever truly enjoy it?

			“Up ahead,” Lily said, pointing at a large concrete wall that appeared as if by magic. The road curved dramatically in places, and they found themselves in front of New Castle Storage Solutions.

			“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” Beth muttered, forgetting she had an impressionable intern inside of the car. The front of New Castle Storage Solutions had been designed to look like an actual castle because it had originally been built for a failed Renaissance festival. Tiny red flags still flew at the tops of the buttresses, and the gate was open, ready to accept moving trucks of all sizes. The old signs for the festival were still up, cleverly altered by someone with basic knowledge of paint and a cheap woodburning kit. Beth had forgotten all about the place—yet another memory she never had any need for. 

			“I kind of like it,” Lily offered, startling Beth out of her reverie.

			Grabbing her briefcase, Beth got out of the car, followed closely by Lily. They walked along a path that took them to a side building labeled Captain of the Guard.

			A disinterested twentysomething sat in the air-conditioned building, his gaze on a set of monitors that revealed that there was a whole lot of nothing going on. In the monitors, Beth saw the parking lot. Except for a few trucks parked near the back, hers was the only one in the lot.

			“Can I help you?” he asked, swiveling in his chair. His dangling name tag revealed that his name was Randy.

			“Hello, my name is Beth, and I am an estate agent for a Mr. Mike Radley.” Beth handed over her card. “There is a storage unit in the possession of a previous client of mine who passed away. You see, her estate made arrangements to pay for all her rental fees, and I was wondering if I could get some information from you regarding the potential illegal sale of some of these items.”

			When Randy didn’t respond, she realized he was staring at her tits. “Hey, eyes up here.”

			“Yeah, you kind of lost me there for a second. Are you some kind of lawyer or something?” Randy asked.

			“In a manner of speaking, yes.”

			“I’m afraid that’s my boss’s department.” Randy’s eyes lit from within, a mischievous grin crossing his lips. “You’re gonna have to speak to him.”

			“Where is he?” Beth asked.

			“He’s on a cruise with his wife. He’ll be back in a couple of weeks.”

			“I don’t have a couple of weeks,” Beth told him, narrowing her eyes.

			“Yeah, well I’m not risking my job over it.” Randy turned his attention back to the monitors.

			“How about if I get the cops involved?” Beth threatened. “I do have a legal right to my client’s records.”

			Randy slid his phone toward her. “His name is Buttweasel in my contacts, but you should call him Eric, or maybe just sheriff. Feel free to have him come out; I haven’t seen him since Fourth of July when we had dinner at Grandma’s house.”

			Beth stared at the phone, clenching her hands. She wanted to pull Randy across the counter and scream in his face but didn’t feel like getting arrested by a guy who went by the nickname Buttweasel.

			Lily laid a calming hand on Beth’s shoulder. “Why don’t you head outside? I’ll see what I can do,” she said with a wink. 

			Beth rolled her eyes, then stormed out of the office to wait in the yard.
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			Mike stumbled again, placing his full weight on Zel’s withers. He stood still for a few moments, sucking in deep breaths.

			“How are you feeling?” Zel looked back at Mike over her shoulder.

			“Kinda shitty,” he admitted. Already, he had a strong urge to ask her for more of that recovery potion. “I’ll be fine for a few minutes, and then my body just wants to give out.”

			“That’s your cells going through a refractory period,” Zel explained. “Since your body is regenerating so rapidly, you’ll get hit with brief periods of time where the energy inside you isn’t converting fast enough.” She stuck her hand in one of the many bags she had strapped to her body. “You are burning fat to replace what you have lost, but you don’t really have all that much fat to lose. Eat this.” She put a thick block into his hand.

			“What is this?” Mike asked.

			“Energy bar. I keep a stash of these on hand for emergencies. You should eat half of it now. That should help with the fatigue.”

			Mike inspected the energy bar. It looked like it had been cobbled together from mud and grass. “What is in this?”

			“Only the good stuff. I’ve been in this forest for several years now, and I had to make do. A small bag of these provide enough nutrition to get through a couple weeks of winter, no problem.”

			“You didn’t answer my question.” Mike sniffed the bar. It smelled faintly of oatmeal. He bit into it, expecting to taste honey, oats, maybe even something nutty. Instead, it tasted like the inside of a lawnmower bag.

			“Yeah, it’s an acquired taste. Better than starving to death.” Zel handed him a waterskin. “It’s best to wash it down right away. The aftertaste is kinda gross.”

			“Jeez.” Mike choked down half the bar, then sucked greedily at the waterskin. The flavor quickly left his mouth, and the bar sat like a brick in his gut. “Couple weeks of this stuff?”

			“Only once. The greenhouse is supposed to be like springtime year-round, but there was a weird period a couple years back where a brutal winter blew through.” Zel took the waterskin back, slinging it over her shoulder. “Caught me off guard, and I had to go find shelter deep in the forest. Not a lot of caves built for people of my stature.”

			“Indeed.” Mike stuffed the bar in his pocket, taking another minute to rest against Zel. The weakness soon passed, and he stepped away, his legs protesting. He did a quick stretch, easing the tension in his limbs.

			“Little bit better?” Zel asked.

			“Some.” He gave Zel an affectionate pat on the back, then immediately regretted it. He didn’t know her that well and was grateful when she said nothing. Zel guided him through some of the thicker vegetation, her lower half easily clearing a path for him to follow. Shoving aside a large cluster of vines, he found himself back in the clearing with the Mandragora plant.

			“Watch out for the pods,” Mike warned, giving them a wide berth.

			“Oh, you don’t have to tell me twice,” Zel informed him. “I was dumb enough once to try and harvest the pollen. Pod burst all over me, and I had to run away before the tentacles could grab me. Let’s just say that there’s a tree not too far from here that I can’t even look at anymore without blushing.”

			Mike nodded, gazing warily at the pods. Already, they were beginning to wilt, their purpose finally served. “So what’s going to happen to the Mandragora?”

			“I imagine it will hibernate for a bit. It takes a ton of energy to build a vessel for fertilizing, and now that it’s reproduced, it will probably sleep for some time.” Zel stepped over a clump of vines that had curled around each other, forming a noose. “I think this is what you are looking for?”

			Mike walked to where she stood. The hilt of the dagger reflected the sinking sun’s light, its shadow like a sundial on the smooth stone beneath it. The blade was so sharp that it had easily embedded itself in the stone. Mike wondered how far the blade would have sunk without the metal of the hilt to slow its descent.

			“Are you going to take it?” Zel asked.

			Mike realized that he had been staring at the knife for some time. “Yeah, sorry.” Wrapping his fingers around the hilt, he gave it an experimental tug, expecting some resistance. The blade slid free, its dark edges glinting dangerously in the light. As he held the knife, it occurred to him that he had nowhere safe to put it. Shoving it casually in a pocket would end in disaster at best, and Mike didn’t want to trip and impale himself.

			“Here.” Zel handed him a strip of leather. Mike carefully wrapped the leather around the blade, marveling at how quickly it bit into the tough fabric. She held out a small sack to stuff the dagger into. He pulled the drawstrings tight, cinching the bag shut. He hefted it carefully, satisfied that the knife wouldn’t suddenly slide through the edges.

			“Thanks,” he said, using the strings to tie it through his belt.

			They walked mostly in silence, Mike still stumbling on occasion. Zel’s hooves pounded a steady rhythm into the dirt, luring him into a partial trance. He wondered how mad everyone would be when he got back, hours later than his expected return. It wouldn’t surprise him to see Abella circling overhead at any moment or to spot Cecilia’s glowing form in the shadows.

			Tink would probably bite him for making her worry.

			Worst of all, he was strangely obsessed with what Sofia would say. It was really bugging him that she hadn’t immediately liked him. Then again, Cecilia had been the same way at first. He wondered what he could do to bridge the gap, prove that he was worth getting to know. 

			“Shit,” Mike swore, stopping in his tracks.

			“What’s wrong?” Zel asked.

			“I should have asked Sofia about the grimoire.” Sarah had been obsessed with it, a magical book of great power. It made sense to Mike that such a thing would exist in the Library, and he had forgotten to even mention it. There had been too much on his mind. There was always too much on his mind.

			“Who’s Sofia?” Zel had stopped as well, her attention on him.

			“She’s a cyclops who watches over the Library. You haven’t met her?”

			Zel’s gaze fell to the ground, her left front hoof pawing softly at the hard soil. “Um, no. Not exactly. I guess there’s something I should tell you.”

			Fuck. “What is it?”

			“I’ve never actually been in the house. I only met Emily the one time, about ten years ago.”

			“Wait, you only met her? You didn’t live with her?” Mike appraised the centaur, suddenly aware of how tightly he gripped the bag in his hand. Why wouldn’t she have been allowed to stay in the house? Was she dangerous?

			Zel bit her lower lip. “No. We were only visiting.”

			“Then why are you still here?” Mike asked. “As far as I know, there’s only one way in.”

			“We never left. Well, I never left. My aunt and I came here in the guise of academic pursuits through a magical portal. My aunt stole some magic from our tribe to get us here, and she convinced Emily that we only needed some plants from the greenhouse. Emily was really nice and told us to take what we needed in exchange for telling her more about how we opened the portal. However, our story was a lie.” Zel’s tail twitched, slapping her rump. “We were refugees is the actual truth. My aunt was protecting me from a forced marriage to another chief’s son. I don’t know that you’d understand it even if I explained, but my aunt left me here to keep me safe from him.”

			“Why did your aunt leave?” Mike asked. “Shouldn’t she have stayed to protect you?”

			“Because my aunt knew they would keep looking for her. She went back to where we came from and I’m guessing hid any trace of our journey here. As a result, I’ve been out here for nearly a decade, living in secret.” Zel turned around, looking away from Mike. “It’s been unimaginably lonely. I used the healer arts to survive and further my studies, but it isn’t enough. I was really hoping that—”

			“You could move in?” Mike walked by her side, taking Zel’s hand in his own. He felt a warm sensation spread through him, the exact opposite of when he was in danger. He couldn’t explain why, but this just felt right, somehow. “We might need to figure out a few things, but as long as you don’t cause any problems with the others, why the hell not?”

			“Really? Just like that?” He could see it now, a spark of hope in her dark eyes.

			Mike shrugged. “Seems to me that the house is home to plenty of things that don’t have homes of their own. I’m not certain if there’s a rule or a limit to it. We can check with Naia, but as long as she approves, you don’t have to stay out here in the woods all the time.”

			“Oh, Mike, thank you!” Zel wrapped her arms around him, pulling him in for a tight embrace. Mike’s face was pinned directly between her breasts, and he was suddenly aware of how full and warm they felt.

			“I cah breef.” Mike tapped Zel on the elbow after several heavenly seconds passed.

			“Oh, sorry!” Zel released him.

			Mike took a deep breath, grateful for the influx of oxygen.

			“You have no idea how happy this makes me.”

			“On some level, I think I do.” Mike winked at her and continued up the path, the centaur following close behind. He made it only a few more steps before his legs fell out from beneath him. This time, Zel wasn’t close enough to catch him, and he tumbled, falling off the trail and into a bush. The branches of the bush gave, dumping him onto the soft, wet ground beneath it. Mike tried pushing himself back up, but his fingers passed uselessly through its branches and into the mud beneath.

			“Here, let me help.” Zel grabbed his wrist, pulling him out of the bush. “Ah, shit.”

			“What’s wrong?” Mike asked.

			“You’re covered in Dragon’s Breath.” Zel flicked a bright-red chunk of pollen off Mike’s arm. “We need to get you washed off as soon as possible.”

			“Why? Am I going to catch on fire or something?” Mike shook his head, watching the red dust fall free.

			“No, stop!” The crimson pollen blew across the gap between them, settling on Zel. “Shit!”

			“I’m sorry.” Mike tried to brush the pollen off her bare stomach, streaking it across her skin instead. 

			“Stop!” Zel grabbed his wrists. “Don’t touch it!”

			“Okay, but I…” The thought fled his mind as he was suddenly distracted by the burning sensation that was coursing along his arm. He tried to rub it, but Zel caught his other hand. It occurred to him how strong she was.

			“Don’t touch it, whatever you do.” Zel’s eyes flashed with intensity. “The more you scratch or rub it in, the worse it will burn.”

			“Like poison ivy?”

			“Poison ivy will make you itch. Dragon’s Breath will make you peel off your own skin to make the burning stop.” Looking around, Zel shook her head. “We both need to clean this off as soon as possible. There’s a place nearby, but on foot it will take us too long to get there. Climb on my back.”

			“Wait, what?”

			Zel rolled her eyes. “It isn’t like anybody will see us do it, if that’s what you’re worried about. I don’t feel like peeling off my own skin today, so I’m going with or without you. I can run way faster than you can.”

			“Um, yeah, okay.” He had never been on a horse before, and he didn’t know the protocol for mounting a centaur, but Zel knelt and impatiently yanked him onto her back. Once he was situated, she grabbed his wrists and wrapped them around her waist.

			“Do not start scratching,” she warned. As she clutched tightly to Mike’s arm, her whole body surged forward.

			Mike held on for dear life, listening to her hooves pound the dirt of the trail beneath them, doing his best to ignore the burning sensation that was creeping its way along his arms.
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			Beth stood outside of the office at New Castle, tapping her foot impatiently. She was already going through the options in her mind, ways she could ruin that bastard Randy’s day, how she could force the owners of the storage facility to disclose sales. She highly doubted that the information was lost, and the idea of returning to the office with the news that she couldn’t even access the site really pissed her off. Even with an incompetent lawyer on their side, the storage company could easily impede progress for weeks.

			Movement in the window, and Lily walked out with a large grin on her face and a few sheets of paper.

			“As commanded,” she said, handing over the forms. “Auction report is fairly useless; the buyer paid cash. I did, however, get a copy of the original inventory and the key to get in. We can see what’s missing if you don’t mind a little legwork.”

			“How did you get this?” Beth asked. “He seemed adamant that he wasn’t going to give us anything.”

			Lily winked. “I have my ways. Turns out he went to school with my cousin, had a big crush on her. I promised I would bring him up at the next family reunion. C’mon, let’s go.” Her hips swaying, she walked away, her eyes on a small map in her hands. 

			Beth looked back at the office. “Doesn’t he have to come with us?”

			“He’s Facebook stalking my cousin now. Confirming that she’s still single.” 

			Following Lily, Beth looked back. The guy was slumped forward at his desk, his nose practically on the screen. “Must be pretty desperate,” Beth said.

			“Can confirm. Our unit is toward the middle.” The inside of New Castle Storage was a small maze of metal storage units, but they ended up at a small building with glass doors. Stepping inside, Beth could feel the temperature immediately drop. The thermostat by the door stated that it was seventy-two degrees with a humidity of 0 percent.

			“I feel like this building alone is worth more than the castle.” Lily ran her fingers along the stark-white concrete walls. The marble floor looked like it had been recently polished, the reflected light of the skylights scattering an eerie glow across the floor. 

			“Probably is.” Beth checked the room number they wanted. “The castle was built in the seventies. Up until 2004, this place was where the Renaissance festival used to set up shop. Whole thing fell apart when the guy who owned the land murdered his wife, and a land dispute started between his heirs that lasted a few years. The festival took their business elsewhere, and this parcel got picked up pretty cheap. I just didn’t know it had become the world’s weirdest storage facility.” Turning a corner down the long hall, Beth saw the large door at the end. There were no other rooms in sight. “My parents used to take me when I was little. Had my first drumstick just inside the main entrance. I had forgotten all about this place, actually.”

			“I find the Renaissance to be far too romanticized for my taste.” Lily stopped at the door, handing the key to Beth. “It’s like looking at a piece of shit five hundred years later and calling it a candy bar.”

			“Don’t think I’ve ever heard those words in that order before,” Beth said, then crouched to slide the key into a padlock.

			“I was a history major for a bit. I can assure you it wasn’t all tits and turkey legs.” Lily crossed her arms. “Not my favorite time period.”

			“Clearly. Why is that?” Beth asked, then removed the lock, grabbed the sliding lever, and pulled. It let out a pathetic squeal, then shifted over.

			“Other than the smell? My last relationship. The guy I was with was obsessed with the Dark Ages, thought of it as a golden age for gaining power and ruling the masses with an iron fist.”

			“Sounds like a real winner.” Beth lifted the cold metal door. The space inside was nowhere near as disorganized as she expected it to be. A large pallet in the middle of the room lifted the belongings off the floor.

			“Looks like this will be easier than originally thought,” Lily said, stepping into the room. Boxes were stacked nicely in rows, allowing the two of them to walk between them with little trouble.

			“This could take us hours to inventory. You realize that, right?”

			“Maybe not,” Lily replied, pointing to a nearby box. Beth saw that a sheet of paper had been carefully taped to the top. It was a list of the box’s contents.

			“Emily was very organized,” Beth said, grateful to see the familiar scrawl on the paper. “For now, we can assume that the boxes haven’t been opened, so it’s just a matter of going through the original list and checking stuff off.”

			“Let’s get started, then.” Lily pulled her hair back into a ponytail. “I’ll read off items if you’ll cross them off the list.”

			Beth nodded, hiding her smile. Lily was quickly proving to be the best intern ever.
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			Mike held on to Zel’s waist as she raced ahead, the cliffs appearing through a gap in the trees. A series of waterfalls cascaded down the mushroom-shaped rocks, pooling into a large basin at the bottom. Sliding to a halt, Zel practically ripped Mike off her back, her arms shaking.

			“Get in and wash it off,” she commanded, stripping off her green tunic. Mike didn’t bother arguing—he was already half naked, the urge to scratch driving him out of his mind. Zel had held his hands in place the entire ride, which had proven necessary because all he wanted to do was make the burning stop. The Dragon’s Breath had worked its way inside of his clothes and onto his chest. After shaking off his outer garments, he threw himself into the pool of water.

			Relief was immediate. The Dragon’s Breath reacted violently with the water, jumping free of his skin and skidding across the top, steam hissing in every direction. Mike held his breath and dove below, working his fingers through his hair. He could hear the hiss of the pollen over the constant pounding of the waterfall, a sound similar to meat in a skillet.

			The surface of the water exploded, a large shape plunging into the depths. Mike surfaced, marveling at the colossal ripples bouncing off the shore. Seconds later, Zel emerged, her hair plastered against her head.

			“The Dragon’s Breath comes off pretty quickly,” Mike said, watching tiny wisps of steam rise off the surface of the water. 

			“Not quite.” Zel lifted her arm to reveal a few red streaks. “The top layer comes off pretty quickly, but the bottom layer sticks.” She held up a small cloth. “You need to make sure you scrub it off.”

			“Yeah, I can—” Suddenly, Mike’s head sank below the water, his limbs going weak beneath him. The pool was only eight feet deep, but he no longer had strength in his body. He desperately held on to what little breath he had left, hoping that Zel would realize what had happened. Opening his eyes, he saw her awkward approach, her feet just out of reach of the bottom. She was able to shove him into shallower water, pulling his head above the surface. Mike sucked in air, suddenly aware that his face was once again pinned between her breasts.

			“You just can’t help it, can you?” Zel moved closer to the shore, easily holding him up.

			“Apparently not.” Mike sighed. “Thanks for saving me.”

			“I think letting you drown would make a terrible impression on my new roommates.” Zel helped Mike stand. He held on to her arms, since his legs were still wobbling.

			“You could say that.” Mike stepped away from Zel, suddenly very aware of her. Her nipples were hard, standing at attention like tiny soldiers. Her hair was plastered against her face and neck, trailing down between her breasts. The water obscured her nonhuman half, making her appear more human than ever before.

			“Here.” Zel handed him the rag. “Will you make sure I got it all off?”

			“Um, yeah.” He swallowed hard when she raised her arms, causing her breasts to lift. He scrubbed her skin, the red stains fizzing away while he worked them. Zel’s skin turned pink in places, the coarse rag rubbing away the top layer of skin. “How come it doesn’t burn and itch when I’m in the water?” he asked.

			“The idea behind Dragon’s Breath is that even when you think you’ve gotten it off, it burrows beneath your skin. Water mitigates the itching effect, but when you dry off, you end up scratching your skin, driving it deeper and deeper until you run out.” Zel turned in the water, revealing her horse rump. “It shouldn’t still be in my fur, but could you check?”

			“Uh…” Mike ran his fingers along the powerful muscles of her backside. “Is it okay that I’m touching you like this?”

			“Why wouldn’t it be?” Zel asked, but Mike noticed that she wouldn’t look at him. He inspected her backside, noticing a tiny red spot about a foot behind her waist, where he had ridden her. He scrubbed the powder off, watching it dissolve in the water. She lifted her hair, and he spotted some on her back. He scrubbed that off too.

			“Okay, now your turn.” Zel took the rag from him and went to work. Unfortunately, Mike weighed far less than she did, and he bobbed back and forth in the water. Zel held on to him with one hand while scrubbing with the other, her wet breasts pushing against him. They moved into shallower water as she progressed, gradually exposing his stomach and waist. She found somewhere deep to stand, her breasts bobbing in the water like oversize apples, her nipples periodically breaking the surface to say hello as she washed the remaining dust off him.

			Mike didn’t know what to say when his erection surfaced. For a couple of minutes, Zel didn’t even seem to notice. However, she moved in close to scrape the rest of a scarlet streak off his hip, and her left breast bounced off the head of his cock.

			“Hmm?” Zel backed up to see what had touched her. It seemed to take several seconds for it to sink in, her cheeks slowly growing pink in the process. She stood, her arms out to her sides, frozen in place.

			“Yeah, sorry about that.” Mike gave his dick a little push to hide it below the surface. It popped back up, splashing drops of water across Zel’s chest.

			“I’ve never seen a human penis before,” Zel said, her voice close to a whisper.

			“Oh. Well, this is what it looks like.”

			“It’s a lot smaller than a centaur’s penis.”

			“You don’t say.” Mike crouched in the water, his cheeks burning.

			“Wait. Can I see it?” Zel’s cheeks were still pink, but he could see the spark of curiosity in her eyes. 

			“Well, I guess so.” Mike stood again, his cock displaying itself proudly.

			“I’m surprised you can even get it up after the Mandragora.” Zel wrapped her fingers around the head of his shaft, her thumb teasing the slit on accident. “Oh, and it feels so warm!”

			“Yeah, well, I sort of swapped soul pieces with a nymph. It’s kind of like a lame superpower. You know, able to get an erection whenever.”

			“Interesting.” She gave his cock a squeeze. “Am I the reason it’s like this?”

			Mike stared at her in disbelief. “Uh, yeah! You have an amazing body!”

			“You mean my upper half.” Zel sounded disappointed but continued gently squeezing his penis. She gave his shaft a few good strokes and was rewarded with a small dollop of precum at the tip.

			“Well, that’s all I can see right now. Not that I find your lower half gross or anything. It’s just that you look so pretty all wet and everything.” Mike wanted to roll his eyes at himself, at how stupid he sounded. He was getting flustered.

			“Really?” Her eyes locked on his. “You think my human half is pretty?”

			“I do.”

			Zel tossed the rag onto a rock by the shore, where it landed with a loud smacking sound. Using her free hand, she squeezed her breast, rolling the tip of her nipple between her thumb and forefinger. “Do you like it when I do this?”

			“Yeah.” Mike felt his IQ drop by another ten points.

			“What about this?” She let go of his dick, pressing her breasts together for him. They jiggled quite nicely in her hands, swaying back and forth like pendulums. He couldn’t help but stare as she played with them, couldn’t help but stroke himself in time to the beat of her breasts. He sighed, running one hand over his balls.

			“Mm-hmm.” Mike nodded, his eyes finding hers again.

			“I wonder.” Zel moved closer to him, lowering her torso to the water’s edge. “May I?” she asked, taking his dick in her hands.

			“All yours,” he said, letting her take the lead. She gave his dick a few gentle tugs, running both hands down to his scrotum, exploring the way his skin stretched and unfolded. Her touch was largely clinical at first, Zel commanding him to rise up out of the water so that she could see it better. He wondered what she was thinking when she pressed her breasts against him, using her hands to push them together. They fit perfectly around his cock, a large, fleshy vagina that she began moving up and down his shaft.

			“That feels nice,” he told her.

			“I bet we can make it feel even better,” she said, releasing him. “Go sit on that rock.”

			Mike looked at where she was pointing. He climbed out of the water and sat on a rock that was just beneath the water’s surface. Zel approached the shore where she had left her saddlebags before pulling a small vial out of one of the pouches.

			“What’s in there?” Mike asked.

			Zel winked at him, dribbling the fluid across her chest and pressing her breasts together to distribute it evenly.

			“My love life for the last ten years,” she told him, licking the fluid off her fingers. “It’s a plant-based lubricant. Easily washes off with water but stays slippery otherwise.”

			“You carry lube on you?”

			“Ever since the incident with that tree,” she said, then pushed her breasts against him. His cock slid between her boobs and was suddenly assaulted by a warm, tingly sensation. “I carry a small vial, just in case.”

			“Oh!”

			Zel was working her breasts up and down now, the sensation of her skin pressed against his cock from both sides amplified by the lubricant. He stared at her in wonder, watching his dick expand just a little bit more beneath her ministrations. “That feels really good!”

			“I’m glad. It is my first time doing this.” She pushed her torso down, and Mike’s cock came up to her nose.

			“There’s a way to do it even better,” Mike said.

			“Tell me.” Zel was staring at his cock now, apparently entranced at the sight of his glans disappearing and reappearing between her breasts.

			“Use your mouth too.”

			“That makes sense.” Opening her mouth, she pushed down on him, the head of his shaft passing gently between her lips. “’Ike dis?”

			“That’s a great start,” Mike told her, grabbing the sides of her breasts. She bounced up and down, the head of his dick moving along the top of her tongue. Her inexperience showed, but Mike found it an incredible turn-on, his balls tightening up and then relaxing.

			Zel bobbed her head up and down even faster, evidently struggling to take him much deeper than just the head of his cock. Her hands were slippery with lube now, and she released her breasts and used her hands on the base of his shaft, twisting them gently as she stroked him, starting at the top and moving down. One hand gripped him tightly, causing a small surge inside his body, and the other hand moved even farther down.

			“What are you doing?” Mike asked as Zel’s fingers teased the skin behind his scrotum. She popped her mouth free, the sudden coolness of the air around him sending chills up his spine.

			“I may have never done this before, but I do know a few things about the male anatomy,” she explained, her slippery fingers now circling his anus.

			Mike shuddered at how good it felt, marveling at the warm sensations that were now coming from behind his pelvis.

			“Lie down. Put your legs up.”

			“Holy shit,” he whispered, Zel taking him back into her mouth. As she pumped him gently with her left hand, her right hand slid beneath his ass, one finger putting gentle pressure on his asshole.

			“Mmm,” Zel moaned, sending vibrations down his shaft. Mike shifted his hips, pushing up into her lips. Beneath him, she slightly bent her finger, allowing him to ease himself down onto it. The tingling sensation in his anus sent warmth through his entire body, and Zel continued pumping him, letting him take the lead. The sun was creeping dangerously low to the edge of the cliff, dusk quickly approaching, but Mike figured the others would be pissed whether he showed up now or in an hour.

			“You’re doing so good,” Zel told him, licking the head of his cock. “I can’t wait to taste your cum.”

			“Really?” Mike asked, trying hard not to tense up. Zel’s finger was now fully inside of him, and she found his prostate, rubbing it gently.

			“Oh yeah. I’ve always wondered what a man’s cum would look like, what it would feel like.” She stroked him faster now, occasionally pressing her breasts against him, then sucking him into her mouth. “I’ve never been so close to a human before, and I want to know everything about you.”

			“Why?” Mike asked, but Zel didn’t answer. She was staring hungrily at his cock, licking her lips before sucking him back into her mouth again, her right hand moving slowly, massaging his prostate in such a way that he felt like a fire had been stoked in his belly. His cock contracted several times like he was going to come, but her gentle presses pulled him back from the brink.

			“I bet it tastes like sweat, and wood, and iron…,” Zel mumbled to herself. The water behind her was churning, and Mike tilted his head to see what she was doing. There was a large boulder beneath the water at just the right height for her to rub her crotch on, her tail making lazy sweeps in the water.

			“Zel,” he whispered, the fire growing inside him. Zel’s face was now bright red, her eyes closed tight while she bobbed up and down on his cock. Smiling, Mike put his hand over hers, and she opened her eyes in surprise when he showed her how to stroke his dick properly. Immediately, he felt the pressure building, each time only to be chased off by her finger in his ass.

			“How are you so good at this?” Mike asked.

			“A good healer knows…how…to…” Zel’s eyes squeezed shut, and the water behind her exploded, her lower half kicking wildly. She let out a throaty moan, putting her mouth over his dick, and Mike felt a sudden expansion from beneath as Zel worked a second finger just inside his ass.

			“Oh fuuuuuuuck!” Mike came, and Zel’s cheeks bulged with semen. She pulled her mouth away and jacked him off onto her tits, pushing gently upward with her fingers in his ass. Thick, creamy ropes of white covered her chest, and she let out a moan of delight, probably in seeing how much he had produced. Mike fell back on the rock, and Zel slowly slid her fingers out of him.

			“That was really good,” Mike told her, his body going limp again. At least he wasn’t going to drown this time.

			Zel climbed free of the water.

			“What are you doing?”

			Zel withdrew an empty glass vial from one of her bags. Sticking it to her lips, she filled the vessel with Mike’s cum. She did this with two more vessels before sticking her tongue out at him to reveal that her mouth was empty.

			“I swallowed quite a bit of it,” she told him, grabbing another vial. She carefully collected what he had sprayed across her chest.

			“Seriously, what are you doing?” Mike asked again.

			“Everything in nature has special properties, no matter how small. In a way, your life force is in your semen.”

			“I’m familiar with this,” Mike said. Abella had told him something similar after they first met.

			“Your life force is also tied to a nymph. I want to analyze what you produced, see how I can use it in my potions.” Zel froze in place, suddenly aware of what she had said. “Oh, Mike, I’m sorry. Only with your permission. Say the word, and I will dump all these out. I’ve been so alone out here I forget what it’s like to be around others.”

			Mike laughed. “You know what? It’s fine, as long as it never gets used against me or anything like that.” Breathing heavily, Mike stared at the sky. It didn’t bother him at all.
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			Despite the cool climate of the storage unit, Beth was hot enough that her deodorant was starting to fail. Her best guess was that a combination of stress and caffeine had overwhelmed her nervous system, and she was currently standing directly beneath an air vent in the hope of avoiding unsightly pit stains.

			“Okay, so what’s the damage?” Lily asked, setting the last box back in place. Between the two of them, it had been nearly two hours of Lily lifting boxes aside to read their contents while Beth crossed them off. Currently, Beth was trusting that the boxes hadn’t been opened, mainly due to the fact that they had been sealed up extra tight with duct tape that had strange letters written across portions of it. She thought they were initials at first, but closer inspection made her think of Hebrew, or something similar.

			“It’s so weird,” Beth said. “When I look at the stuff that’s missing, it’s nothing interesting. None of these boxes contains anything of actual value. Just random knickknacks. If anything, it looks like we are only missing maybe two boxes of items. Unless these things are antiques or something, I can’t imagine the financial loss is that great.” Beth turned over the paper. “Well, unless you count the missing grandfather clock.”

			“Missing clock?” Lily undid her ponytail, her dark hair flowing freely across her shoulders.

			“Yeah. An old grandfather clock. I don’t see it. However…” Beth stood on the corner of the pallet. “I imagine it was right here. You can see the gap where they didn’t stack anything.”

			“That’s weird. From everything I saw, there was no mention of selling a clock. Just those boxes.”

			“Well, that’s something for their lawyers to figure out. After all, clocks don’t just get up and walk away.” Beth stuck the papers in her briefcase, which was open on a stack of boxes. She closed it, sliding the locks into place. “This could have been way more work for me. Thanks for all your help.”

			“Thanks for letting me tag along.” They walked out of the storage unit together, and Beth pulled down the door and then locked it. “I don’t know about you, but I am famished. Lunch isn’t holding me over like I thought it would.”

			“I doubt there’s anywhere nearby we’d even want to eat, especially if it’s run by someone else in Randy’s family,” Lily said, her shoes clicking on the hard floor. They walked back into the sunlight, squinting at the sudden brightness. 

			“That’s probably true.” Walking past the office, Beth saw that Randy was fast asleep at his desk. “Such a hard worker,” she observed sarcastically.

			“Hope he’s having good dreams,” Lily said with a smirk.

			They got into Beth’s car, and Beth pulled out of the dirt lot and back onto the main road. They drove largely in silence, occasional small talk breaking up the trip. Beth pulled into the drive-thru of a local burger joint and requested extra fry sauce for Lily. The miles were swallowed up behind them until they found themselves back in the city. Beth dropped Lily off at the parking garage, noticing that the town car was gone. 

			“See you tomorrow?” Beth asked.

			Lily winked, stepping out of the car and walking across the lot. Beth watched her disappear behind a concrete pillar, marveling at how helpful her new intern had already proven to be.
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			Navigating the cliff path took some effort, but Mike and Zel finally arrived at the door to the greenhouse. Standing before the giant wall of glass, Zel glanced up into the sky, her eyes round in wonder.

			“I never thought about how it would feel to leave this place,” Zel said, lowering her gaze to the door. “I debated trying to sneak out a few times, but the human world is cruel to my kind, and I had nowhere else to go.”

			“Why didn’t you bust out and speak to Emily?” Mike asked. “I’m sure she would have let you stay.”

			“Maybe,” Zel admitted. “My aunt warned me that if I did, I’d be losing my one shot at survival. If Emily said no, I was out on my own with nobody to help me. Emily wasn’t exactly known for her kindness to strangers, especially among my tribe.”

			“What did they say about her?” Mike asked.

			“Recluse. Homebody. Murderer.” Zel shrugged. “She seemed okay when we met her but very guarded. Didn’t let us anywhere near the house.”

			Mike moved to stand in front of Zel. “So here’s the deal. Be honest with everybody when you meet them. Tell them why you want to move in with us.”

			“I’m lonely. I have nobody else. I want to fit in.” Zel’s eyes shimmered with tears. “You don’t think they’ll tell me no, do you?”

			“I don’t think it’ll be a problem. We do have to talk to Naia first.” Mike appraised the centaur, listening literally to his gut. Naia had imbued him with a danger sense that often came far too late, one that he felt in his stomach as an icy spear of pain. For now, his stomach was silent.

			Zel took a deep breath, running her hands across her stomach. “I’m sorry, I’m just a little worried. I don’t know what I’ll do if you make me go back.”

			“I think you’re good to stay. Like I said, I want to run it by Naia first, simply because she knows the house better than I do.” Mike opened the door. “And if that doesn’t work, you’re always welcome to stay in the greenhouse and come visit. It isn’t like you haven’t already lived here for a decade. Maybe we can redo the garage, make it a living space for you.”

			Nodding, Zel stepped through the portal onto the darkened lawn of the house. Mike followed, closing the greenhouse door.

			“Hello?” he called, expecting someone to be waiting for him. Strangely, the house was silent. “I was supposed to be back hours ago,” he explained, walking across the lawn. Zel walked next to him in silence, her eyes fixed on the house like it would reach out and snap her up.

			“Tink? Abella?” Coming around the corner into the garden, he saw Naia lying in the fountain, blue and green strands of hair spread across the surface of the water like seaweed.

			“There you are!” Naia sat up, the water of the fountain parting to let Mike in without getting his feet wet. Naia pulled him in for a tight embrace. “You were supposed to come back forever ago!”

			“Sorry about that. I ran into some trouble.” Mike stepped aside, gesturing at the centaur. “Naia, this is Zel. I found her living in the woods of the greenhouse. She asked if she could move in, and I said I would have to check with you.”

			“It’s your call, lover, but we have some more important problems to deal with. You need to go see Cecilia right away!” Naia performed a curtsy for Zel. “It’s very nice to meet you, and we’ll have time for proper introductions later, but he needs to go deal with this right now.”

			Puzzled, Mike waved farewell to Zel and went in the back door. “Tink? I’m home!” Surprised when the goblin didn’t appear, he walked through the front door and stopped on the porch.

			“It’s about time,” Cecilia scolded, appearing next to him. The air was immediately chilled, but that wasn’t what Mike noticed. Standing in the middle of his yard was a black woman in a bright-white suit.

			“What the hell?” Mike started to move toward her, but Cecilia placed a hand on his chest.

			“She’s been standing out here all day,” Cecilia said. “She’s one of them.”

			“Mr. Radley.” The woman’s voice was deep and soulful. “Such a pleasure to meet you. My name is Kali. I am a member of the society, and I have come to you with a very limited-time offer.”

			“Zero fucks given, lady. This is private property, and I insist—” Mike pushed past Cecilia, and his foot was almost on the ground beneath his porch when dozens of snakes broke through the soil, fangs bared at him. He backpedaled onto the porch, staring at the writhing bodies in his front yard. His hand went to the bag on his belt. “Sweet fucking Jesus!”

			“The geas of this home is quite strong, the strongest I have ever encountered,” Kali informed him, waving her hands slowly through the air. Shadows trailed behind her fingertips, then fell to the ground and squirmed away from her. “I will learn much by finding a way to break it. Unless, of course, you would like to discuss terms?”

			“You need to find Tink,” Cecilia said, helping him to stand. “She knows how to activate the defenses. Emily showed her how.”

			“The house has defenses?” Looking out at the woman on his lawn, he shivered. She was chanting quietly in a language he didn’t understand, more shadows dripping from her fingers to encircle the house. “And where is Tink? Or Abella?” Mike imagined the gargoyle could crush Kali easily beneath her weight.

			Cecilia fixed him with a scowl. “Sofia gave you a fool’s errand. Once you left, she convinced Tink and Abella to help her in the Labyrinth while you were gone in order to keep you safe. They left shortly after you did. I wanted to come after you, but this bitch showed up.”

			“They what?!” Mike cast a glance in Kali’s direction. The shadows and snakes were gone, but the woman’s sinister smile remained, sending a chill up his spine.

			“The offer is only good until I find a way in,” Kali informed him. “Make no mistake. I will tear your entire world apart when I do.” Raising her fist, she pantomimed knocking on a door. Mike watched in astonishment as green light rippled away from her, traveling along a giant invisible sphere that surrounded the home.

			Mike contemplated the woman on his front lawn for several moments. Without the others, how could he hope to protect the house? To protect them? Storming back inside, he did his best not to slam the door behind him.

			“What should we do?” Cecilia asked, passing through the front wall, lines of worry on her face.

			Mike ignored her, stamping his way up the stairs. He walked into the room at the end of the hall, the room with the closet that opened to another world. He could see the scuff marks in the wood from Abella’s careful footsteps. The door of the closet was still open. Reaching into the bag, he grabbed the knife tightly as he rounded the corner and promptly smashed his face against the back of the closet wall.

			“Blef!” Mike’s nose gushed blood all over his shirt. He had expected the portal to still be open. Stumbling back out of the room, he ran past Cecilia at the bottom of the stairs and into the kitchen. The maps had all been taken, and there were no instructions left behind for how to open the portal.

			“Fuck!” Mike screamed at the table, spraying blood everywhere. Cecilia was where he had left her in the front room, waiting patiently for him. He beckoned her to follow, stepping onto the back patio. Zel and Naia were deep in conversation.

			“It’s bad,” Naia said, reading the look on his face.

			“Yeah, it is.” Mike approached the fountain, pinching his nostrils shut with one hand. Zel stepped forward and applied a powder to his skin that stung like a face full of bees, but it stopped the bleeding.

			“What do we do?” Naia asked.

			Zel, who had no idea what was going on, stood quietly to the side.

			“If they aren’t back by morning, then something must have happened. They were going down there to fight a fucking Minotaur, and that shouldn’t have taken them all afternoon. What was Sofia thinking?” Mike looked at the bedroom window of the second floor. “What were any of them thinking?”

			“They were thinking of protecting you,” Naia told him, summoning a sphere of water to clean his face. “But that’s not what is important. If they aren’t back by morning, what then?”

			“Then I go after them,” Mike said, a dark look crossing his face.

			“But you don’t know how to open the portal,” Naia told him.

			“You’re right, I don’t.” Mike pinched the bridge of his nose, rubbing gently up and down. “But I might know someone who does.”
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			Beth tossed her briefcase on the counter and paused in her kitchen long enough to grab a glass of wine. After stripping out of her clothes, she greedily swallowed the contents of her glass, smiling at the soccer field outside of her apartment. Tonight, a swarm of red and black moved back and forth on the field, the enthusiastic crowd somehow cheering her up. She and Lily had figured out what was missing, and now the next step would be to visit with Mike. She used her phone to send an email, asking when would be a good time to stop by.

			After sliding into a pair of panties and a nightgown, she brushed her teeth, hoping to rid her mouth of the taste of wine. The cheap stuff was good but had a bitter aftertaste. Feeling like her luck was improving, she wandered over to her closet and pulled out a black briefcase that had been hidden toward the back.

			Her phone dinged. She walked to her nightstand to see that Mike had replied.

			Tomorrow would be fine, he wrote. Early morning works best for me.

			“Some other time, then,” Beth said, pushing the briefcase with some regret to the back of her closet. She didn’t want to be up late and knew that if she started playing with her toys, it would be at least an hour before she fell asleep after she was done. She closed the closet door and saw movement in the nearby mirror.

			It was Sebastien. He sat on the end of her bed, bracing his weight on his cane. 

			“I’m afraid you’re about to become a victim of circumstance,” he told her.

			Beth spun to face him, a scream building in her throat. He stood, placed the tip of his cane in the middle of her chest, and pushed. She fell backward into the mirror, expecting her world to become bathed in broken glass. Instead, the mirror cushioned her impact, the softened surface gripping her like thick glue.

			“What is happening?” she asked, her body slowly sinking into the mirror. She fought to break free, but that only sped up the process.

			“You’re about to become my ticket into the Radley home,” Sebastien said. His face twisted into a sneer, and he used his cane to push her again. Her stomach flopped, the gravity of the room shifting. Even though she was standing, she felt like she was on her back, and she reached out with her one free hand to grab something, anything. Behind Sebastien, a lump was forming beneath the covers of her bed, an unseen figure slowly sitting up. 

			“I’m afraid that I can’t have anyone finding your body,” he told her.

			“I don’t understand.” The silvery liquid clung to her skin, working its way up over her face. The figure on the bed sat upright, the blankets sliding away to reveal a mass of blank flesh. Its skin rippled like water, and Beth watched in horror as the thing on her bed opened its taffy mouth to take a deep breath. Breasts formed on its chest, and hair grew down to its shoulders. It stood, slender legs forming beneath it. It stuck out one hip, its horrible face settling into a shape that was instantly familiar. 

			The scream in Beth’s throat froze when she saw that the thing had become her.

			“I don’t care to explain it. Through the looking glass with you.” With one final shove, Sebastien pushed her the rest of the way through. The world around her popped, and she was falling down a large, rocky shaft, the mirror above fading into the distance as she tumbled down the rabbit hole. Throwing out her arms, she was able to stabilize herself, and her descent slowed. Somewhere far beneath was a soft red light, and her destination came closer. The walls of the tunnel widened around her, its surface lit by the glow from beneath.

			“This has to be a dream,” she said, unable to convince herself. But the warm rush of air across her legs and face was far too real. Perhaps she had fallen into a drunken slumber and this was a fever dream? The stress of her week must have finally gotten to her, and seeing that creepy lawyer had been her brain tossing one final detail into this bizarre fantasy.

			She had plenty of time to contemplate these things as she fell.
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			MAN IN THE MIRROR 

			Beth’s fall slowed dramatically before impact, and she was easily able to rotate her body to land softly on her feet. Looking up, all she could see were the clouds she had passed through on the way down. There were now several red marks on her left arm, each one from a nasty pinch that she’d given herself to try to wake up from this strangest of dreams. Now that she was on the ground, she saw that she stood in a beautiful garden with a large marble gazebo in the middle.

			“How peculiar,” she said, expecting her voice to echo, or come out low, or do anything that would make her realize that she was, in fact, lying in her bed. Her sanity had already taken too many hits recently, and she felt like she was one crack away from using a crayon to write legal briefs for dead celebrities. Turning in place, she realized that the garden itself was a giant floating island. After walking to the edge, she frowned at the large amount of sky underneath. Whatever ground existed was somewhere below the distant mists. Squinting, she thought she saw the ripple of waves through the gaps in the fog.

			Smoothing out her nightgown, she turned to the garden.

			“Okay, dream logic. Clearly the gazebo is meant to be my destination. Probably reminiscent of my latent sexual frustrations or my father’s inability to express his love.” Beth turned toward one of the nearby hedges. A small statue of a bird with a top hat turned its head to face her. “What do you think, Mr. Bird?”

			“Nevermore?” The statue shrugged its wings.

			Beth saluted the bird statue, which returned the gesture in kind. Beth wandered through the shorter hedges, stopping to smell the crimson flowers that sprouted above their clipped tops. They smelled of lavender and sulfur, the scent burning Beth’s nostrils. Other small statues of animals in top hats greeted her, removing hats or waving pleasantly when she walked past, her nightgown catching on some of the thicker branches.

			The hedges had no discernible logic, but Beth was content to drift between them. After all, she would probably wake up the moment she reached the center, no matter when that happened. She greeted more of the statues, which had become larger and more intricate. An elephant used its trunk to tip its hat to her before resuming its gentle spray of water on the foliage.

			Beneath the gazebo, a picnic-style lunch had been spread out on a red blanket. Wines, cheeses, and a tray of meats awaited her. Soft red cushions surrounded the picnic, and Beth sat down on one of them. After grabbing a bottle of wine, she poured herself a drink.

			“I see that someone has joined me.” His voice was thick with an accent that reminded her of every Russian character she had ever seen in a movie. Taking the cushion opposite her, he lifted the tails of his jacket before sitting. He wore a bright-white button-down with a purple coat and a matching top hat. His skin was a dusky purple with hints of red in the shadows of his eye sockets, and when he removed his hat, a tangle of black-and-red hair spilled around his shoulders. Two large horns protruded from the upper part of his forehead, and his toothy grin was full of daggers. His bright-yellow eyes glowed in the shadows of the gazebo. “I am always in the mood for some good company.”

			“Ah, shit.” It all made sense now. Between the demon and the ominous sky, she was clearly in hell. Determined to play along with the dream, she set her cheese back down on the blanket. “That’s just fucking great. Now I can’t eat any of this.”

			“Why not? I assure you that the food here is very good.” To demonstrate, he popped a piece of cheese in his mouth. “Delicious.”

			“Oh, I’m sure it’s delicious but not immortal-soul delicious.” Beth crossed her arms. “I’m guessing that if I eat the food, I get stuck here. Simple as that.”

			Her host never broke stride, his smile fixed. “Come now, why would I want to trap you here?”

			“Duh.” Beth held up a finger on each hand and stuck them to her forehead. “Demon. Maybe you’re bored or you have a quota to meet.”

			The demon laughed. “You really must try this food. I picked it out just for you.”

			“Well, maybe just a bite.” Beth lifted the glass in a mock salute and paused. Logic dictated that this was a dream, but it all felt so very real. A lucid dream, perhaps? A breeze tousled her hair, and she shivered. She had been playing along, but now she wondered if she should play it safe. “After all, it isn’t every day that a demon makes you a meal. What’s the occasion?”

			“Oh, I wish I could tell you,” the demon replied. “Frankly, I am a little surprised to see you down here. Generally I am informed of my guests prior to meeting them. Your arrival was a bit of a shock.”

			“I see. Yet you have quite the spread.” Beth spilled a bit of wine on the back of her hand and wiped it off on her gown. The stain blossomed throughout the fabric, and she did a quick mental count of her fingers. She had read somewhere that a finger count was a good test of a dream. With all five fingers accounted for (and no extras), the situation had failed the dream test yet again. “Doesn’t strike me as uninvited company.”

			“It does take you roughly half an hour to fall through the portal,” the demon said. “That gives me some leeway.”

			“So why a garden?” Beth asked. “This place seems like it was ripped straight from Victorian England or something. Hello, the 1800s called; they want their garden back.” The longer she was here, the more rooted in reality she felt. If she really had fallen through her mirror into a demon’s garden, then she needed to find a way out.

			She lifted the wine glass to her lips and paused when the demon grinned in response. 

			Fuck. Dream or reality, it was time to play it safe.

			“Oh, it was. I was trapped here some time ago by a very powerful man, but I managed to bring some real estate with me.” The demon leaned forward, suddenly vanishing and appearing at Beth’s side. He placed a hand on her wrist and pushed the glass away from her mouth. “I’m afraid I avoided your question earlier. You definitely don’t want to drink that. Otherwise, your soul becomes trapped here.”

			“I wondered.” Beth set down the glass. “Does this have to do with the man who sent me here?”

			“That would be Master Sebastien. I’m afraid that per the terms of my imprisonment, I often must do things I do not particularly find pleasant, such as trapping humans in this place.”

			“And eating would trap me here?”

			The demon nodded. “It would.”

			“I don’t see anybody else here,” Beth noted.

			“Oh, that’s because most people don’t last very long here.” The demon frowned and took Beth’s glass from her hands. He sipped at the wine, his thick lips spread thin on the crystal glass.

			“You kill them.”

			The demon nodded. “Usually. Or I wait until they throw themselves off the island. Whatever I find more entertaining.”

			“But why not me?” Beth asked. “Isn’t it your job?”

			“Not technically. The exact language involving my imprisonment here dictates that I must answer my master or his associates any three questions once every lunar cycle. Naturally, I try and get out of it if I can. I only have to answer yes or no. However, Sebastien has been gracious enough to provide me visitors on occasion, and I keep them alive as long as they interest me.”

			“So you can answer three questions? Any three questions?”

			“Well, I can answer any question, actually, without limitation. I could give the society all the details they want, but someone forgot to put that in the language of the spell that bound me here.”

			“So I could ask any question and you could answer it?”

			“Only if it pleases me.” The demon grinned. “Go ahead. Try.”

			“Who was my first kiss?” Beth asked.

			“Human or nonhuman? Family, nonfamily?”

			“Are you stalling?” Beth leaned back on her cushion, her breasts pushing up against the fabric of her nightgown. She saw the demon’s eyes flick down at her figure and then back.

			“Hardly. Your mother was your first kiss. When you were three days old, she kissed you on the mouth. Out of reflex, you tried to suck her lips. It counts. Nonfamily and human was Victor beneath the bleachers in the seventh grade. You did it on a dare. Nonhuman was Mr. Beary, the teddy bear. You kissed him several times as a child, but when you were eleven, you planted a kiss on that bear in the hopes that he would turn into a prince. You even tried to use tongue because you saw it in a movie once.”

			“Holy shit.” Beth stared at the demon. She hadn’t thought about Victor in years, and she had completely (or deliberately) forgotten Mr. Beary. “This isn’t a dream, is it?” She spotted a fork by one of the plates and picked it up. She had to know for certain, and a pinch wasn’t going to be good enough.

			“Hard to prove,” the demon told her. “No matter what I tell you, you could argue that the dream made up the memory. In a way, maybe you could think of your actions here as—DON’T DO THAT!” Beth jabbed the fork into her leg and screamed, then pulled the fork free. Blood flowed freely through the fabric of her nightgown, and she put her hand over the wound. Her palm was now damp with her own blood, and a chill ran through her body.

			“Holy fuck, ow,” she swore, then looked at the demon. She had fallen into a bad situation, and now she needed to find a way out. But how?

			“Well, that settles it.” The demon shook his head. “Not dreaming.”

			“No kidding.” Beth balled up her fists. “This really hurts.”

			“Yeah, well I prefer you intact.” The demon waved a hand over her leg, and the burning stopped. 

			Beth lifted her nightgown and wiped away the blood with a cloth from the table. Four tiny dots had scarred her legs.

			“And definitely much quieter.”

			She stared out across the garden, the gears of her mind turning. If this was real, the thing in her room had been real. What did Sebastien want with a copy of her? Was he some kind of witch? No, maybe a warlock. Shit, so many years of monster movies and fantasy novels and she still couldn’t piece it all together.

			Beth thought of Mike. This whole mess was related to him, but how? Looking at the demon, she smiled politely, a feeling that was only skin deep. She was going to find a way out of here, and she thought she had a pretty good idea how to make it happen.
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			“Alex!” Dana sat up, scattering an array of metal tools onto the floor of her apartment. The sound they made upon striking the ground was deafening, causing Dana to put her hands over her ears. It had been the life support dream again, the sound of Alex’s last breath being drawn, watching the nurses leave the room with looks of defeat on their faces. 

			“Fuck,” she whispered, staring at the mess on the floor. Hours of painstakingly crafting gears, modeling them on her computer, and then using the 3D printer at school to make them. She had brought home several prototypes, hoping to find the proper combination that would allow the clock to work again. She had even visited an antique clock repair business downtown, letting the octogenarian owner show her how they ticked, but to no avail. None of the obvious patterns fit, and research on the clock itself yielded nothing, which made her think it was a one of a kind creation. She stared at the random assembly in front of her, the strange stack she had formed that now lay scattered across her floor.

			She needed a drink. She went to the fridge to grab a beer, her eyes instead settling on the bottle of vodka tucked in the vegetable crisper. A beer sounded nice and cold, refreshing even.

			She didn’t want refreshing—she wanted something with bite. She pulled the top off the vodka and sucked greedily at the bottle, wondering how long it would take for fire to fill her belly, for the edges of the world to blur. Staring over the railing at the motorcycle on the floor of the garage, Dana poured a tiny bit of vodka over the side, watching it splash on the cold concrete.

			“For Alex.” She drank again, stopping herself before she took it too far. She knew better than most what would happen if she kept drinking. The vodka would catch up with her, and who knew where she would wake up. After picking up her keys and wallet, she tossed them in the back of her sock drawer. She didn’t need to go anywhere, and she didn’t want to be tempted to.

			What time was it anyway? Picking up her phone, she frowned at the time. It was almost one in the morning. There really wasn’t anywhere for her to go after all. She saw that she had a voicemail so put the phone on speaker and set it down on her desk.

			“Hey, Dana, it’s Rick!” The voice from her phone was friendly but tired. Rick was a college dropout who was trying to support his mom and little sister by working sixty hours a week at multiple jobs. He spent most of those hours slinging pies behind the counter at the pizza place where she worked. Dana stripped out of her pants and tossed them on the bed.

			“Hi, Rick,” she muttered in response, though it was just a recording. 

			“Hey, look, so the reason I called was some guy came in here tonight asking about some deliveries we made. It was to that creepy old house, the one everyone says is haunted. I think you did a delivery there last week, maybe?”

			Still listening, she picked her pants back up and checked the pockets. She found the tube of ChapStick she had been looking for and set it on the desk. She threw her pants even farther, the legs catching her comforter just right so that her pants now dangled over the other end of her bed.

			“Anyway, he wanted to speak with you, but I wouldn’t give him your info, told him it was company policy, but he did give me twenty bucks to give you his number, so here it is.” Rick then recited a phone number for her, making sure to carefully pronounce each number.

			Dana paused and looked at her phone. Why would somebody want to talk to her about Mike’s house?

			“Okay, so I’ll see you when I see you. Take care.” With that, Rick had hung up his phone.

			Dana took off her shirt and slid into a tank top. Looking at the bed, she found her gaze drawn once more to the clock. 

			How many hours had she lost already trying to fix the damn thing? She moved closer, tugging gently on the minute hand. The clockface swung open, revealing the complex machine inside. When properly assembled, there would be nearly no room for anything else. Dana had devoted hours to carefully removing the cracked and broken gears, documenting where each one went on a large piece of butcher paper she had taped to her desk. Her protractor, triangle, and compass had received more use in the last forty-eight hours than they had through high school and college. There was something soothing about the diagrams, imagining how all the pieces fit together, wondering what sound the chime would make.

			“What the fuck?” Dana ran her fingers along the edge of the paper. Several lines had been drawn on the side, tiny arrows that pointed off the page. She untaped the butcher paper and flipped it over.

			An exploded diagram of a clock assembly had been drawn on the back. It was expertly shaded and heavily detailed to the extent that Dana couldn’t tell if she was looking at a drawing or a photograph. In awe, she put the paper back on the desk, the new image toward her, and taped it down.

			Breathing heavily, she knelt to the floor and picked up one of her new gears. Hovering it over the image, she found its counterpart. When she set the gear in place, it was a perfect fit.

			Had she drawn this in her sleep? After grabbing some more parts from the floor, she put them in the correct places. Older parts were shaded differently, slightly darker than the rest. She set her vodka to the side, then moved the pieces around, figuring out which ones worked and which didn’t.

			Though she sat in silence, the steady ticking of a clock filled her mind as she continued tinkering into the night.
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			“So what should I call you?” Beth asked. “I’ve read enough books to know that you won’t give me your real name. Or at least that you shouldn’t.”

			The demon sipped at his wine and smiled. “You can call me Oliver. I once had the fortune of working with a man by that name and have been fond of it ever since.”

			“Okay, Oliver. I was hoping we could play a game. You see, I noticed that you said you would answer any question but only if it pleases you.” Beth picked up a piece of cheese and deliberately bumped the wine bottle with her hand, causing it to fall. Wine spilled, casting a crimson stain on the spread of food. 

			“Fuck, I don’t even know why I did that. I can’t even eat this anyway.” She lifted the bottle back up with her thumb and forefinger, then stuck her unstained middle finger in her mouth as if licking it clean. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Oliver flash his teeth in excitement.

			The bait was set. Now it was time to reel him in. From everything she had read, demons were supposed to love games, and this one seemed particularly enamored with her. “You see, I get the impression that you don’t want me to leave here. However, I do not wish to stay. So there must be something I can offer you in return for your cooperation.”

			“You mean other than amusement?” Oliver set down his wine glass and pulled off his gloves. The palms of his hand were red, and his fingernails were black and glossy. He traced a line down Beth’s chin, across her neck, and then along her bare shoulder, toying with the strap of her nightgown. “Hmm. Give me a minute to think about your proposition.”

			She shivered in response. “While you think, may I look around your garden?”

			“Please.” Oliver smiled, his horns glistening. Beth stood and wandered out into the small maze of hedges. She lightly touched the foliage, greeting the statues again as she passed.

			Once she was away from the demon, she wiped her fingers clean on her gown. Oliver was clearly interested in her sexually, and if her plan had worked, figured she was already stuck here. There would be no harm in telling her how to get home, but he would toy with her first, maybe even take advantage of her.

			Good. She kept the smile off her face. Beth had had a monster fetish since she was a teen and a collection of weird dildos currently at home to prove that it had never faded. Freaky monster dick got her off, and though the demon himself sent chills down her spine, he also lit a fire in her groin. She wondered if he had a tail and if his horns were sensitive. Something about his skin made her want to taste him, to explore every inch of his body, find out what he liked. His attitude wasn’t unpleasant, and she was sure he was bored out of his mind waiting for something to do.

			Or somebody. She really hoped that he couldn’t read her mind because she was banking on the idea that he would think she would be unwilling to play his game. A large hippo statue waved at her enthusiastically from the other side of a small hedge, so she waved back. The garden was charming, but she was fully aware of the danger it hid.

			God, the thought of it was making her wet.

			“I have decided.” Oliver appeared before her, the air reeking suddenly of matches and coal. “We shall play a game. Winning the game means that I will tell you how to leave. Losing the game means that you remain here with me, forever.” His hands were on her, a fresh prize in his sights. She felt the power of his touch, the heat of his flesh through her nightgown. “What do you say to the terms?”

			“How can I trust that you will keep your word?” Beth asked, putting a delicate tremble in her voice. She needed him off guard, to see her as a victim. Oliver most likely thought he had already won, but what if he could read her mind? What if he was already two moves ahead of her and knew about her deception?

			“Demons cannot tell a lie when directly asked. We can twist the truth, or deceive, but the nature of any indentured servant such as myself is the inability to lie.” Oliver shrugged. “It is quite the inconvenience, but it makes me very good at what I do.”

			“Winning means that you allow me to leave unhindered. You nor anything here will attempt to stop me.” Beth winked. “I also accept your terms on the grounds that the process for leaving is actually possible for a woman of my abilities. I would hate to discover that leaving requires the use of magic or transforming into a bird and flying away.”

			Oliver’s grin faltered. “What are you, some kind of attorney?”

			Beth moved close enough that she could smell the wine on his hot breath. His confusion was genuine, and his eyes had flashed earlier when she’d asked him a question. It would seem he only knew something if he was asked about it. Perfect. “As a matter of fact, I am.”

			Oliver laughed, his eyes crinkling in delight. “Oh, I am going to have so much fun with you!” He waved his hand, and they were back in the gazebo. Curtains hung from the windows, transforming the gazebo into a room. The food was gone, replaced by a series of soft, leather chairs.

			“We have a deal?” Beth asked.

			“Absolutely.” Oliver bowed, indicating with his hands that she should sit on the couch nearest to him. She did his bidding, crossing her legs slowly. “Now, the rules for this game are simple. You are allowed to ask me any three questions, which I will answer truthfully. However, I will ask you to perform a task for me before I answer any of your questions. You will use these three questions to figure out how to escape from this place. The game ends when you either refuse to complete a task or you figure out how to leave. Do these rules make sense to you?”

			“I think so,” Beth told him. “However, prior to the game itself actually starting, I want to clarify a few of these rules.”

			Oliver frowned. “You do?”

			“I do. You see, my concern is that the task you give me may also be impossible to complete. For example, task one may be ‘remain here forever,’ in which case I can neither complete the task nor get my question answered. Now, doing such a thing would, I believe, be in direct violation of the nature of the game, which is to permit me the opportunity to earn my freedom. In that case, however, this would not be a game at all, but a way for you to torture me for your amusement, thereby invalidating your statement about honesty from a demon.” Beth examined her fingernails. “I have a hunch that you were hoping I had a question about the rules, thereby using one of my three allotted questions and earning you a free task.”

			Oliver’s grin returned, bigger than ever. “Oh, you really will be fun! Okay, I’ll give you this as a freebie. None of these tasks are impossible to complete, though you may find them distasteful. However, I will test you to see how far you will go to escape this place, and I intend to win.”

			“Sounds fair. But there’s no reason we can’t be friendly about it.” Beth patted the cushion next to her. “So let me see. I want to get out of here, but I know if I ask you that, you will find a way to stonewall me.”

			“Perhaps.” Oliver slid onto the couch next to her. “It seems that you are taking the game to heart. Trying to predict how your question can be twisted to serve my own needs. Very interesting. I rarely encounter a human who puts this much thought into things.”

			“I’m sure you have some interesting stories.”

			“I do.” Oliver smiled. “I must admit, this game is a favorite of mine. I have played it many times before. I enjoy watching the human psyche at work, whether it is building itself up or breaking apart.”

			“I’m sure you do.” He was so close to her now that she found it distracting. “Has anyone ever won the game before and left?”

			Oliver’s eyes lit from within, his yellow pupils dilating. He inhaled deeply, taking in Beth’s scent.

			“Masturbate for me,” he whispered in her ear. “I want to watch you lick your own cream off your fingers.”

			“Interesting choice,” Beth told him, turning on the couch. She spread her legs, revealing her blue cotton panties to him. A damp spot had long ago formed in the crotch, and she massaged her swollen labia through the fabric. It was like taking a drink of water after eating a pepper—it eased the burn but only for a second. Beth squeezed her breast, massaging the underside and lightly twisting her own nipple.

			Oliver’s gaze was intoxicating. He never blinked, his grin a permanent fixture on his face. He had turned to see her better, sitting on his knees. Beth realized that his jacket was long gone, and he wore just his button-down shirt and a pair of black slacks. Rubbing herself through her panties, she let out a tiny moan.

			“Good,” Oliver told her, licking his lips. Beth saw that the end of his tongue was forked, and she wondered how it would feel between her legs, if he could capture her clitoris between its folds, massaging the sides of it through her skin while he parted her lips with his fingers.

			Beth shivered, the muscles in her pelvis squeezing. She pressed up through the fabric, teasing her opening with her covered fingers, moving them from side to side. Her labia parted gently beneath her touch, the soft fabric of her panties sliding across the entirety of her sex, stimulating her everywhere at once.

			“Mmh,” she moaned, staring deep into Oliver’s eyes. She focused her attention once more on her slit, tugging her clitoral hood upward, causing her swollen clitoris to drag across the underside of the fabric. The cotton was just rough enough to send another thrill up her body.

			Oliver watched her for several minutes, a grin fixed on his face. She could see him growing hard through his trousers, make out the long, thick shape of the cock hidden beneath his clothes. She wondered if it would be a weird color and if it was extra thick. Maybe it had thorns, or two heads, or…

			The first wave of pleasure passed through her body, and she flooded her panties with more of her juices. After releasing her breast, she pulled the fabric of her panties to one side and teased her hole with her other hand, running her fingers along the edges of her vagina and dipping her fingers in gently. She would barely go in farther than an inch, swiveling her fingers around, pushing against the inner walls to stretch them out. The muscles in her ass twitched with anticipation, and Oliver drank in the sight, crouching to get a better look.

			“You are good at this,” he told her.

			“Plenty of practice,” Beth said, switching to two fingers. Her hips rose of their own volition, attempting to force her fingers even farther in. She angled her hand upward and allowed her pussy to swallow both fingers, moaning out loud. Pressing tightly against her clit with her free hand, she rubbed herself furiously, shoving her fingers up as far as they would go and spreading them apart inside. She pictured the demon pushing himself into her, then a dragon, then a werewolf, her mind blending together any number of fantasies, moving her closer and closer to the edge.

			“Fuck…fuck…” Beth panted, pulling her hand out long enough to add a third finger. She rubbed her clit hard now, her orgasm building, her pussy tightening. “Fuck…fuck…FUCK!” Crossing her legs, she used them to push her hand up into her pussy, the inner walls clamping down on her fingers like a vice. She let out several moans, cries that broke free of her and saturated the air. She felt the rush of cum on her hand, a sticky pool forming just beneath her ass. Gasping for air, she stared through Oliver, her mind in another place entirely for over a minute.

			Suddenly remembering her part of the bargain, she pulled her soaking wet fingers from her aching pussy and held them up. Long strands of her own cum clung between her fingers like spiderwebs. Making eye contact with the demon, she stuck her fingers in her mouth, letting out a delicious moan of approval.

			Oliver watched her come down from her orgasm, his hungry eyes on her body. Beth pulled her fingers free from her mouth and dipped them once more between her legs, catching a tiny bit of cum on her fingertips. He took her hand in his own, his skin warm to the touch, and slowly licked away her fluids with his forked tongue. He sucked her finger into his mouth, which immediately stoked the fire in her belly once more.

			“Yes,” he answered. “Somebody has won this game before, and they did leave.” His eyes glowed softly. “I didn’t expect you to do it. Not without some hesitation at least.”

			“I’m not like the other girls,” Beth said, winking. “I was happy to put on a show for you.”

			“I could tell.” Oliver’s grin had reappeared, but there was more behind it. “I wonder what else you’d be willing to do for me?”

			“You only have two more chances to find out. Make the best of them.”

			“Oh, I sincerely doubt that. I have a feeling that you and I will be spending plenty of time together in here.” Oliver licked his lips again. “What is your next question?”

			“I’m not in a rush to ask.” Beth sat up, putting her face near the demon’s. With only two questions left, she needed to make sure that they were the correct ones, and it was hard to focus right now after masturbating in front of a demon. “And I want to give you plenty of time to think of what you’ll make me do next.” She placed her lips against his, then wrapped her arms around his waist. His body felt hot through the fabric of his clothes, and he responded by embracing her. 

			There would only be one chance to leave this place. She was in no rush at all.
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			The gears sat before Dana, intricately linked to one another, held together by small metal posts. Using a pair of tweezers, she delicately slid the last one into place, experiencing an enormous amount of satisfaction watching the teeth slide past each other.

			“Holy shit,” Dana muttered, giving the gear a gentle push. The whole assembly rotated smoothly, the crisscrossing motion of the metal gears instantly soothing her heart and relaxing her soul. She kept pushing on the gear with the side of one finger, delighting in how easily the whole assembly spun. It was nearly soundless.

			Dana looked at her phone. It was almost five in the morning. She had been up all night, and her whole body suddenly felt it. Her spine cracked when she extended her hands backward and stretched, her shoulders popping loudly. Yawning, she examined the inside of the clock, then picked up the gear assembly. She separated it into three pieces, smaller bits that she could install. Sliding the first one in, she felt a sudden sense of elation watching the cogs in the back adjust to allow the repaired piece in. The second piece moved in just as smoothly, lining up dead center behind the face of the clock. A shit-eating grin on her face, Dana picked up the last piece and pushed it into place.

			The final gear caught on the tooth of another, so she rotated it until it was lined up and then inserted the rest of the assembly inside the clock. Squeezing her hands tightly in anticipation, she closed the clockface and used the key to adjust the hands. She twisted the dial until the time was current and then pushed the key into a different slot, winding up the spring within. She could feel the gears resist, and she only gave it a couple of turns before pulling the key free. Kneeling, she gave the pendulum a push and watched it sway back and forth.

			Tick, tick, tick, said the clock, the second hand moving around the face.

			“That’s right, motherfucker!” Pumping her hands victoriously, she jumped up and down, yelling in triumph. She had done it; she had fixed the clock! Rubbing her hands together, she sat down on the edge of the bed, staring at her handiwork. The pendulum’s movements were soothing, and her eyes were suddenly heavy.

			She needed to tell Mike she had fixed it. She would probably drop by tomorrow, have him come over and help her move it onto a truck or something. She pictured the look of surprise on his face, maybe an invitation to explore the old house, help repair some other antiques. She could finally afford to fix up the bike and go on her road trip, and some extra money certainly wouldn’t hurt.

			Lying down with a smile, she allowed the clock to lull her to sleep. Sinking into dreams of Alex, she listened to the ticks as they became slower, eventually becoming the gentle waves of her dreams.
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			“This place is so strange,” Beth said, staring across the tops of the hedges. The distant sky was blue, but had an eerie tinge to it. “There’s no sun, but it’s bright like the middle of the day. Yet nothing casts a shadow.” She put her hand above one of the nearby hedges. It was a subtle difference, one she had only just noticed.

			“You could ask about it if you like.” Oliver placed his hand over hers. “Or maybe I could make you a great ball of fire and cast it in the sky.”

			“Your prison is a strange place.” She turned, her hair flowing dramatically behind her in a nonexistent breeze. “People have won this challenge before, some better than others. What was the exact process, in detail, by which the most successful winner of this game left this place?”

			Oliver’s eyes flashed. “You are persistent, aren’t you?”

			“I’m determined to see your weird version of truth or dare through to the end.” Beth tugged down the front of her nightgown, revealing the skin between her breasts. “After all, I’m sure you’ll come up with something good. I’m hoping you ask me to do a sexy little dance or maybe even talk dirty. Definitely hoping that you don’t ask me to help you with your taxes. I imagine it’s been a long time since you’ve filed them.”

			Oliver laughed. “I do hope you can keep that sense of humor when you are trapped here with me for an eternity. Well, not an eternity. You will die eventually; all things do. If you forfeit the game now, maybe we could arrange a little extension, spend a millennium getting to know each other.”

			“Oh, please. I’m totally winning right now.” Beth grinned, doing her best to hide her fear. She imagined he was going easy on her for now, but what if she really did end up trapped here? He had healed her injury earlier; what manner of torture could he come up with? “C’mon, give me something good.”

			“You seem pretty confident for a woman who is about to spend the rest of her life trapped in this place.”

			“And you seem pretty confident for a demon that is about to lose.”

			“You have a quaint saying that has gained popularity in recent years.” Oliver fumbled with his pants. He pulled his cock free and held it gently in his hand. It was dark red, the color of fire, with thin black lines across its flesh. “Suck my dick.”

			Beth licked her lips with a sense of relief. This task would be easy enough. “I thought you’d never ask.” She knelt at his feet, running her fingers along his shaft. His cock was starting to harden in her hand, and she gave it a gentle squeeze, coaxing the blood to flow where she wanted it.

			“Be careful down there,” Oliver warned. “This isn’t like any cock you’ve taken before.”

			Oh, I doubt that, Beth thought. She slowly pumped his shaft, marveling at how hard he already was. His rigid foreskin peeled itself back, revealing soft flesh beneath. His cock was the color of ebony and just over an inch thick.

			“So far, I’m not seeing anything too different,” Beth told him.

			Oliver smirked, then ran his fingers through her hair. “I’m going to be gentle. But only at first.”

			Beth opened her mouth and licked the bottom of his cock until she reached the top, then teased his thick frenulum. He tasted of salt and fire, bringing forth a torrent of childhood campfire memories that played behind her eyes like a movie in fast-forward. The base of his dick was covered in a thick fur that spread to the rest of his crotch. Opening her mouth as wide as possible, she sucked him in, taking him to the back of her mouth and moving her tongue along the bottom and sides of his dick.

			“Mmm,” she moaned, looking up at him. He was still smirking, caressing the sides of her face gently with his fingers. Moving her mouth back, she realized that he had somehow gotten wider, the edge of his dick bumping against the back of her teeth.

			“Mmph?” she asked, trying to free herself. He swelled even more inside her mouth, and she yanked him free with a loud pop. The ridge on the head of his cock had expanded and now looked like the bony frill of a triceratops. His thickening cock glowed with a sinister energy, and she watched in awe as a couple more ridges formed behind the first.

			“Some demons don’t like to pull out,” he warned her, then shoved himself back in her mouth. Part of her wanted to fight, afraid that she would get stuck on it. She struggled to breathe, the head of his cock against the back of her throat, the next ridge pushing hard against her teeth, forcing her mouth to open even wider. Every logical fiber in her body screamed warnings at her, told her she had taken it too far and that the game was about to become dangerous.

			The lustful part of her, however, noticed that his cock was tapered and much thicker at the base, that it filled her mouth so nicely, and she couldn’t wait to feel such a thing deep inside of her core. Drooling in anticipation, her fingers trembling, she grabbed Oliver’s cock, stroking it furiously with her own spit. The smirk faded from his face, replaced by astonishment. Beth was determined to take us much of him in her mouth as possible, to impress him and keep the game going.

			“Ho hik,” she muttered, spitting all over herself and his shaft. The second ridge pushed past her teeth and the first ridge past her tonsils. She felt him touching the back of her throat, tickling her gag reflex, but it no longer mattered. She had found her happy place, her sweet spot, the moment where she had full control over her body. How many times had she spit roasted herself with her bizarre dildos, trained herself to take an odd cock deep in her throat, come violently enough that she left bite marks in one of her toys? This was the real deal, and she was determined to experience it to the fullest.

			“That’s my girl,” Oliver said, watching in amusement while Beth forced her head forward. Beth adjusted, allowing his dick to move just a bit farther down her throat, her fingers tracing circles on the third ridge of his boner. She pushed his pants even farther down, seeking out his scrotum only to discover a large, fleshy pouch with a pair of giant testicles inside.

			Beth pumped the demon with her hand, gargling on his shaft. Oliver sighed with pleasure, petting the back of her head, his long fingers stroking her neck. Her jaw hurt, forced ever wider, but she didn’t care. She swallowed, her throat closing around the tip of his shaft, waves of heat washing over her when Oliver moaned. Those pulses hit her in the gut, stoking the fire she had already built, pushing her to the limit.

			“You are something else,” he told her. She felt him tense up, so she pulled herself off his dick, his magnificent member shining with drool. A long line of spittle trailed from the tip of it to her mouth, and as much as she wanted to continue, she had a game to win.

			“I didn’t say you could stop,” he said.

			“No, you told me to blow you. Not to completion, I may add. And the last thing I want is to find out that eating your cum counts as food in this place.”

			Oliver laughed. “You are a tricky one! For the record, my sexual fluids are safe to eat.” He winked at her. “In this place is a reflecting pool. The person who left spoke the words of magic at the pool and then fell into it. By this process, they were able to leave this place.”

			“What are the magic words that I need to speak at the reflecting pool?” Beth asked, licking her lips. Oliver was breathing heavily through his nose, his yellow eyes practically sparkling. He may have been a powerful demon, but in this moment, he was just another horny man.

			“Fuck me.” Oliver undid his belt, his pants falling to the floor. His legs were covered in the same fur, and his knees bent in the wrong direction. As he stepped out of his pants, Beth’s eyes widened at the cloven hooves on the ends of his legs.

			“I thought you’d never ask.” Beth spread her legs, running her fingers across her swollen clit. She could feel the heat of her cunt, practically steaming now from the fire within. Sucking Oliver’s dick had been amazing, and the thought of fitting it inside her now consumed her. “How do you want me?”

			“Like this.” Oliver pushed her backward, her legs pointing at the sky. Grabbing onto her thighs, he used one hand to place the head of his cock against her pussy, rubbing her labia with slow, lazy circles.

			“Oh, God, please,” Beth moaned.

			“Shh.” Oliver leaned forward to place a finger against her lips. “That word is off-limits here.” He ran his fingers down her throat, squeezing one of her breasts through the fabric of her gown. “Aren’t you worried it isn’t going to fit? Aren’t you scared? A little terrified?”

			“Don’t you fucking stop.” Beth hunched forward, grabbing Oliver by the hips. His hair was coarse between her fingers, and she grabbed a handful of it on both sides. “Now are you a man or a monster?”

			“Once I start, don’t you dare think about quitting,” Oliver warned. The red hue of his face was darkening, and his eyes narrowed to a pair of angry slits.

			“Shut up and fuck me!” She pulled him into her. His cock forced her pussy wide, then slid in beyond the initial ridge. She felt him swelling up inside of her, his hot breath on her stomach. Wrapping her legs around his hips, she moved him even farther, gasping as the next ridge stretched her wide. Grunting, she used her hands and her legs to force him deeper still, moaning in delight when she passed the third ridge.

			Oliver grinned, his sharp teeth on display from ear to ear. “You really are a freak, aren’t you?”

			Beth nodded, rolling her hips in lazy circles, savoring the sensation of his thick ridges on the inner walls of her vagina. His dick flexed, coiling up like a snake and pushing against her G-spot. He was hot inside of her, the heat almost unbearable, but she couldn’t stop thinking about the weird shape of his cock, the stiff hair between her fingers, and the large, glowing horns on his head.

			Glowing? Beth stared in awe as Oliver’s visage sharpened. He grabbed onto her hips, holding her in place as he pulled himself out of her by one ridge. Beth arched her back, clutching her tits, squeezing them as hard as she could as Oliver pushed his way forward, ever deeper into her. The air filled with his growl, a terrifying sound that made her think of a symphony of predators, each one lending a voice to the chorus.

			His fingers clutched her even harder, his dark nails growing into sharp talons. He pulled off his shirt, revealing a hairless chest. His skin shifted, something beneath the surface fighting its way to the top.

			Oliver opened his mouth, his long tongue unrolling, his teeth lengthening into points. Sharp fingers clutched at her hips, and Oliver growled when he thrust into her again.

			“Ow!” Beth felt a surge of pain, followed by an immediate surge of lust. The pain was momentary, but the feel of his body pushing against hers was her panacea, her reason for living, letting this being have its way with her.

			Oliver pulled out again, this time yanking himself free to the second ridge.

			“Ow, fuck!” Beth’s stomach clenched, her pussy spasmed, and when Oliver thrust himself back in, she screamed, grabbing at his forearms. Her first orgasm was a wave of fire, blasting itself across her body and down her legs. Bouncing off her feet, the fire met once more where she and Oliver were joined, and he thrust himself into her again, sending a second wave of pleasure through her.

			He growled again, and Beth heard a ripping noise. Oliver’s skin had split in several places, and his torso was expanding. His glowing horns grew larger, curving toward one another, his demon form coming to the surface. They locked eyes, and Beth immediately realized that most of the humanity was gone from those cruel yellow eyes of his. 

			“Keep going,” she begged. “Keep going, keep going, for the love of…just, please.”

			Oliver growled, his whole body shifting once more. He stood taller now, and he was lifting her off the couch, holding her hips in the air. Her back was permanently arched, and he was thrusting himself deep inside of her, grunting loudly while he pounded her.

			“Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit…” Beth’s eyes rolled up in her head, and her vision darkened. Putting her hands behind her, she grabbed a few cushions to raise her upper body so that she wasn’t hanging upside down. Oliver’s fingers now scratched at her skin, leaving behind long, shallow furrows on her thighs. He was breathing heavily, and she watched in awe as a pair of large black wings unfurled behind him like giant sails. His face was now dark, soaking up the light of the little garden, his eyes blazing with inner fire. His skin was hot to the touch, and Beth could do little else but hold on, clutching at any part of him that was cool enough: his fur, his skin, his hands.

			Inspiration came. Using her arms as leverage, Beth threw herself forward and grabbed Oliver’s horns. They were long and thick enough now that she was able to lift her upper body, causing her to sink down farther than ever onto the thick shaft of his expanding cock.

			“You fucking monster,” she said, her cheeks burning with heat. His eyes widened in surprise as she thrust herself against him, both of them now pushing into each other, the ridges popping free and back in, his breath and his skin hot, his claws sharp.

			Oliver grabbed onto her ass and thrust into her, moving deeper than ever. Burying himself in her cunt, he opened his fanged mouth wide and roared. When he came, the feeling of his sticky, hot cum caused her legs to spasm, her own orgasm building. She rode him hard, feeling a second load fill her, her already full pussy spraying the couch with demon sperm. It was hot and red like fire, staining her legs and the cushion beneath her. The warmth flooded throughout her pelvis, her whole body suddenly ablaze with pleasure.

			“Oh yes, oh yes, oh yes, yes, yes, yes, yes, YES!” She forced herself onto him, tipping him over. His wings expanded, and they crashed against the couch, nearly knocking it over. Beth’s orgasm caused her stomach to tense up, and she slid her hands from Oliver’s horns to his neck. The muscles beneath her hands felt like iron, but she squeezed them anyway, as if attempting to choke the life from him. She doubted that she could hurt him, and the look of pleasant surprise on the demon’s face only fueled the lust inside her core. She let out a loud roar of her own, spraying his face in her spit, her whole body a giant spring that was now uncoiling. Her roars of lust escalated into a scream of pleasure as the heat of his cum traveled the length of her body. Letting go of Oliver’s neck, she fell over backward, gasping for air.

			Oliver sat up, leaning over her, his teeth bared like an angry dog. Panting, he pulled his cock free of her, sliding slowly out of her sloppy, wet hole. He let out a low growl, his eyes flashing with delight and menace.

			“Ixiar tobish anuit,” he told her. “Those are the words you must speak at the reflecting pool before falling in.”

			“Then I will speak those words,” Beth whispered, her throat sore from screaming. She stuck her fingers inside of herself and pushed out his cum, rubbing it across her pussy in lazy circles. Oliver sat back on his haunches, his wings folding into his body. His fierce musculature faded away as he shrank, the monster disappearing back into the half man.

			“Allow me to help you,” Oliver said, holding out a hand. Beth took it, pulling herself up into a seated position. More cum spilled free of her, soaking the cushions beneath her. Staring at the mess they had made, Beth looked at Oliver, who was once more back in his clothes, a sly grin on his face.

			“I don’t have to worry about demon babies, do I?” she asked.

			Oliver laughed. “You are of far more use to me without the burden of children.”

			“You assume I lost?”

			“We shall see,” Oliver told her. Standing, he helped her to rise. “I will take you to the reflecting pool, and the result of our game will become clear to us both.”

			“You tricked me somehow,” Beth said, pulling her panties back on. “That was way easier than I thought it would be.” Her labia were sore, and her crotch was hot with the demon’s seed, but her inner fire had finally been sated. Fucking a demon had been different from anything she had ever expected, and she would do it again in a heartbeat.

			“If you say so. Follow me.” Oliver held her hand, leading her away from the gazebo. He walked slow, often pausing to admire some piece of topiary or a statue. She realized it was probably part of the game, the part where he revealed his master plan, that he had trapped her in this place forever. Several emotions went through her mind: wonder, worry, and even regret. Perhaps she had bitten off more than she could chew. Maybe her ploy had failed.

			Then again, maybe she had done everything right.

			He led her through the hedges, and they turned the corner on a large reflecting pool. Surrounding it were several statues of fish, crab, and other assorted sea creatures. The pool was about ten feet long and four feet wide, and the sky was perfectly reflected in it.

			“Here you are,” Oliver told her. He had no reflection in the pond—it was as if she stood all by herself.

			“Here is where we figure out who wins and who loses.” Beth smiled at Oliver. “I hope you have found my time here…amusing.”

			“Indeed I have.” Oliver raised her hand to his lips, kissing it gently.

			“Oliver?” A stray thought had occurred to her, and she just had to know.

			“Yes?”

			“If you were ever freed from this place, what would you do?”

			Oliver smiled. “Great and terrible things. From humanity’s point of view, it is best that I remain here for all eternity.”

			“I see.” Beth frowned. She had been secretly hoping that the demon was redeemable, more than just a terrible monster waiting to be unleashed on the world. It broke her heart a little that he wasn’t. “That’s too bad.”

			She stood before the pond, gazing at her reflection. She could see the claw marks on her legs, the damp spot on her crotch, even the fiery cum running down her thighs. She was a hot, sexy mess, and the sight was turning her on.

			“Do you remember when you asked me what kinds of dreams I had?” Beth asked.

			“I do.” Oliver was watching her, anticipation written across his face. The skin around his eyes was crinkled, his face like a little boy about to open a birthday present.

			“It meant you don’t know everything. Not unless you’re asked first.”

			Oliver’s smile faltered. “Oh?”

			“That’s right.” Beth winked at him. “You don’t know something until it’s asked. For example, am I about to leave?”

			He froze for a moment, his eyes flashing. His face twisted in anger, and smoke emanated from his nostrils, forming tiny, curling wisps that rose into the air and vanished. Beneath his feet, a shadow formed and stretched into something monstrous, ready to pounce at a moment’s notice.

			“How? I saw you lick the wine off your finger like the stupid bitch that you are!”

			Relief flooded through her, and she flipped him off, knowing he could no longer hurt her. “I licked this finger, asshole.” 

			“What manner of woman are you?” demanded the demon, his features shifting.

			“I’m the best fucking estate agent you will ever meet. Ixiar tobish anuit,” Beth said, careful to pronounce it correctly. She stepped forward and hopped into the reflecting pool. Passing through its surface, she fell into the reflected sky, moving up past the clouds. She heard a roar of rage from below, Oliver now trapped on the other side as she spiraled toward the tunnel in the sky. Crawling higher and higher, her ascent wasn’t slowing. She fell faster and faster, the air rushing past her ears, her nightgown billowing around her as she tumbled in circles. The mirrored surface of her room appeared at first as a bright light at the end of a long tunnel, growing closer in a hurry. She closed her eyes just before impact, and the mirrored surface caught her like a giant net, stretching to capacity as she passed back into the mortal realm.

			Just when she thought the mirror would launch her back into Oliver’s realm, it shattered, filling her bedroom with shards of glass. Beth carefully moved around her room, grabbing blankets off her bed and using them to sweep away the shattered glass. The dim light of dawn was creeping through her window, and she dressed as quickly as she could, throwing on a pair of leggings and a blouse. Moving toward the door, she picked up a pair of sneakers. Her purse, cell phone, and briefcase were all gone, and she had an idea of where they could be.

			She needed to get to Mike’s house, to warn him. Maybe he could tell her what was going on.

			Opening up the door to her apartment, she was surprised to see Lily, the intern, standing there, one hand ready to knock.

			“What are you doing here?” Beth asked.

			“Um, I stopped by to…” Lily’s nostrils flared, and Beth heard her sniff the air. “You just fucked a demon, didn’t you?”

			Beth’s eyes narrowed. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

			Lily shook her head. “Don’t bother. I know that smell better than anything. When I saw you leave this morning, I could tell it wasn’t you.”

			“You could? How? When did you see me leave?”

			“A few minutes ago. I came to see if you were dead, and I’m glad to see that you aren’t. C’mon!” Lily grabbed Beth by the hand. “We have to get to Mike before they do!”

			“Before who does?”

			Lily pulled Beth behind her. “I’ll tell you on the way, c’mon!” Lily bypassed the elevator, taking Beth into the stairwell. They moved quickly, the clacking sound of Lily’s heels thunderously loud in the confined space. They emerged in the parking garage, where Beth’s fears were confirmed.

			“They took my car,” she said, staring at the empty spot where it should have been.

			“Don’t worry about it,” Lily told her, running over to a sporty sedan. Lily looked around the parking garage, finally locking eyes with Beth. “And yes, I’ll explain this too.”

			“Explain what?” Beth’s jaw dropped when a long black scorpion’s tale appeared behind the intern, whipping back and forth briefly before striking the rear driver’s side window. The glass exploded, and the tail vanished as Lily stuck her hand through the gap to unlock the car. She slid into the driver’s seat before grabbing hold of the ignition and tearing it off to reveal the wires underneath.

			“I’ll drive,” Lily informed her, touching the wires together and starting the car.

			“How?” Beth asked, running to the passenger’s side. How was Lily able to do all this? What was she?

			“Let’s just say I have spent far too much time with some very bad people. You learn things.” Without even looking in the rearview mirror, Lily backed up the car, tires squealing as she drove to the exit. Entering the busy road, she looked over at Beth, and a pair of horns sprouted from her forehead as her appearance rippled. She turned into a celebrity first, then Beth, and then back into herself.

			“I guess a good place to start would be with a question. Do you believe in monsters?”
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			A SERIES OF UNFORTUNATE EVENTS 

			Kali stood in the front yard, her dark eyes focused on the Radley house. She could see telltale signs of the geas all around her like a giant, magical bubble that shifted away from her when she tried to pop it. She had been fascinated by the spell ever since she had heard about it but had been warned away from trying to mess with it. While Emily had been alive, any attempt to come near the house had ended in death for society members after the fiasco with Garrett. After Emily had died, Kali and the others had tried to break in, but the geas had had a failsafe for even that occasion, incinerating one of their newest members on the spot.

			No, the time to strike was now before Mike knew how to make the house defend itself. For whatever reason, he was holed up inside, doing nothing at all. Kali wondered how such a man had defeated Sarah. Her best guess was that the creatures inside had helped him, which made plenty of sense.

			Coiled around her feet, her familiar, a twenty-two-foot-long python, lifted its head and let out a quiet hiss at someone approaching. Kali looked through the beast’s eyes to see a figure all in white limping toward her.

			“Any luck?” Sebastien came up from behind her, a cup of coffee in one hand and his cane in the other. He leaned on it dramatically, holding the cup out for Kali to take.

			“I have made some progress.” Kali took the coffee from Sebastien. “But not enough.”

			Sebastien grinned. “I’m afraid all your hard work will be for naught. Right now, my homunculus is on its way over.”

			“The agent?” Kali asked.

			“Yes.” Sebastien pulled a small flask from his jacket. He poured a little in Kali’s coffee, then took a swig himself. “I’m surprised nobody else thought of it.”

			“Nobody has quite the gift for artificial life that you do. What is Daryl up to? Since we were supposed to be working together, I figured he would check in first.”

			Sebastien shook his head. “I’m not sure. He thinks he has a lead on a third party who has been inside the house. Such a simple spell, no? One cannot go inside without being invited.”

			“It worked on vampires and some of the fae for centuries,” Kali noted. “I’m more interested in who was able to cast such a spell and have it apply to everyone who has never set foot inside.”

			“We all have our theories.” Sebastien sipped from his flask, letting out a sigh. “Each theory has its own subtheories, and those theories are full of myths. It’s why I am so eager to crack the mystery of the house. Even the weakest of our theories guarantees that the house has powerful magic, ripe for the taking.”

			“Which theory are you a fan of?” Kali asked. “Currently.”

			“I was a pretty big advocate for the Fountain of Youth theory, but the fact that Caretakers keep dying says otherwise. I’m leaning more toward the Garden of Eden theory myself but am also a fan of the theory that an Ancient One is chained up beneath the house.”

			“Do you really think that an Ancient One could be held against their will?” Kali pursed her lips, blowing across the top of her coffee before taking a sip. It was good.

			“Not really. It would, however, explain why this place is impenetrable. A single drop of blood from an Ancient One would contain the magic necessary to cast a spell as powerful as the geas, and it would certainly fit why the house itself is full of so many strange creatures.” Sebastien chuckled. “How long have we been trying to crack the mystery of this place? I can’t remember the last time we had so much fun.”

			Kali scowled. “Not long enough. If Garrett hadn’t stumbled upon us, we would never have even known this home was here.” That, too, was a function of the geas. The house did nothing to stand out. Earlier, she had done a blood ritual naked on the front lawn, summoning twenty-foot-tall pyres of fire to dance around the edges of the magical border. People walking on the sidewalk hadn’t given her a second look. The society had once spent several months interviewing locals, but nobody seemed to give the place a second thought other than rumors about it being mysterious and haunted. Despite their presence in the same city for several decades, it had taken a desperate man who had been kicked out of the home to bring it to their attention in the first place.

			“Yes, well, if he hadn’t had such a hard-on for the last Caretaker, we could have all come here together. I hope the demon he sold his soul to for that magic wand reminds him of that on a daily basis while fucking him up the ass with a club.”

			“You could contact that demon and make sure of it.” Kali grinned. “If you haven’t already.”

			“Let’s just say the club is black, spiked with nails, and has my name carved into the handle.” Sebastien put away his flask. Golden rays were creeping across the sky from behind the house. “In just a few hours, we’ll be inside. I am sure of it.”

			“I hope so.” Kali, however, was doubtful. She turned her attention back to the geas, probing it gently with her magic. Sebastien was far more confident in his plan than she was, and she intended to keep trying it her way in the meantime. Down by her feet, the python flicked its tongue, wondering when it would be fed.
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			“So what do you think of my plan?” Mike asked. He was lying in the tub, his head nestled perfectly between Naia’s breasts and his body soaking up the heated water from her spring. Pipes from the spring allowed her to manifest in his bathtub, which was where they had first met. The sun was just starting to come up, casting crimson rays through the window of his bedroom that caused the master bathroom to take on a rosy hue.

			“I think it’s terrible, actually.” Naia was working the shaft of his cock with her hand, tendrils of water wrapped around his balls. She wasn’t trying to get him off. Rather, she was trying to assess the damage that the Mandragora had caused, but since her power was largely derived from sexual energy, this was the fastest way to do so. He had woken up in pain, so Naia had demanded he sit in the tub so she could check him out. “I would far prefer not to get Jenny involved at all.” 

			Mike shrugged. “I don’t know that we have a choice. Jenny is the only one who knows how to get into the Labyrinth, and they still haven’t come back. I said I would wait until morning, and now that it’s morning, it’s time for action.”

			“She tried to kill you,” Naia reminded him.

			“To be honest, I think that we got off on the wrong foot. She’s had a couple of days to cool off, and maybe she’ll give me a second chance as well.”

			“I want to try something.” Naia’s exploratory touches shifted, her grip tightening. “If I do, I want you to do your best not to come. Do you think you can do that?”

			“Easily.” Mike was too stressed out worrying about Tink, Abella, and Sofia so didn’t think it would be hard. “What do you want to do?”

			“Leave all the work to me.” Naia grinned, licking her lips hungrily. Moving one hand to the base of Mike’s shaft, she opened her mouth wide, letting her tongue circle the head of his cock before gently sucking him into her mouth. Mike smiled at her, playfully twirling her blue-and-green locks in his fingers while her head bobbed up and down. Her gentle hands tugged at the delicate skin of his scrotum, rolling his balls back and forth.

			“Ngah!” Naia pulled her mouth off him. “Your balls are bigger than they used to be.”

			“Is that something I should have a doctor look at?” Mike asked.

			“Oh God, no. You should avoid doctors, actually.” Naia licked his frenulum, her tongue teasing the bottom of his shaft. “Unless you are bleeding to death or something. Otherwise, medical testing is off the table.”

			“Why? Will they find that my genes are different or something?”

			Naia stared at him, smiling through her eyes while her tongue swirled around the end of his cock. Mike felt his stomach tense but easily dismissed it.

			“No.” Naia worked his shaft now, pumping him with her hand and several tendrils of water. “They will find absolutely nothing wrong with you. That will start more questions than you care to answer.”

			“Am I different though?” Mike stroked Naia’s head, guiding her back to his cock. “The soul exchange, my new danger sense. There’s no way I should be able to keep up with all of you sexually, but here we are.”

			“Indeed.” Naia’s hands were glowing, a blue aura that spread across Mike’s lower body. The tension in his muscles had already melted away, and he no longer felt as fatigued. “That would be the nymph magic,” Naia said. “Able to please at a moment’s notice.”

			“Then I am different.”

			“You are the same person you have always been. You’ve just been given certain…gifts.” As her hands moved faster, Mike’s stomach tensed up, and an orgasm formed in his gut. He pushed it back, but the sensation persisted, building up like static. Naia’s eyes were suddenly uncertain, her gaze fixated on the head of his cock.

			“What’s wrong?” Mike asked, but Naia sucked him into her mouth, using the back of her throat to fellate him. Mike groaned, and Naia bobbed her head up and down even faster. He tightened his stomach, breathing deeply to hold back. The light radiated down his legs, creeping up toward his head. The bathroom lights flickered, the floor by the tub creaking as the pressure in the room built.

			“Naia!” Mike’s whole body tensed up, but he fought back. Tiny spheres of water hovered up around them, sparkling with inner lights of their own. Naia pulled her head off his penis, the room flooding with light as sparks flew between them, dancing across the surface of the water. Mike’s legs kicked out, splashing the bathroom with water. Naia looked up at the flickering lights as they crawled across the ceiling, migrating out to the rest of the house.

			“What was that?” Mike asked.

			“I don’t know.” Naia frowned. “That isn’t my magic.”

			“Wait.” Mike sat up in the tub. “What do you mean it isn’t yours?”

			“I think I summed it up.” Naia shrugged, her breasts rippling pleasantly in the water. “No idea. I was using a spell to assess your overall health, and that magic resonated with mine. It’s very wild, very old magic. It reminds me of my fountain when I was freshly created.” Naia’s eyes focused somewhere on the past. “I don’t know if it’s from the Mandragora or something else.”

			“Is it dangerous?”

			“Not at all.” Naia raised a finger. Several of the sparks fell from the ceiling, dancing circles around her hand. “It seems familiar somehow, and—” One of the sparks touched Naia’s finger, and her whole body went rigid. “Oh. Oh!”

			“What is it?”

			Naia grinned. “Mike, did something happen between you and Cecilia?”

			“A few times, but you know about that.” Mike shivered, the water suddenly cold. “Am I okay?”

			“Yeah, you’re okay.” Naia splashed him. The water was suddenly warm again. “Cecilia has left a mark of her own on you. When you get a chance, you should ask her about it.”

			“I’ll add it to the list of things I’ll try not to forget.” Mike stood, water running off his back. He knew exactly what Naia was talking about. Cecilia had been sent to rescue him the night Sarah had tried to kill him. The weather in the greenhouse had turned ugly, and the two of them had sought refuge in a cave. One thing had led to another, and when they’d both come, her magic had done something strange. For a brief moment, Cecilia had ceased being a banshee and become human in his arms. “I guess I’d better start my morning. Any last-minute advice for me?”

			Naia nodded. “Yeah. Don’t fuck up.”

			“Thanks.” Mike tried to splash her back, but Naia had already disappeared beneath the water. He got out of the tub and stretched. His muscles no longer burned, and he nodded in approval. Today would be far easier now that he was properly refreshed.

			He threw on a white shirt and the pants from yesterday. When he pulled up his jeans, something slipped out of the pocket and clattered on the floor.

			“Oh.” Mike picked up the crystalline necklace, inspecting it for the first time. It was a pretty blue color and felt cool to the touch. He flicked off the lights in the bathroom and cupped his hands together. Peeking through a gap in his fingers, he confirmed that the stone was, in fact, glowing with an inner light of its own.

			That figured. The witch Sarah had been wearing a magical necklace, and the Mandragora had been wearing it as well. It must have survived whatever process Sarah’s body had undergone, and it was clearly magical. But what did it do? He briefly debated putting it on to see what would happen and was immediately assailed by an image of Tink smacking him on the back of the head. Granted, she would need to be standing on something, but the image was enough. He slipped it into his pocket, reminding himself to ask Naia about it later. On his way out of the room, he spotted the gear key on his dresser and put that in his pocket as well. For all he knew, the clock was downstairs waiting for him right now.

			In the kitchen, he heated up a couple of Eggos that he found in the back of the freezer. They had fallen out of the box, which was probably why Sofia had missed them in her purge. He loaded them up with butter, peanut butter, and then syrup. He wasn’t very hungry, and his nerves were on edge, but he didn’t know when his next meal would be. After swallowing his breakfast in ungodly large bites, he casually tossed his plate in the sink, then walked over to the door just past the kitchen.

			He opened the door to the basement and looked into the dark below. He took a deep breath and walked down the long steps, wondering briefly if they would somehow keep going forever this time. He hated how the temperature changed so rapidly and was relieved when he reached the light switch at the bottom. 

			The basement itself wasn’t large, and the walls were all poured concrete. By the freezer, he knelt and found the piece of chalk that Tink had left here. After drawing a door on the wall, he knocked on it, using the pattern that Tink had taught him.

			His stomach dropped when nothing happened. Just as he got ready to knock again, the chalk lines glowed brightly and the door appeared before him. He pulled it open, staring at the strange treasures lining both sides of the wall. The Vault was supposed to be a storage place for the most dangerous items in the house, but it looked more like an antique store that had gone to shit. An old music box, a conch shell with dried blood on it, and even an Elvis bobblehead. He paused at this last one, leaning in for a closer look. As soon as he was near it, he saw the faint wobble of the oversize head and immediately backed away.

			Careful not to touch anything, he crossed to the back of the room. Sitting inside of a glass display case was a creepy-looking porcelain doll. The doll regarded him with cold, lifeless eyes.

			“Hello, Jenny.” Mike stood and waited, unsure if the doll would even speak with him. The last time he had dealt with Jenny had been an unmitigated disaster. Jenny had lost her temper, possessed Beth, and attempted to kill him. If she turned on him again, would he even be able to defend himself?

			He had spent all night thinking about how he could get into the Labyrinth without Jenny’s help but had come up blank. Right now, he needed her help, and his only hope was that she would be receptive to giving it.

			A minute passed and then another. Receiving no response, Mike continued, “So I think we got off to a bad start. We’ve both had a chance to cool down, and I was hoping that, if you were interested, we could come to an agreement that means you aren’t just locked away in here. The house has plenty of room, and we could make a space just for you. One with a view, maybe? I don’t know exactly what it is that you want, but you had the chance to leave and never come back, yet you came here. There must be a reason.”

			He waited another minute. The Vault was silent. His heart thudded steadily in his ears, a gentle beat that seemed to echo from the walls.

			“Okay, well, I thought it would be worth a shot.” He turned to leave, carefully picking his way around the dangerous items around him.

			“Wait.” Her voice echoed across the Vault, coming from several places at once. Frost accumulated on the walls, and the whole room creaked.

			He crossed his arms and looked at the doll. “Okay, Jenny. I’m listening.”

			Several seconds passed, but she remained silent. He was about to leave when a chill wind passed through his body, grabbing him from behind the heart and pulling him forward. The room spun around him, the Vault disappearing from sight.
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			Mike stood in a small room, staring at the door that had been painted on the wall. He ran his hands along it, feeling the soft grains of the wood on his fingertips. The furniture in the room had a blocky quality to it, and the sofa nearest him looked like it was made of cheap plastic. Mike knelt and ran his fingers along the edges and confirmed that it was indeed plastic.

			“Jenny?” Mike called, standing. He walked up to a window, one that wasn’t just painted on. The world outside the dollhouse was full of stars, stars that slowly moved across each other with no set direction. “Jenny, where am I?”

			The only door in the room opened, creaking quietly. Rolling his eyes, Mike walked through the dollhouse. It was a close replica of his home, but several of the rooms were simply painted along the back wall. The clunky furniture closely modeled what was left in his home after Jenny’s last tantrum.

			Walking down the stairs, he saw that the front room with the fireplace had a fire in it. A human woman stood in the corner with her back to him, her long black hair hanging down to her waist. She faced the corner, her red dress billowing around her in a room with no wind.

			“Where are we?” Mike asked.

			“Inside your mind,” Jenny said, her voice coming from everywhere. “Trapped in a moment, walled off in a well, in the place between awake and asleep.”

			“Is this a trick?” Mike asked. “Did you possess me?”

			“No.” Jenny turned around. Her hair hung loose over her face, hiding her features, but he could make out the eerie grin of a mouth stretched wide. Goose bumps sprouted along his arms and legs. “Not possessed. Talking. Easier to talk here.”

			“So I’m still in the Vault?”

			“It is like being asleep.” Jenny held up a hand, clenched it dramatically, and then popped it open. “You can wake if you want. Ta-ta, toodle-oo, thanks for coming by!”

			Mike squeezed his hand, then released and squeezed again. If he concentrated, he could feel the world around him fade, feel the cold concrete beneath his feet. Relaxing, he let the dollhouse snap back into place. “So why bring me here?”

			“I am weak now,” she said, and then his mind was blasted by an image of Beth riding his cock and Jenny’s soul jumping out of her body when she came. “Easier to talk here. It’s quiet, personal, safe, enjoy the fries, they’re fresh today!”

			Mike rubbed his chin, doing his best to avoid staring at Jenny’s creepy visage. “You are still recovering.”

			Jenny nodded, the motion causing her hair to droop and then part. He caught a glimpse of the pale face beneath those locks and quickly looked away.

			“I’m sorry we had to do that,” Mike said. “But I want to talk about it. Are you still mad?”

			In response, the whole house shook. The furniture vibrated across the floor, and the walls creaked around him.

			Mike waggled a finger back and forth. “Uh-uh. If you throw a tantrum, I’m leaving you here for another week.”

			The tremor ceased, and Jenny’s dress stopped moving. “I don’t like it here,” she whispered, her voice coming from everywhere at once. This time, images of the Vault bounced around his head. Shadows crept from one shelf to another, objects moved on their own, and the room was full of whispers. “Not one bit, Chicken Little. The sky is falling.”

			“Would you like to leave the Vault?” Mike asked. “And I don’t mean for a little bit. I mean for good.”

			The dollhouse rumbled but quickly settled. Jenny took a single step toward him, her body teleporting across the distance. Her figure shimmered, like static on an old TV, and he could see the dark eyes hidden behind her ominous bangs.

			“Objection! Sustained! Parole for good behavior!” When she spoke, her voice bounced off the walls, assaulting him from every direction. “Yes! Please, I want to leave!” She then dropped her volume to a whisper again. “I can feel them watching me.”

			This time, he was assaulted by hundreds of images at once. He was in the Vault, watching the shadows creep closer in, then he was atop a bonfire, the flames creeping ever closer to his feet. Faces of men and women from centuries past filled his mind, followed by inhuman creatures, bizarre rituals, and then finally a shadow figure with glowing red eyes. Mike stumbled, falling backward, but Jenny seized him by his shirt, holding him up.

			“Then let’s go,” Mike said, his voice cracking. “But if you want to leave for good, you need to help me first.”

			The house shook, but this time, Jenny remained quiet, her head tilting to one side and revealing an eye with a pinpoint pupil.

			After taking a deep breath, Mike told her exactly what he wanted.
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			Kali traced intricate patterns into the air with one hand, leaving behind fluorescent trails that pulsed in time with the crystal in her other hand. Her spell sucked energy away from the geas, the patterns burning brightly as they drifted through the air.

			“It seems I underestimated you,” Sebastien told her, watching the patterns expand until they were nearly ten feet high. Kali smiled in satisfaction, eager to see her runes devour the geas. The spell she was casting had been instrumental in taking out a warlock in the 1800s, but she hadn’t thought of applying it in such a manner until today. The patterns were merging now and forming the letters of an ancient invocation that would let her crack this place open like a giant egg.

			A smile crossed her face, but then faltered. The letters themselves changed color, and blinding light filled the front yard. In her hand, the crystal was suddenly too hot to touch, flames curling around her skin. Kali cast the crystal away just before it detonated, the letters first crumbling in on themselves, then exploding. She felt the sound inside her gut, falling to one knee as the blast washed over her. It bent around Sebastien, who used his cane as a staff to protect himself. He shook his head, a small smile on his face.

			“You knew that was going to happen,” Kali said, glaring at Sebastien.

			“I hoped it would. Can’t have you taking all the glory.” Sebastien crossed the grass, picking up what was left of the crystal. “Completely stripped of its magic,” he announced, crushing the crystal with his fingers. A dark powder drifted away on the slight breeze.

			Kali stood, shrugging off his comment. “No matter. I know a hundred different spells I can try.”

			“And you are welcome to them.” Sebastien checked his watch, a gold Rolex with his name on the back. “However, my plan is going to start any minute now. Feel free to watch all your hard work amount to nothing.”

			Kali shook her head, then put a calming hand on the snake at her side. The python lowered its head, rubbing its face against her thigh. 

			“We’ll see,” she whispered, gazing at the windows of the house once more.
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			Mike closed the back door, squinting in the morning light. The sun’s rays were scattered across the mist hovering over Naia’s fountain, casting rainbows of light in every direction like a giant prism. The nymph was busy dancing on the surface of the water, her white gown billowing behind her while birds flew in circles around her body.

			“How did it go?” Zel asked from her spot off to the side. She had set up a table and was busy scribbling in a giant leather journal while watching Naia. Mike saw that she had sketched Naia perfectly, a drawing that looked almost like a photograph.

			“Ask her yourself, though, she might not answer.” Mike set Jenny down on the table. The doll gave a small curtsy, causing Zel to startle, her equine hindquarters briefly losing control. “Jenny, this is Zel. She’s new to the house.”

			“It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance.” Zel gave a rather eloquent bow of her own. “I am unfamiliar with your species, I’m afraid, so pardon my reaction.”

			“Tormented human soul trapped inside of a doll. It’s a long story.” Mike saw that Naia was no longer dancing, her attention on the three at the table. “She agreed to help.”

			“But at what cost?” Naia looked doubtful, her crossed arms pressing her breasts against her chest.

			Mike shook his head. “For now, her freedom from the Vault. Without a host, it takes a tremendous amount of energy for her to do anything. Speaking of which, Zel, I’m going to need a pick-me-up.”

			“You just woke up,” Zel said, furrowing her brow.

			Mike sighed. “Being a spirit, Jenny needs to run on the energy of her surroundings. The Vault acts as a giant barrier to prevent things like her from walking off on their own. I guess I’m acting as a spiritual battery for Jenny right now, or at least that’s how she explained it to me.” He pictured the images Jenny had shown him. It had taken a bit, but once she had convinced him that she wasn’t going to eat his soul, he had agreed to be her energy source until she got a body. “We are keeping things to a minimum, but I feel like I’ve finished a brutal workout, and that’s just from our talk. Do you have anything that will give me a boost?”

			“Actually, a couple of things.” Zel disappeared into the garage, and Mike followed. She had already set up shop in there, using the workbench as her apothecary. In the corner, she had built herself a bed out of several blankets he had found in the house. Zel was busy eyeballing a few flasks, holding them up to a lamp she had installed on the workbench.

			“And?”

			“Well, a couple of options. I’m hesitant to give you any more of that potion. Since it seems to be a spiritual drain, I can supplement some of that granola with peppermint extract and wolfsbane. That should act as an upper. I also have something that acts like adrenaline, but that’s only for emergencies. Hmm.” Zel pulled out a small mortar and pestle before crushing up some leaves. She poured in some viscous fluid from a test tube and then added some small grains of salt. It smelled like VapoRub from across the room, and Mike’s mouth went dry.

			“Okay, here. Try this.” Zel presented him with a small flask.

			“All of it?” Mike asked.

			“Yep.” Zel nodded, her hair bouncing across her breasts. “Might taste weird, so swallow it quickly.”

			Mike took her advice and chugged the chunky liquid. It tasted disgusting but filled his belly with an immediate warmth. The bond he had with Jenny was tangible, like a bungee cord stretched tight and threatening to drag him under. He felt its draining effects diminish significantly. “Hey, that worked pretty great. What was in there?”

			“I used some dried tea leaves for their caffeine. I thought that would act as a fairly good stimulant. Black salt from a volcano, hard stuff to come by, but I have plenty. A couple other minor additives, and then your semen from yesterday.”

			Mike’s throat tightened. “My…my semen? You made me drink my semen?” He fought the urge to gag.

			“You should know by now that semen is more than just cells and fluid. Human semen contains a bit of your life force, which is easily replenished. Your semen, however, is dramatically stronger than that of an ordinary human. Since you are feeling drained by the doll, I figured why not use your own life force to bolster your spiritual energy?” Zel beamed. “And it looks like it’s working!”

			“Ugh.” Mike stared at his shoes. He guessed there was no helping it now. “Well, thanks. I appreciate it.”

			“You’re welcome. You can repay me later by helping me replenish my stock.” She winked at him. “Oh, and don’t forget these!” She handed him a few of her special granola bars. “Eat them if you start feeling hungry!”

			“Yeah. Thanks.” He pocketed the bars, promising himself that he would hold off unless absolutely necessary. Walking back outside, he saw that Jenny now stood on the fountain’s edge, face turned up toward Naia. He couldn’t hear what Naia was telling her, but the doll kept nodding emphatically in agreement.

			“Hey. You look better.” Naia threw a sly grin at him.

			“Yeah. Zel made me a potion.” Mike’s lips tightened at the memory. “I don’t feel nearly as depleted.”

			“I feel the same way when I drink it too.” Naia licked her lips mischievously.

			“You knew about this?”

			“Zel and I sat up for a while talking about all sorts of things.” Naia winked at him. “You know us girls. Pillow fights, freezing each other’s bras, talking about boys.”

			“Prank calling the neighbors, showing people your tits on the internet, ordering pizzas for people you don’t like. And apparently discussing the restorative properties of my spunk.” 

			“We were just comparing notes.” Naia gave him a mock pout. “I mean, if you’re going to bring strange girls home, we’re gonna talk about your junk.”

			Mike rolled his eyes. “Yeah, I suppose that’s fair.” He looked down at Jenny. She stood patiently on the edge of the fountain. If he didn’t know any better, he would think a child had left her there. “You’re not talking about my junk with Jenny, are you?”

			“That’s actually a sore subject,” Naia whispered. “The whole ‘not having a body’ issue.”

			“Oh.” That made sense. Jenny had been a young woman when she had been accused of adultery, then burned at the stake for being a witch some centuries ago. “I’ll tone it down a bit.”

			“You’re so considerate.” Naia kissed his cheek. “So what next?”

			“We wait for Beth to get here. I’m not entirely certain how I’m going to break it to her, but I’m afraid we’re going to need to borrow her body. Jenny said that she’s been through the Labyrinth, and it would be easier to guide me while inside a body. I suggested using mine, but then I would be in the doll and not much use. That and apparently she can’t use mine.”

			“That would be the soul exchange,” Naia whispered. “Anyone who tries to boot you out ends up going against that chunk of my soul.”

			“Like in the Dreamscape,” Mike said, remembering how he had found Naia hidden inside his own psyche.

			“Exactly,” Naia said. “It’s your secret weapon.”

			“I’ll have to remember that.” Mike crossed to the other side of the fountain. “Well, I guess I’d better get ready. I’m not sure when Beth is getting here, but she said she was coming early.”

			“Good luck.” Naia waved at Mike, and he walked back inside. He grabbed the dagger from where he had hidden it, then sat on the couch with Jenny. The doll sat with him, kicking her legs on the edge of the cushion. Mike watched the doll, wary of any sudden changes in behavior. Their talk had been relatively brief, Jenny communicating through pictures in his mind more than anything else. While it was clear that she hadn’t yet forgiven him, it seemed she was just as eager for a second chance as he was.

			Mike slid the dagger out of the sheath, inspecting it for the first time. He expected a magic weapon capable of cutting through most anything to be lots of things, but boring wasn’t one of them. The blade had a small groove in the middle, the hilt a simple T shape. The handle had been wrapped in leather that looked old. He wondered if it would glow in his hands if orcs came near. Or was it trolls? He was having trouble keeping his thoughts straight. He swung it experimentally. Could he actually use it on a living creature?

			The doorbell rang, the sound echoing through the house. Taking a deep breath, he looked out the window. He couldn’t see who was at the door, but he did see that the woman in white was missing from his front yard. Shit.

			“Please be Beth, please be Beth,” he whispered under his breath, then answered the door, the dagger clenched tightly behind his back. Beth stood on the porch, a bag over one shoulder and a handful of files in the other. There was no sign of the woman in white, but the cold feeling in his gut intensified. Leaning out the door, he looked all around, wondering where she could have gone. Cecilia appeared briefly by her swing, then shrugged. She clearly had no idea either.

			“Come in, quickly.” He pulled Beth inside by her wrist, shutting the door behind her. Letting out a deep breath, he looked outside again. “Did you happen to see anybody else out front?”

			“No. Should I have?” The question didn’t seem to faze her at all, which meant she must be telling the truth. It suddenly occurred to Mike that the snake woman out front could just as easily cast a spell to blend in or maybe even become invisible. Rubbing his face with the palms of his hands, he sighed. The anxious feeling in his gut was still there, and he was convinced that if he looked out one of the windows, he would see the witch staring back in. His mind filled with visions of the front yard, teeming with snakes. It had never actually occurred to him that inviting Beth over meant putting her life in danger. 

			“No, don’t worry about it.” He was about to tell her a lot of things, things that weren’t going to make sense, and he felt that starting with a society of witches trying to break into his house would be a bad idea. “It’s a long story, but we’ll get around to it eventually.”

			“So what did you need my help with?” she asked. Today she wore a white blouse with a black pencil skirt that clung tightly to her thighs with black shoes to match, and her hair had been pulled up into a bun. As usual, she was a vision to behold, but something was off. Mike looked at her for a few seconds, wondering where to begin. He felt antsy, appraising Beth once more. Why couldn’t he shake the danger sense in his gut?

			“It’s complicated,” he told her, unsure of how to continue. “I want to show you something.” He walked into the living room and stood next to the fireplace. Jenny had returned to her position on the mantel, so he picked her up and held her out. “Do you remember when I gave you this?”

			“Yes.” She took the doll from him. “I took it home with me. You said to get rid of it.”

			“It isn’t just a doll. Here, may I?” He took Jenny back from her before setting the doll down on the table. “So I suppose you are wondering how it got back here. Take a seat.” He sat on one of the chairs. Beth made herself comfortable on the couch, setting down the files. She smoothed out the wrinkles in her blouse, then tucked away a wisp of hair that had come loose.

			His whole body went numb, the feeling in his gut expanding through his limbs. What had been a simple attempt to tuck away a strand of hair had suddenly become a revelation. It was subtle, nearly impossible to notice, and even Mike had doubts. But the chill in his stomach persisted, and he had to know why his brain was telling him that this wasn’t actually Beth.

			But how? It looked like her, right? When she had tucked away that stray hair, Mike had noticed that the part in her hair was on the wrong side of her head. But was he wrong? There was an easy way to find out.

			“Just a sec.” Mike pulled his phone out of his pocket and quickly snapped a picture. It only took him a second to flip the image horizontally, and the revelation chilled him. The Beth on his phone looked correct, a mirror image of the one sitting across from him, except the one across from him seemed to realize what he was doing on his phone.

			“I wish you hadn’t done that,” she said, then lunged at him with lightning speed, her files now scattered everywhere. Strong hands caught him around the throat and yanked him out of his seat. Gasping for air, he struggled to free himself, but her grip was impossible to break. She casually lifted him in the air, his legs dangling below him.

			The doorbell rang.

			“You need to answer the door,” she told him. “Let him in.”

			“Let…who…” He kicked her legs, but she ignored him. He swung his legs even harder now, planting his feet firmly in her gut, but it felt like pushing off a brick wall. Beth marched him toward the door, stepping over the fallen folders. 

			What was going on here?

			Jenny, still on the table, tipped over and crashed to the floor, then ran across the room and disappeared beneath the couch. The couch lifted off the ground, hovered briefly in the air, then launched itself across the room at Beth. It busted apart on impact, and Beth grunted, largely ignoring the assault.

			His vision going dark, Mike closed his hand around the hilt of the dagger, hoping that he was right and that this wasn’t actually Beth. With a single swipe, he sliced cleanly through Beth’s wrist and fell to the floor, gasping for air. Beth’s hand spasmed for a moment, then crumbled into a pile of sand before his eyes.

			He hadn’t been expecting that.

			“Oh shit!” he yelled, then got to his feet and slashed wildly at Beth’s other hand when she reached for him. The pile of sand on the floor moved toward her and merged with her foot. Beth’s hand now grew back, and she flexed it experimentally, her eyes never leaving his.

			“Answer the door, Mr. Radley.” She moved toward him, her face expressionless and her hands reaching. Mike slashed again with the dagger, spilling sand everywhere. It climbed up his body and into his mouth and eyes, causing him to cough and stumble around until he fell to the floor. She grabbed him by his shoulders and lifted him free of the ground to slam him into a nearby wall.

			Cecilia phased through the front door, hair billowing wildly behind her and her white eyes wide with rage. The temperature dropped, causing frost to form on the walls and floor. Mike dropped the dagger and stuck his fingers in his ears.

			The banshee screamed, and Beth’s features rippled, sand blowing off her skin and filling the room like a miniature dust storm. Cecilia floated closer to Beth, her arms stretched wide and her body aglow with fey magic as she continued to scream. 

			Beth’s features blurred further, sand now flowing off her body in torrents. Her arms had thinned out to the point that Mike was able to break free and drop to the floor. Once there, he picked up the knife, his unprotected ears now ringing with Cecilia’s scream. He stumbled to his feet and made a run for the back door. He wasn’t going to win this fight on his own, and when he looked back, he saw Cecilia fade from view.

			“Mike!” Naia stood on the edge of her fountain, lines of worry written on her face. Zel stood at the other edge of the fountain, a waterskin in one hand and a vial in the other. Several vials had been laid next to each other on the rim, and the centaur paused, concern on her face.

			“She’s made of sand!” Mike shouted at them as the back door ripped free of its hinges. Beth walked out, a maelstrom of whirring sand following close behind to form up along the back of her body. “Someone made a copy of Beth out of sand. How do we stop sand?”

			“That’s actually a homunculus,” Zel stated as she grabbed her vials, then galloped away around the back of the house. Mike circled the fountain, the dagger held in front of him. He needed a plan but couldn’t think straight. His ears were still ringing from Cecilia’s scream.

			“Mike.” Naia was by his side, her hand on his wrist. “Get her in the water.”

			He nodded and got in the fountain with her. Beth’s eyes were focused on Mike, her hands clenching and unclenching mindlessly as she approached. When she stepped into the fountain, tiny spheres of water rose into the air, circling the homunculus like angry birds. Beth swatted them away from her face, causing large chunks of her flesh to vanish into the magical, swirling orbs.

			“Hold on to me,” Naia told him, then threw her arms around his torso. Already, he felt the swirling current on his legs, threatening to suck him under. He held on to the nymph, the waters of the fountain churning beneath his knees and forming a large vortex. Beth’s body thinned out, the water sucking away her sandy exterior. She fell apart like a sandcastle blasted by ocean waves and vanished beneath the surface. The brackish water circled the fountain, and a muddy pair of hands kept grabbing at the rim, the homunculus trying to pull itself to safety.

			“What are you doing?” Mike asked, his shoes and socks ripped free of his feet by the current. If Naia hadn’t been holding him, he would have been sucked under as well.

			“Getting rid of the trash,” she said, her eyes flashing. A large, watery orb formed at the fountain’s edge, the spinning waters pulling the contents of the fountain into the air. Multiple hands formed and emerged from the sphere but then were sucked back inside. A large, distorted face formed inside of the water, opening its sandy maw to scream silently at them.

			“Holy shit,” Mike muttered, watching the sphere float out over the backyard. A thin stream of water blasted itself into one of the nearby drains, and the high-pressure stream forced the remains of the homunculus into the small vent in the ground. The drain backed up, the sand trying once again to form into a human. 

			“Oh no, you don’t,” Naia told it, her face screwed up in concentration. Tendrils of water formed above them and blasted the drain with tremendous pressure, her fountain emptying itself at a rapid pace.

			“That should buy us plenty of time,” Naia told him, her eyes on the drain. It was now bent in the middle, and not a single grain of sand could be seen nearby it. Zel reappeared, holding a large potted plant. Her muscles strained as she lowered it over the drain, plugging it from above.

			“Is it gone?” Mike asked.

			“Nope. It’s in the sewer system now and will probably clog up a waste treatment plant before coming back eventually.” Naia let out a sigh. “It was the only thing I could think of doing. I just hope it buys us some time.”

			“Well, it was better than anything I had planned.” He kissed her lightly on the lips. “Thanks for saving me.”

			She beamed. “Of course, lover. But the question you should be asking yourself right now is this: If someone made a homunculus that looks like Beth, what happened to Beth?”

			The implication hit Mike in the chest like a truck, and he opened his mouth to reply but was interrupted by the sound of screeching tires and splintering wood.
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			The stolen car slid sideways on the street, and Beth let out another scream, clutching the door handle for dear life. So far, the ride to Mike’s house from Beth’s apartment had been an utter nightmare, with Lily dodging through traffic, at one point taking a side street to avoid a cop that Beth never saw, all the while filling Beth in on a tale that was too fantastical to make any sort of sense.

			Apparently, monsters were real and lived among mankind. That much she got, and for whatever reason, Mike’s home was full of them. Beth had been inside the home dozens of times over the last year and had never once spotted any sign of life. Every neuron in her brain told her to run from Lily the first chance she got, to flee the city and seek refuge somewhere where Lily, Mike, or even the Historical Preservation Society could never find her.

			However, she had just escaped a mirror world where she had fucked a demon, had watched her intern grow a tail to shatter a window, and was currently screaming at the top of her lungs while Lily forced the car to slide sideways through an intersection, traffic narrowly missing them on both sides. One of the side mirrors was gone when Lily straightened the vehicle, shards of metal and plastic dangling from the car door.

			“How?” It was all Beth could say, her heart beating so fast that she had one hand firmly planted on her own sternum. She was riding a rollercoaster of adrenaline, and her brain was officially numb.

			“I have supernatural reflexes,” Lily answered with a smirk, taking the car onto the sidewalk and through a park. It was early enough that they crossed the large field with no trouble, the tires screeching when they met back up with pavement on the other side. Beth could see the long trail of mud streaked on the road behind them.

			They were in the old part of town, steadily climbing the hill to where the Radley house awaited them. She could see its familiar turrets, make out the large stone walls at the end of the street. The neighbors rarely asked questions about the house, and it suddenly occurred to Beth that it was strange that they had never once dropped by, even out of curiosity. She knew she would have.

			“Almost there,” Lily told her, yanking the wheel and making the car drift. The stone lions on top of the entryway stared stoically at the sky, and Lily pushed the pedal to the metal, tires screeching as they jumped the curb and climbed the sidewalk.

			“There’s a driveway!” Beth yelled, suddenly aware of the two figures standing in front of the house. A black woman in a white outfit and Sebastien, the society’s attorney. The black woman turned to look at them, mouth open in surprise, then she ran across the yard, something long and thick trailing behind her, to take refuge behind some bushes. Sebastien, however, tried to limp out of the way before Lily adjusted the car’s trajectory, slamming the car into him and sending him flying. Patches of dirt and grass flew into the air as the car spun out of control before slamming into the front porch. Beth’s face met the airbag that had deployed, and all she could see was a dark, narrow tunnel.

			The whole world no longer seemed to make sense, not since last week when she had lost a day. She had heard of lucid dreaming before. Was it possible this was all a dream? In the distance, she heard her mother calling her. She was going to be late to school.

			“Mom, I’m tired.” Beth’s words were nothing more than grunts, but the sentiment was there.

			“Beth! Get out!” Lily shouted, then slapped her across the face. The sting snapped Beth out of her trance, and she opened her eyes.

			“You hit that guy…,” Beth replied, her words barely coherent. “With the car.”

			“And if we were lucky, we killed him. Hurry up!” Lily unbuckled Beth, pulling her across the driver’s seat. Part of the porch’s roof had collapsed on top of the car, shingles sliding out onto the grass. Beth staggered in small circles before Lily’s steady hand pushed on her lower back. 

			“Are those sticks?” Beth asked, staring at the large number of squiggly lines that were coming to the surface of the yard. No, not sticks. These things hissed and had teeth. Definitely not sticks. Maybe she had fallen back asleep? She was going to be so late to class.

			“Inside, now!” Lily shoved Beth up what was left of the stairs, the wood cracking beneath them. Together, they pushed open the front door and collapsed into the front entryway.

			Panting on the hardwood floor, Beth heard footsteps coming toward her.

			“Beth?” Mike knelt in her field of view, one hand behind his back. His face was full of both hope and doubt, and she noticed he was keeping his distance.

			“This one’s the real deal,” Lily said, getting to her feet.

			Mike stared at the intern, his mouth agape.

			“Hey there, Romeo.”

			“Lily?!” In an instant, Mike’s body language changed. He wrapped his arms around Lily, pulling her into a tight embrace. Beth noticed the hesitation, but Lily eventually gave in and returned the affection. “Oh my God, Lily, I’m so glad to see that you’re okay.”

			“I’m okay too,” Beth groaned. Her head felt like it had cracked on the inside and her brains were starting to flow out her forehead. If enough fell out, she was going to fail her algebra test. She tried to stand, but the room dimmed, and she lost her balance and fell back on her butt. She looked at Mike, then Lily, then noticed movement by her own feet. She looked down and saw the creepy doll that Mike had given her. 

			The doll gave her a little wave.

			“Oh, fuck it,” Beth muttered, letting the darkness in. She fell backward, dimly aware that someone was calling her name.
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			Kali stared at the car that had been rammed into the front porch of the house. Steam came from the hood, a mist that floated into the air and bounced off the protective spells on the home. She laughed, walking toward the wreckage. Her snake slithered behind her, curious if there would be something to eat.

			“Clever boy,” she said, kicking at what was left of a pile of sand. Her phone rang, and she pulled it out of her pocket.

			“Un-fucking-believable!” Sebastien screamed in her ear. “What just fucking happened?”

			“You got hit by a car,” Kali said, trying to hide the mirth in her voice.

			“How? By who?”

			Kali wondered if Sebastien’s mustache was twitching, his face red like a cherry. “The estate agent. She got pulled out by someone else, and they are both inside now. I’m guessing that your homunculus failed?”

			“I can’t fucking tell from here. It’s been so long since I’ve been in my own body that I’m all disoriented.” She heard the clatter of furniture being scattered. “I’ll be back as soon as I can get the necessary ingredients together to recompose myself. I need you to scoop as much of the sand back together as you can.”

			“I’m sure you’ll be back soon enough.” Kali kicked lightly at the sand, scattering it even farther across the yard. “I guess I’m curious how you could have gotten so sloppy. You cloned the agent but left her alive?”

			“I pushed her into the mirror demon’s prison,” Sebastien hissed. “There’s no way she should have escaped.”

			“Then I guess Elizabeth was right. Mike Radley does possess the devil’s own luck.” Kali looked up at the house, suddenly hungry. “I’m going to enjoy taking him apart and finding out how he ticks.”

			“Don’t you do anything without me!” Sebastien hung up.

			Kali grinned at the sandy mess in front of her, then turned away. She had better things to do than gloat. Cracking her knuckles, she set to work once more on undoing the geas. Before Sebastien had arrived, she had found a particular flaw in the magic, a giant metaphorical crack that she felt like exploring. Focusing her magical energy, she drove it forward like a wedge, pushing hard against the fabric of reality itself.

			Her phone rang. Letting out an exasperated sigh, Kali answered it. “Yes?”

			“Did it work?” Daryl asked. It sounded like he was inside a car. Daryl typically rode in the back of a town car, his driver a zombie. Where Sebastien was gifted in making life from nothing, Daryl was equally gifted in returning life to dead flesh.

			“Of course not.”

			A soft chuckle over the phone. “Well, then I guess I will move ahead with a plan of my own.”

			“Do what you must. If you don’t mind, I’m busy.” Kali hung up the phone and slid it into her pocket. She had no idea what his plan was and didn’t care. She focused her attention on the magical crack once more.

			This time, when she struck it, it sounded like thunder.
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			THE LABYRINTH 

			Daryl stood outside the apartment, staring up at the windows above the garage door. A quick phone call had gotten him Mike Radley’s phone records, which showed that he had ordered pizza from a local place. It had been no easy matter tracking down the delivery girl. Luckily, she worked several jobs around town and was well known by name at more than a few establishments.

			Those who knew her also knew her story. Apparently, her girlfriend had died in a terrible motorcycle accident. They had scraped what was left of Alex Winters off the highway, leaving behind grieving parents and a closed-casket funeral. It had been easy enough to delve into Alex’s records to learn that her bike had been purchased at a scrapyard and then delivered here. Seeing the car registered to her parked in the driveway, he was thrilled that his search was over.

			He wasn’t a hundred-percent certain that Dana had even been inside the Radley house, but he had to try. Kali was determined to dismantle the geas herself, and Sebastien had already gone rogue with some scheme regarding the attorney. Neither of them had been willing to accept help, so he was here on a hunch, hoping that Mike had been naive enough to allow her in during those first couple of days in his new home.

			He didn’t bother knocking—a quick flick of the wrist and the locked door allowed him entry. His movements were quiet, his soft footfalls barely registering on the concrete floor. Early light leaking through the windows provided the only illumination. 

			For him, it was enough. He could see everything clearly in shades of gray, even in the darkest shadows of the garage.

			Daryl pondered the mostly finished motorcycle in the middle of the bay. It was nearing completion as far as he could tell, and he touched the exposed chrome with his fingertips.

			The sudden chill through his hand caused him to yank it away. Crouching, he examined the bike. It had been meticulously restored, but he could see the areas where the metal had been pounded out, paint reapplied, and new parts installed. He let his hand hover over the bike, feeling the shift in temperature once more.

			It was the signature of a young life cut short, a remnant of Alex Winters’ abrupt departure from this world. Fascinated, Daryl allowed his fingers to roam, brief flashes of a wet highway and bright headlights filling his mind. He traced the sensations, wondering if he could somehow find the soul of Alex Winters.

			No. At the edge of the spiritual imprint, he felt the severed thread left behind by a soul that had crossed over. Once Death cut that thread, the departed were beyond Daryl’s ability to revive.

			Standing, Daryl looked around. He had seen Dana’s car in the driveway so had assumed she would be home. The loft looked like a great place to start. Before climbing the stairs, he reinforced the spell that muted his movements, the shadows gathering beneath his feet. The last thing he wanted was to let the girl know he was in her home and scare her off.

			Putting his weight on the stairs, he felt them creak beneath his feet. The spell absorbed the sound nicely, the apartment filled only with the sounds of songbirds waking up outside. Climbing the stairs, he kept a careful watch for any movement from up above. He held his wand behind him, the magical energy gathering in his wrists, begging to be released.

			The loft had some furniture, a fridge, and a bathroom. Daryl walked into the bedroom area and frowned at the bed. A large footlocker had been placed on her mattress, and he tried to open it, but it was locked. He sliced his finger on something sharp and stuck it in his mouth. Unless she’d locked herself inside, she wasn’t there either. He knelt to look under the bed. Nope, not there either.

			Damn. Walking past her desk, he saw that she had drawn an elaborate diagram of gears. Clearly she had been working on something, but he saw no sign of her current project. He took a peek in the bathroom, hoping she was hiding in the shower.

			Nothing. Scratching his head, he surveyed the apartment once more, casting a spell to detect life. Other than a family of mice living in the walls, he didn’t spot anything of use. Widening the spell, he discovered the weakened soul of an elderly woman in the house next to the garage, her dim light puttering around in the kitchen. Tucking his wand away, he decided to go over and ask her where his prey could be. If her car was out front, perhaps she had gone for a walk or maybe even a jog. He closed the door behind him as he left.

			Somewhere inside the garage, a clock chimed that it was the top of the hour. Gritting his teeth, Daryl walked over to the nearby house, giving the front door a sharp rap with his knuckles. When the old woman opened the door, a blast of yellow light from his wand froze her in place.

			“I’ll let myself in,” he said, closing the door quietly behind him.
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			Mike carried Beth to the fountain with Lily’s help, then laid her out gently on the cool marble. Naia and Mike held her in place while Zel examined her, running her fingers across Beth’s body. A tiny sphere of glowing water hovered above Beth’s face.

			“I don’t feel any breaks,” Zel announced, sliding her hands out of Beth’s shirt. “I’m guessing she was knocked senseless by the…airbag, you said?” She looked at Mike for confirmation.

			“Yeah, that’s the right term.” Mike’s arms were crossed. “How long do you think she’ll be out?”

			“Hard to say.” Zel shook her head. “It sounds like it may be part shock.”

			“Well, she isn’t asleep.” Lily sat on the other side of the fountain, flicking the water. She still wore her business casual outfit, one leg delicately crossed over the other. She looked like she was ready for a job interview. “Otherwise, I could go inside her dreams and try to wake her up.”

			“Which means we have to wait,” Mike said, gritting his teeth. He didn’t like the idea of waiting any longer than he had to.

			“Wait for what?” Lily asked.

			“Uh, well…” Mike gestured at Jenny, who sat near Beth’s head, fabric legs dangling above the water. “I was hoping that Beth would let Jenny possess her again so that she could take me to the Labyrinth.”

			“And what if she didn’t agree?” Lily asked. “Were you going to force her to do it?”

			“No.” Mike shook his head. “That can’t be something we do. It would make me no better than the people outside, and then where—”

			A crack of thunder, louder than an approaching train, shook the house, causing everybody to cover their ears. The earth shook, and dust scattered off the roof, settling around them like tiny clouds.

			“What the fuck was that?” Mike called, his ears ringing.

			Naia stared incredulously at the sky, her mouth open.

			Cecilia burst through the rear wall of the house, energy crackling around her body. “The geas! It’s cracked!”

			“How can you tell?” Mike asked.

			Cecilia shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. What matters now is that we need to get that crazy woman out of our front yard. The geas is a powerful spell, but it can be dismantled, given enough time.”

			“Well, I can’t go get Tink with Beth like this,” Mike said. “And I don’t want to use her body without her permission. It’s super fucked up that she’s even involved in the first place.”

			“Are you going to go stab that woman out front with the dagger then?” Naia asked him. “Because if you don’t, eventually she will break the spell keeping her out of the house, and they will come in and raid this place.”

			Mike thought about it. Even if he could get close, could he kill another human? It was the same doubt he had about the Minotaur, about violence in general. Maybe to save his own life or to protect someone. Then again, it was the kind of question that could only be answered in the heat of such a moment.

			“I’ve got it!” Mike said. “Lily could knock her out cold for a few hours with her stinger, buy us some time.”

			“That won’t work,” Lily replied, her eyes on the surface of the fountain. “The woman with the snake is Kali, the Vodou Queen.”

			“Don’t you mean voodoo?”

			“I said what I meant. Kali is super old school, pins in dolls, talking to snakes, dancing naked in the moonlight, that kind of thing. She’s made so many deals with so many spirits that even if I could get close enough to sting her, it likely wouldn’t affect her.” Lily crossed her arms. “She got pissed once because she thought that someone had broken into one of her warehouses to take a bunch of rare spell ingredients. Ended up tracking the wannabe witch doctor to their shop in New Orleans.”

			“What did she do?” Mike asked.

			“Hurricane Katrina.” Lily arched an eyebrow. “Witch doctor’s home wasn’t far from where the levee broke.”

			“She broke the levee?” Mike asked in awe.

			“After she summoned the hurricane. Figured it wasn’t enough to drown the thief and killed off anyone who had gone to see her. Made her stand perfectly still in her own house as the water rose, then kept her alive the entire time the fish were feeding on her. I think it got the point across.”

			“Holy shit,” Zel whispered, then covered her mouth. “I’m sorry, that slipped out!”

			“Don’t worry about it.” Mike stared at Beth’s sleeping form, then looked at the doll. “Does anybody here have any idea how to activate the house defenses? Naia, you can see all Emily’s memories. Can you tell me how to do it?”

			They all looked at each other. Zel kept her eyes on Beth, her slim fingers brushing the hair away from her face.

			“It’s something only the Caretaker can do,” Naia told him, her eyes now shut. “I see…none of it makes any sense. There are gaps because someone else taught her how to do it and those memories are still locked by the geas.” Her eyes popped open, and she shook her head. “I’m sorry, Mike. All I know is that Tink knows for sure. She was supposed to teach you, but the tumultuous nature of your first few days here likely caused her to overlook the defenses. The house has never seen a siege of this scale before.”

			“Cecilia? You’re always out front. What did you see?”

			“I could only see the souls and magic of those involved. The Caretaker links the magic of the home to the defenses and then activates them from the middle of the yard. By what process, I do not know.” She hung her head in shame.

			“Shit, so we don’t know. Any other ideas for stalling the wicked witch out there?” Mike looked at each of them, hoping for an answer. The silence between them opened a void in his stomach, and his gaze eventually circled back to Beth lying on the cold stone of the fountain. His fingers tightened on the hilt of the dagger in his belt, and he could feel the weight of his own decision crushing him. Tink and the others were likely in danger, and even if he could stall Kali, they likely weren’t coming back without his help.

			Trying to kill the woman on the front lawn was beyond him. Simply waiting for her to crack the geas and come into the house, potentially hurting his family, was also not an option. He was being forced to choose, and the damnation of such a decision was something he would have to come to terms with later. He looked to the women who stood around him, all waiting on his decision. His eyes found the cold, porcelain gaze of the doll standing next to him.

			It was a hard decision. He would have to beg for forgiveness later.

			“Do it, Jenny.” He looked at the others. Naia looked resigned to the idea, and he couldn’t tell what Cecilia was thinking. Lily, however, turned her back on him.

			The air filled with static, and the doll climbed onto Beth’s chest, her cloth hands on Beth’s lips. A white mist emerged from Beth’s lips, and with a sudden blast of light, Beth sat up, clutching the doll.

			“Beth?” Mike asked.

			Her eyes opened, revealing that they were now completely black.

			“Beth is sleepy,” Jenny whispered, holding one finger to her lips. “When she is ready to come outside and play, I will tell you.”

			“Okay, then. Remember, you are inside her body long enough to get me to the Labyrinth, and then you have to bring her back and let her go.”

			Everyone waited for Jenny’s response. Jenny looked up at the sky, her dark eyes focused on something far away. “Boom,” she whispered moments before the sky above filled with thunder.

			Mike flinched, his heart racing. The shock wave rippled across the house, blowing out one of the upstairs windows. Mike ducked, but the glass didn’t travel far, falling in small fragments to the courtyard below.

			“Jenny?” Naia asked, a warning in her voice.

			“There and back again, a Jenny’s tale.” Jenny smiled. “I am just borrowing her for today. The sun will come out tomorrow.”

			Mike sighed. “Okay, then. Show me how to get inside the closet.”
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			Naia sat on the edge of the fountain, gazing wistfully at the house. During times like these, she wished she could leave her spring, to do more. Unfortunately, that could never be an option, no matter how much she wished it. She was a part of her spring—leaving was a concept as foreign as walking out of her own skin. She could either be in the fountain or the bath but never anywhere else.

			“So what now?” Lily asked. She still sat at the edge of the fountain. She had taken off her shoes, her feet soaking in the warm water.

			“We wait, I’m afraid.” Naia could sense Mike walking through the home, so close yet so far. As long as he was in the home proper, she could feel his emotions through their bond. However, the farther he traveled from her spring, the harder it was to feel him. Eventually, his life force would feel like a distant flame, bright enough to see but not warm enough to feel.

			“You could order me to go with him,” Lily said, her voice soft. When Lily had tried to kill Mike, he had put his soul on the line in order to escape. However, because Naia and Mike were soul-bonded, both of them had become Lily’s new masters, and it wasn’t a role that had been casually accepted.

			“You would like that, wouldn’t you?” Naia smiled at the succubus. “You are right. I could make you go, as your master. You would have to protect him, maybe die for him. And you would like that because it would prove that you’re right, that he’s just like your previous master and sees you as nothing better than a tool to be used. It would prove that I value him above you, and by extension of our bond, that he values himself above you.”

			Lily didn’t respond, her eyes focused on the water in the fountain. Naia could see the tension in her shoulders, the fear of what was to come next.

			“The Caretakers of this home have been many things, but this one is different,” Naia said. “I have loved them all, in my own way, but something about Mike makes my soul sing for him. He doesn’t see us just as objects, or slaves, or even as monsters. He sees all of us for who we are. He respects us. Some of the others haven’t been nearly as kind, barely tolerating some of us to be here.”

			“That’s easy to say for someone who will fuck anybody who comes in this place.” Lily’s face reddened as the words left her mouth. “You’re the one who gets to choose, aren’t you? I saw it in his memories. You can drown anyone who isn’t a good fit.”

			“If that isn’t the pot calling the kettle black, I don’t know what is.” Naia lay on her back, floating along the surface of the water. “It’s like a calling. I can tell they will take care of the house but not necessarily love those who dwell here. And things can change over time. It isn’t perfect. No relationship is. There’s a reason Zel hid from Emily. Consider that.”

			“So why not make me go help him? He didn’t give Beth a choice. Why give me one?”

			“He didn’t give Beth a choice because he doesn’t have one either.” Naia swirled the water with her arms, becoming one with the waves. “And if you think he isn’t beating himself up over it, you are wrong.”

			“That’s the worst part,” Lily said. “I can tell that he is. I can feel him as if he stands behind me, his chest pressed against my back. I can feel you in the front, both of you just standing there, waiting to command me. It will happen eventually, you’ll see.”

			“Maybe. Maybe not.” Naia stared at the sky. Storm clouds were forming up above, a result of the magical attack on the geas. “Just remember that he is doing his best to protect the others. Somehow, I feel like that’s the same reason you are here, isn’t it?”

			Naia heard Lily pull her feet out of the fountain. The back door slammed shut as Lily went inside the house. A smile crossed Naia’s face, and she became one with the water, melting beneath its surface.
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			Strong arms gripped Dana, fingers interlaced with her own. She pushed herself farther into those arms, breathing in through her nose and letting out a sigh. She could smell the faint hint of Alex’s deodorant, feel hot breath on the back of her neck. Months of anguish were somehow forgotten, Dana moved to another time and place. Alex must have been working on the motorcycle because the bed smelled faintly of motor oil.

			“Alex,” she whispered, squeezing the fingers in her hand. The fingers squeezed back. Memories of the crash and the ensuing months suddenly flooded her mind, the sweet release of sleep now eluding her. She could feel the tears running down her face, hesitant to open her eyes and break the spell, knowing that her true love would vanish in the waking hours of day.

			The weight of Alex lifted free of her, those strong arms vanishing into nothing, and she heard the clock chime that it was the top of the hour. The past ripped itself away from her, leaving her with the cold remnants of the morning. Wiping the tears off her face, she opened her eyes, her vision settling on the window nearest her bed. She could hear the birds singing outside. Groaning, she sat up, a dull ache just behind her eyes. Rubbing her head, she slid out of bed before walking past the clock and into her bathroom for some aspirin. She swallowed the pills and walked back out into the loft.

			The morning light had snuck in through a few gaps in the blinds, scattering errant rays across the garage. Several of them bounced off the chrome of the bike, lighting up the concrete floor. Dana stared at Alex’s motorcycle, wondering now if she truly wanted to finish fixing it. She had thought that riding it would bring her closer to Alex, make it feel like they were together again, but the cold reality of day reminded her that she was still alive and Alex was gone.

			Shaking her head, she retrieved her phone from its hiding place, only to discover that she was almost an hour late for work. She had a couple of phone calls already from her boss.

			“Shit!” She grabbed clothes off the floor and dressed as quickly as she could, then bolted out of the apartment. After getting into her car, she turned the ignition and nearly backed into a giant town car that now blocked the driveway.

			“Fuck!” She jumped out of her car, staring at the man in the driver’s seat. “Hey. Hey! I need you to move so I can get going!” He ignored her even as she approached. When she banged on the glass, his gaze remained fixed eerily on nothing in particular. “Hey! Asshole! Let me out!”

			The driver wore a chauffeur’s hat and matching gloves, which meant he had driven someone. She looked back at her landlord’s house. Who did she know that had their own driver?

			There was only one way to find out. She didn’t even bother knocking, just let herself in through the front door.
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			Mike stood next to the closet door in the guest bedroom. Jenny, inside Beth’s body, fidgeted with her hair, twirling it in her fingers. She was wearing a small backpack that was just one of Zel’s saddlebags that had been modified to carry the doll inside. If they needed Beth and Jenny to switch back, then the doll needed to remain close by.

			“Well?” Mike asked. “How do we do this?”

			Jenny grinned, grabbing the doorknob to the closet. “Simple, simple! Three o’clock, nine o’clock, up and down.” She turned the knob right, then left, then pulled up on it. The whole knob slid up like a lever, then Jenny pushed it back down and pulled. A blast of cool air hit Mike in the face, and the interior of the closet was gone. The back wall was now composed of smooth rock, and the light of the room was gobbled up by the cave that had appeared.

			“Did you get that?” Mike asked Cecilia.

			“I did,” she answered, staring warily at Jenny. Mike looked at Cecilia when Jenny grabbed his wrist.

			“Come on! I can show you how to open the gate to the Labyrinth!” She pulled him toward the entrance. Mike resisted just long enough to turn on his flashlight. He ducked in time to avoid smashing his face on the rock above, letting Jenny lead him down the tunnel. Cecilia vanished, heading back to the front door to watch Kali. Mike found himself wishing she was still by his side. Jenny had already disappeared around the first bend, humming a random tune to herself.

			He wished that someone else could have come with him. Naia couldn’t, and Lily wouldn’t even look him in the eyes. Zel couldn’t come, and he barely knew her. Instead, he was stuck with a half-crazed ghost in his estate agent’s body.

			Mike followed behind Jenny, who had slowed down. “So how do you know so much about the house?”

			“I’ve been here a long time, and when I’m not locked up in the Vault, I go on adventures!” Jenny turned around to walk backward. “The Labyrinth is extra fun! It has games and places to hide, and the Minotaur will chase you!”

			“That’s kind of why we’re going.” A lump formed in Mike’s throat. “But we want to avoid the Minotaur. At least until we find the others.”

			“A chase, a race, my panties are lace.” Jenny winked. “If we can cross the bridge, he won’t follow. He is scared of the water.”

			“Like the pool?” Mike asked. And what bridge was she talking about? He was never certain what parts of her speech he should be paying attention to.

			“The pool is a way out when the closet is closed. The Minotaur won’t go in so can’t leave.”

			A thought occurred to Mike. “If there’s a Labyrinth and a Minotaur guarding it, then what is in the Labyrinth?”

			“Sticks and stones may break my bones, but I have no idea.” Jenny stopped. “Every time I got close to the middle, I would get kicked out. I don’t know how.”

			“How do you not know how you got kicked out?”

			“I would turn a corner or crawl through a hole and find myself outside.” Jenny frowned. “Even if I was on the other side of the river.”

			“River?” That hadn’t been on any of the maps.

			“Yeah. The river circles the middle. It changes all the time.” Jenny grabbed Mike’s hand. “Come. I’ll show you!” Pulling hard, she started a brisk jog. Mike followed, noticing how cold Jenny’s hands were.

			The caves slowly descended, opening up into the largest underground chamber he had ever seen. Below them, the Labyrinth waited; miles of twists and turns shifted like a bagful of snakes. The trail they were on consisted of switchbacks that terminated on the hard, flat ground at the bottom. A path that went by a reflecting pool led them up to the gate. He half expected to see it open like it had last time, the Minotaur waiting for them when they had chased Jenny here last week. However, the gate remained sealed. Nearly thirty feet high and made of iron, it was decorated with interlocking rings.

			“So how do we open it?” Mike asked.

			“Like this!” Jenny moved closer to the gate and stepped onto a decorative slab that Mike hadn’t noticed before. It was emblazoned with an identical ring pattern to the gate. “I solemnly swear I am up to no good!”

			The gate rumbled, swinging slowly open before them.

			Mouth agape, Mike stared at Jenny. “Seriously? That’s the secret password to get in?”

			“No. You just have to step on the slab. The Labyrinth is happy to have your bones.” Jenny stepped off. Standing next to Mike, she took his hand in her own, clutching his fingers tightly.

			“Holy shit,” Mike whispered, waiting for the massive gate to finish opening, his free hand clutching the dagger.

			Tink had told him that the Minotaur had a large ax. Would it come at him, swinging from above? Or would it charge him, horns aiming for his gut? Should he step to the side and stab it, confront it head on, or maybe even hide in the shadows and take the stealthy approach? His mouth suddenly dry, Mike realized that he was staring into the Labyrinth proper. Long stone corridors covered in bioluminescent moss branched off in several different directions. Mike and Jenny stepped inside, looking around.

			“Which way from here?” Mike looked around. “Any ideas?”

			“Straight, right, right, left, jump.” Jenny cocked her head. “But the maze changes, like a woman’s mind or a rainbow in July.”

			“Well. I guess that settles it.” Mike walked forward. In the distance, he heard the call of the Minotaur, a challenge cried across the wall. “I think you should go back, let Beth have her body back.”

			“No take backs,” Jenny informed him.

			Mike spun on his heels, his teeth clenched. “We had a deal! You would use Beth to help me get here and go back.”

			“No take backs,” Jenny repeated, staring back the way they had come.

			The giant gate had disappeared, leaving behind a wall of stone. Mike’s jaw dropped, and he ran to the wall and placed his hands on the stone. “How is this possible?” he asked.

			In answer, the Minotaur called out again, this time much closer.

			“Straight.” Jenny walked past Mike, then started skipping. “Straight, straight, away from the gate! The Minotaur is coming; he wants a date!”

			“Aw, shit,” Mike muttered, jogging behind to keep up.

			Jenny’s arms swung wide, and each time she skipped, she covered an impossibly long distance. The hard brick path created sharp footfalls, echoes that chased him.

			“Right!” Jenny made a sharp right, disappearing.

			Mike tripped, barely keeping his feet beneath him. Stumbling to a halt, he saw a small recess in the wall that he would have missed. Walking into it, he found himself in a circular corridor.

			Behind him, the Minotaur called out.

			Mike ran to catch up to Jenny. She was still skipping but was now doing it backward, her hair bouncing against her breasts. They did this for almost a quarter of a mile, Mike’s legs burning with the exertion, sweat beading along his brow. Jenny didn’t seem to be having any issues. Mike wondered if her control over Beth’s body allowed her to avoid fatigue.

			“Right, right, stop at the light!” Jenny came to a sudden halt, arms outstretched. Mike nearly ran her over, stepping to the side at the last second. Jenny grabbed Mike’s wrist and pulled, swinging him in a large circle. They both collapsed to the ground just as the path ahead erupted in flames, streams of fire spraying from nozzles hidden in the wall.

			“Holy shit!” Mike watched as the glowing moss was torched away. “This place has booby traps?!”

			“It’s not just a maze,” Jenny told him.

			Her body was pressed against his, with Mike on top. He was suddenly aware of her legs wrapped around his waist. Looking down into her darkened eyes, he flinched when she kissed his nose.

			“It’s also a giant trap,” she added.

			“A trap for what?” Mike asked.

			“For the curious, the brave, the daring!” Jenny turned her head. “The center is that way. If the others are alive, they will be that way.”

			“What makes you so sure?” Mike asked, standing and pulling Jenny to her feet.

			“They say that flowing water creates a gateway to the spirit world, and I can feel the river flowing. The Minotaur is scared of the water.” Jenny walked over to the wall. “He is not, however, scared of fire.”

			“That’s good to know.” Mike watched Jenny step into the stone. This time, it was like looking at a fucked-up Magic Eye painting—she appeared to be touching the stone, and then it moved back several feet to allow her entry. Following her, he saw that the stones were slightly larger than the closer stones, giving the illusion that they were the same distance away. This time, they could go left or right.

			“Which way?” Mike asked.

			“Right, of course!” Jenny took off again, and Mike followed.
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			Kali closed her eyes this time, letting her magic surge along the crack she had found. The last time she’d tried to peel it open, the ensuing flash had blinded her. Each time she struck the flaw in the geas’s boundary, it gave just a little bit more.

			Elation flooded her. No spell on Earth was perfect, and she was very surprised that some sort of countermeasure hadn’t been enabled yet. Clearly, the geas had been cast from roughly where she stood; that was part of the magic. A large crack had formed across the sky, a crack that emitted sparks and fire every time she struck.

			However, she was tiring. She was using a combination of six different spells to reach into that gap and had discovered that the geas was trying to repair the damage she was causing. That meant she needed not only total concentration but to dip into some of her magical reserves. She didn’t like the idea of becoming vulnerable, but she liked the idea of other members of the society showing up to lay claim to what she may discover even less.

			She started casting, her fingers weaving one spell while her lips uttered another. Several of the spirits she had formed pacts with drained away her life force in trade, but she had centuries to spare. No, the big issue right now was to carefully balance her attention. What she was trying to do was akin to plucking a hot coal from a fire without getting burned.

			A loud wailing carried across the front yard. Kali ignored it. The banshee didn’t dare approach and had managed to distract her only once. The creature could do little to harm her, and a simple spell dampening her shrieks had been enough to protect her ears from further damage.

			The wailing persisted. Kali barely notice, thoughts focused on the magical crack up above. Channeling her energy, she grabbed at both sides of the crack, ready to strike it once more. The front door of the house opened, and a woman stepped out onto the porch. Kali opened her eyes to see who the newcomer was and had to hold in a laugh.

			The woman on the porch wore a rain jacket and a fireman’s helmet. She tightly clutched what appeared to be a regular garden hose. The snakes emerged from the ground, venomous fangs bared, daring the newcomer to attempt to cross the yard.

			Satisfied that the firefighter had been thwarted, Kali turned her attention back to the sky.

			The banshee wailed even louder, her voice like a small bomb.

			“NOW!” the banshee screamed, and the firefighter braced herself against one of the pillars.

			Kali had no idea how they were able to raise the pressure in the hose high enough to cross the length of the yard and strike her in the face. The spray was hardly powerful enough to harm her, but the ice-cold water was a shock. She faltered, her mouth and fingers frozen in place, just as her magic struck the crack.

			Lightning arced from the crack, striking her and blowing her off her feet. Shrieking, she tumbled across the yard, smoke rising from her damaged flesh. Her snakes hissed in fury, swarming toward the porch, but they couldn’t cross the barrier. Swearing, Kali tried to rise only to discover that she couldn’t move.

			“Go eat a dick!” the firefighter hollered, a helmet pulled low over her face. But it didn’t do any good because when she tried to back into the house, she tripped on the hose, and Kali was able to see through her poor attempt at a disguise.

			“Lily,” she hissed under her breath. Her wounds were already beginning to knit, but it would take some time. She concentrated the healing along her right arm, clumsily pulling her smoldering phone out of her breast pocket. She dropped it on the ground, letting out a small laugh. The high priest would have to wait even longer. The python wrapped itself around her, cradling her in its warm coils and carrying her away from danger.

			Above her, the crack in the sky glowed blood red, slowly shrinking away.
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			Sweat poured down Mike’s back, his breath ragged. Jenny, who had been singing nonsense, was now silent. They ran along the stones, the air of the Labyrinth suddenly hot and stifling.

			The Minotaur had found them. Mike didn’t bother looking over his shoulder, for he could hear its heavy footfalls behind them. The creature was huge, built like a linebacker with the head of a fearsome bull and the horns to match. Wearing nothing but a loincloth, the creature had bellowed upon seeing them and charged, his enormous weapon, an ax, held tightly in one hand. If not for the weight of the ax, Mike wondered if they would have been caught already. Even so, the beast apparently had impossible stamina, and Mike knew that he would tire long before the Minotaur did.

			“Jenny?!” The path split before them, and Mike didn’t know which way to go.

			Jenny ran ahead of him. Her movements were fluid, but her whole body was shimmering. Jenny was struggling to hold on to her vessel, her soul billowing out behind her. In her backpack, Mike saw that the doll was surrounded by a haze—Beth’s soul ready to return to her body. Jenny took a left at the split, and Mike followed.

			“How much farther?” Mike called. He could hear the Minotaur’s breath, hot and labored.

			“Up ahead!” They turned a corner and burst into a small clearing. There was a large patch of grass leading up to the remains of a stone bridge. The bridge had long ago collapsed, and the rapidly flowing river beneath it was about fifteen feet across. Jenny slowed, and they were running side by side.

			“Jenny?” Her whole body was covered in a mist, as was her backpack. Her breathing was ragged, and her dark eyes were flickering, the light returning to them.

			“Jump, jump, jump!” Jenny accelerated ahead of him onto the stone bridge. A small lip went out over the water, like a makeshift diving board.

			Mike took a deep breath, pushing his muscles to the absolute limit, feet slapping against the hard stone.

			Just as Jenny reached the edge, it happened. With a blast of light, she lost control of Beth’s body, and the swirling mists exchanged places, Beth’s spirit flowing back into her own body. Beth cried out in alarm, sliding to a halt, but Mike was too close behind. He crashed into her, sending both of them falling into the river below.
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			Dana fought the urge to call out, the hairs on her arms rising. Her landlord’s house held an odd stillness, and the air was impossibly cold. She walked carefully across the faded carpet, stepping around the coffee table, which held a cold plate of eggs and toast.

			Voices from the kitchen caused her to creep softly along the wall, her head tilted as she tried to hear. Her landlady’s soft voice reached her, followed by the low murmurs of a man. His voice was clinical yet commanding. Nearing the threshold, she paused just short of the frame.

			“Are you sure?” the man asked.

			“Yes. She is supposed to be at work.” The old woman’s voice was little more than a whisper. “I was planning to sneak in and do some of her laundry for her, poor thing.”

			Laundry. Dana’s mind was suddenly confronted with the knowledge that she couldn’t remember the last time she had washed her clothes. Was she really so far gone that she hadn’t noticed her clothes magically washing themselves? Shame burned itself into her cheeks, but she stayed to listen.

			“Why are you doing her laundry?”

			“Her heart is broken.”

			“Ah. The accident.” He said the word as if it were a common occurrence, like measles or chicken pox. “So you can let me in to her apartment to wait.”

			“I shouldn’t,” the landlady said.

			“But you will.” His voice was relaxed, but Dana detected the hard tone to it. Her heart pounded in her chest, and she suddenly worried that her breath was too loud. What did this guy want?

			“I will.” The old woman let out a small moan. “After I do that, will you let me die?”

			“What the fuck?” Dana spun around the corner, suddenly compelled to help the kind woman who had been doing her laundry. Her jaw dropped at the sight in the kitchen, and she stumbled back, catching herself on the doorframe.

			The old woman was aglow in a soft yellow light, her skin white as chalk, her feet about four inches off the ground. Her head hung loosely to one side, her eyes fixated on nothing in particular.

			“Looks like I won’t be waiting, after all.” The man sitting at the kitchen table produced a cigarette from nowhere, tucking it gently between his lips. The cigarette lit itself, and he inhaled deeply, contemplating Dana. He exhaled a large cloud of smoke. “You must be the delivery girl. Grab her for me, would you?” He snapped his fingers, and the landlady fell softly to her feet. Her face tightened as she let out an agonized cry, reaching for Dana as she stumbled forward.

			Screaming, Dana made it to her feet and bolted. She didn’t go back where she’d come from—a dark shadow had already slammed the front door closed. Instead, she ran down the hallway behind the kitchen and out the back door. Running up to her car, she saw that the tires had been slashed.

			“Damn!” Dana heard the door behind her slam. Without looking back, she raced into the garage before bolting the door behind her. After running across the concrete pad of her garage, she raced up the stairs and frantically tried to call the police on her cell. Strangely, her phone had no signal.

			The door to her apartment splintered inward, and the landlady stumbled in, followed by the driver of the town car. They walked with purpose, their blank eyes fixed on her.

			“If I bring you to him, he said he’ll let me go,” the landlady explained, stomping up the steps.

			Dana looked at the window, wondering if she could jump out of it and land without breaking her leg. She should have run literally anywhere else—she had trapped herself in the garage with nowhere else to go. The driver and her landlady were at the top of the stairs now, moving slowly toward her.

			“Leave me alone!” Dana screamed. Turning to look for anything to throw or use as a weapon, she stared in amazement at the large, open wardrobe that was where the clock had been. Painted on the back wall in bright-yellow paint were two words.

			Get In

			Seeing no other option, Dana jumped inside of the wardrobe and pulled the doors shut. She was tossed about when the wardrobe shook as if someone had picked it up. She heard the wardrobe crash into the landlady first and then a solid mass that Dana suspected was the driver. She cracked open the door to see that the wardrobe had sprouted wooden legs and was running toward the stairs.

			“No!” Dana hollered, but the wardrobe scurried down the steps with ease. The doors opened and spat her out, and she landed on her ass right next to Alex’s motorcycle. Scrambling to her feet, she saw that the wardrobe now had different words on the inside.

			Look Away. Ride.

			“What?” Contemplating the words, she heard movement upstairs. The driver and the landlady were back on their feet, moving toward the steps. Outside the door, Dana heard footsteps, and she turned to look. With a loud bang and clatter, the mostly restored engine of her motorcycle blew itself across the floor of the garage. Turning back around, she saw that a pristine engine had taken its place. The bike roared to life, and Dana jumped on it. The mysterious stranger appeared at the door, a wand clutched in his hand.

			The bike’s engine revved and left a streak of rubber on the concrete as it raced forward toward the garage door. Dana screamed, and the bike punched a hole through it, leaving bent steel and broken wood behind. The bike slid around the car parked in the driveway, tires squealing across the concrete. Hair billowing out behind her, Dana chanced a look over her shoulder to see the man from the kitchen step out onto the street, his wand raised.

			A garden hose, left unattended in someone’s front yard, stretched itself across the street. Dana turned forward in time for it to strike her in the chest, flipping her upside down, the motorcycle crashing to the pavement. The whole world spun, life moving in slow motion while he approached, the heels of his shoes clicking on the cold, hard asphalt.

			“This is going to hurt,” he told her, raising his wand once more. Yellow light gathered around the tip, and Dana’s world turned black.

			[image: ]

			The river wasn’t terribly deep, and Mike’s feet had briefly touched the bottom after impact. However, it was very fast. It could have been ten seconds or ten minutes—Mike had no idea. The river had carried him through a path of its own, the water terminating on both sides at walls. Eventually, a break had come, and he had pulled himself to the safety of the shore.

			Lying on his back, Mike stared at the stone ceiling hundreds of feet above him. He had lost track of Beth in the river, her hand slipping out of his. His clothes were soaking wet, and he was chilled all the way to the bone.

			Reaching behind his belt, he touched the hilt of the dagger. He sighed, realizing the thing had caused him more problems than anything else. The others had left while he’d gone to get it, and he had had a chance to face the Minotaur but had run instead. Why bother carrying the damn thing if he knew he was never going to use it?

			Shivering, Mike stood, glancing back at the river. There was no sign of Beth, and he was worried that she could be seriously hurt. Everyone in the house was in danger now, and he felt powerless to help. Mike stripped off his clothes and stood naked on the cool grass while he attempted to squeeze as much water out of them as possible. Giving his pants a good twist, he was surprised to see the blue stone dangling from its chain. He had stuck it in his pocket, promptly forgetting about it until now.

			“Shit,” he muttered, laying it on a rock with the dagger and his shoes. With no sunlight, cold and miserable was going to be the recipe for the rest of his day. Frustrated, he threw his pants at the ground and sat down on a rock. The sensation of cold stone on his scrotum made him jump up, and he swore again.

			“The wet man is mad,” a tiny voice said from behind him. Looking over his shoulder, Mike knelt by the dagger, his hand hovering over the hilt.

			“Cold and wet and miserable,” another voice squeaked.

			“But he’s still cute,” a third voice added.

			“Show yourself,” Mike said. “Please. I mean you no harm but will fight if I have to.” He couldn’t tell which direction the voices were coming from, and they sounded similar.

			“This one’s got fire in his veins.”

			“Not like the others.”

			“And he’s much cuter.”

			“What others?” Mike asked. “Have you seen my friends?”

			“The one with one eye?”

			“Or the green one?”

			“Or the one made of stone?” When the last voice spoke, three colorful balls of light rose from behind the stones around him. One red, one green, and one blue. They circled him, pulsating gently in rhythm with one another.

			“Please. Please hold still.” They were making Mike dizzy. “You’ve seen my friends?”

			“Oh, for sure!” The three lights landed on one of the bigger stones, flaring brightly to reveal three tiny women. Each one retained their colored aura and stood roughly nine inches tall. Mike puzzled over their nature until he saw the fluttering wings behind their backs.

			“Oh. You’re fairies,” he said.

			“Indeed we are,” said the red one.

			“Oh, so clever,” said the green one.

			“Glad to hear he isn’t blind,” added the blue one.

			Mike leaned forward for a closer look. The red fairy had the compound eyes of a dragonfly and dark lines down her belly. She spun around as if for his approval, her rear end lighting up like a torch and revealing four translucent wings. The green fairy had wide eyes, a set of mandibles like a grasshopper, and extremely long legs. She took off, her body hovering in place at eye level.

			“Like what you see?” she asked, blowing him a kiss, turning sideways.

			“Uh…” Mike looked at the last fairy. She had unusually large eyes, and her wings were hidden by a hard blue shell. When she crossed her arms, it pushed her tiny breasts up and out. “Yes,” he said. “You are all quite pretty. What are your names?”

			The fairies let out a cheer and took off once more, flying circles around him. Two landed on his shoulders and the blue one on top of his head. They were very light—Mike felt that the tiniest of breezes would dislodge them.

			“I’m Olivia,” said the green one.

			“I’m Carmina,” said the red one.

			“And I’m Cerulea.” The blue one leaned over his forehead, holding on to his hair for support.

			At least their names would be easy to keep straight. “I expected fairies to look more…human.”

			“You’re thinking of pixies,” Olivia told him. “Pixies are nasty.”

			“So nasty,” Carmina added.

			“We’re way more fun to play with,” Cerulea told him, smiling in his face.

			Mike smiled back, trying not to stare at her tiny blue nipples. “As much as I would like to play, my friends need my help. Do you know where they are? And my other friend who was with me, she fell in the river. I have to know if she is okay.”

			“Perhaps.”

			“Maybe.”

			“We could tell you.” Cerulea’s smile turned mischievous. “If we wanted to.”

			“I really need to know. Are they okay?”

			The fairies exchanged looks. “For now.”

			“So what is it that you want?” Mike asked. “To help me find my friends?”

			The three fairies giggled, and Cerulea blushed.

			“You have something we’ve wanted for a long time,” Olivia told him.

			“Something powerful,” Carmina added.

			“Something magic.” Cerulea slipped off his head, her wings fluttering loudly while she hovered before him. “We want to eat your seed.”

			“My seed?” Mike asked. The three fairies nodded hungrily, Carmina licking her lips. “You mean my sperm?”

			“It gives us powerful magic.”

			“Magic to escape this place.”

			“Magic to make wishes come true.”

			“You’re trapped here too?” Mike asked.

			“For a long time.”

			“The Minotaur can’t catch us.”

			“But we can’t leave.” Cerulea pouted, her eyes expanding adorably. “Will you help us?”

			“I…I suppose.” It was a weird request, but not even the strangest thing that had happened to him today. All three fairies glowed like tiny stars, their faces literally lighting up in excitement.

			Mike looked around. “Um, where do you want me to go?”

			“You can sit if you want!” Olivia told him, and she hovered over the ground, glitter falling from her wings. A tiny mushroom sprouted beneath her, and the longer she hovered, the bigger it got. Eventually it took the size and shape of a small loveseat.

			“Thanks.” Sitting down, Mike almost laughed at the looks of desperation on their tiny faces. “This will take me a few minutes, if you don’t mind waiting. It doesn’t help that I’m half frozen.”

			“Oh, we don’t need your help!” Carmina told him, and the fairies landed on his thighs.

			“Just lie back and relax,” Cerulea said, placing her hands on his stomach. His body flooded with heat, hot air encircling him and drying him off.

			“And we’ll take care of the rest,” Olivia added. Her hands glowed with a rainbow aura, and she massaged Mike’s scrotum, creating a tingling sensation that spread along the base of his cock. His dick slowly hardened, and the fairies surrounded it, wrapping their arms around his thick shaft.

			“Oh!” Mike was surprised at how good it felt, the sensation of tiny hands all along his penis, but the real surprise came from the tiny kisses they planted on the head of it. Each one sent a little surge of energy into his body, their small tongues making his cock twitch. The fairies giggled when his dick moved, holding on tightly and wrapping their legs around him.

			Cerulea held tightly to the bottom of his shaft, using her legs as a cock ring and making his dick swell even larger. She let out a laugh, licking him, her warm tongue making his cock twitch again, releasing a drop of precum from its tip.

			Carmina and Olivia were there to intercept it. The drop was big enough for them to split, and they licked the head of his penis even more, causing yet another trickle of precum to flow from the tip. They rubbed themselves against it, like cats with catnip, letting out gasps of their own. At the base of his cock, Cerulea moaned, and Mike realized that she was now rubbing her pussy against him. It left behind a glittery trail of lubrication, and she slowly circled him, anointing him with her fluids.

			“That…feels really good,” he told them, which seemed to inspire their efforts. Carmina was openly feeding, her lips on the rim of his urethra, sucking and mewling in delight. Below her, Olivia lapped up what Carmina couldn’t swallow, grinding her hips against his shaft while fingering Carmina’s pussy with her free hand. Carmina swiveled her hips, pushing herself lower onto Olivia’s hand, letting out tiny, high-pitched moans.

			“Hey!” Cerulea reached up to try and grab some of his precum, but Carmina and Olivia had intercepted all of it. Olivia shifted her weight and pushed Carmina farther up Mike’s cock. Carmina was now actively lapping at the steady flow of precum. She shoved her face onto the head of Mike’s cock, and he watched in amazement when her lips stretched impossibly wide, enveloping the top half of his glans.

			“Holy…,” Mike whispered in awe, watching the little red fairy’s mouth and head expand. She was gulping greedily, sucking Mike dry and making his cock even harder. Her eyes bugged out of her head, and Olivia pulled her glitter-soaked hand out of Carmina’s snatch.

			“No fair!” Olivia pulled on Carmina, and Carmina popped free, tumbling onto Mike’s belly, a satisfied look on her face.

			Carmina adjusted her antenna and smiled at Mike, her body glowing. “I’m going to find your friends now,” she said, doing a little pirouette on his lap before turning into a ball of light and disappearing into the distance.

			“Thanks, uh…”

			Olivia had taken position at the top now, her eyes hungrily fixated on Mike’s twitching shaft. After licking around his glans, she worked her way up to the top of Mike’s penis, nibbling at the edges of his urethra.

			“The best stuff is farther down,” she informed him, holding up a glitter-soaked hand. After circling his urethra, she slid her hand inside, gently moving her fist inside of his dick.

			“That’s…I mean…” Mike’s cock spasmed, the sensation of something moving along the inside both strange and enticing. He could feel her fist moving up and down inside his shaft. He pressed a couple of fingers against the base of his cock, reveling in the sensation of that tiny fist moving just below the skin. Was this even a thing? It felt good, but what would it accomplish?

			Cerulea sighed, scooting slightly higher on his dick. The lower half of his shaft looked like he had fucked an envelope full of glitter, and she was letting out tiny moans the whole way. Olivia’s slow movements made his cock spasm again, and she held still.

			“I’m going to go deeper,” she informed him, hovering just above his penis and pushing her arm in past her elbow. It was like flicking a switch, and the slightly pleasurable sensation suddenly changed. Every few movements felt like a miniature orgasm, and Mike watched in amazement as she worked her arm in all the way to the shoulder, her face a mask of concentration as she pistoned her arm in and out. Small clear pools of semen formed and then were pushed out, and Olivia pulled her arm free, bringing out some of the stickiest cum Mike had ever seen.

			“Don’t…don’t stop,” Mike begged her.

			Olivia quickly lapped up what she could, the remaining cum leaking down onto Cerulea, who was actively humping Mike’s shaft while she ate what she could.

			“Don’t worry,” Olivia assured him. “I’m not full yet.” She slid her arm inside of his shaft again, and he felt like his dick would burst. The sensation was similar to the moment before an orgasm, but it had been stretched all the way out. Olivia made a fist and continued to jack him off from the inside with tiny little movements that made his head spin.

			“Oh fuck,” Mike whispered.

			Cerulea slid down the bottom of his cock. With a show of super strength, she wrapped her legs around the top of his balls and squeezed, doing the same to the base of his shaft with her arms. The orgasm was cut off but not before plenty of semen squirted out all around Olivia’s arm, sticking to her like honey.

			Screaming with delight, the fairy began her feast, her whole body lighting up with every swallow. Cerulea held a tight grip against his balls, and he could feel his arousal declining. Olivia was meticulous, licking everywhere he had sprayed, including her own arm. She contorted unnaturally, her long tongue easily cleaning off her elbow and armpit.

			“I’m going to find your river friend,” she informed him once she was clean. She hovered in front of his face, her wide eyes blinking. After blowing him a kiss, she flew away, turning into a bright-green ball of light.

			“Oh my God,” Mike uttered, staring down at the last remaining fairy. “And what sort of trick do you have up your sleeve?”

			“A good one,” Cerulea promised, releasing his balls. She climbed up his shaft to the upper half and ground her pussy against him once more. Moaning quietly to herself, she coated him in her glittering juices, spiraling her way up until she was near the head of his penis. His cock was tingling now, and it sparkled in the light of the Labyrinth.

			“You have me on pins and needles,” he told her. She giggled, scooting across the head of his dick. His urethra was still sensitive to the touch but enjoyably so as she moved across it. She took off, hovering over him to inspect her handiwork. The sounds her wings made reminded him of a beetle in flight, a low, whispery rumble. After circling above his cock, she landed gently on top of it, a large smile on her face.

			“I’ve never done this before,” she told him. “But I’ve practiced when the others aren’t around.”

			“Practiced what?” Mike asked.

			Cerulea circled her hips on the head of his cock, the sensation very similar to a tongue or a determined finger. Working her hips back and forth at odd intervals, Mike saw that her swollen little pussy was expanding, widening itself to an alarming size.

			“There’s no way that’ll work,” Mike told her.

			“You’ve never met a determined fairy.” Her pussy was almost wide enough now to take the tip of his finger, and she grabbed on with her tiny, armored blue arms and pulled. Her hips expanded to accommodate, and Mike felt her widen once more. He was suddenly reminded of Carmina and how her mouth had expanded to encompass the head of his dick.

			“Can you…can your whole body stretch like that?” Mike asked.

			“Mm-hmm,” Cerulea responded, her eyes tightly shut in concentration.

			“Then allow me to help,” he said, carefully grabbing her legs with each hand. Her eyes opened wide when Mike tugged down on them, and he was surprised to see her body expand even farther, taking in most of the head of his dick. Her hips were now huge in comparison to the rest of her body.

			“Don’t stop,” she begged, panting loudly. “Please don’t stop.” She felt impossibly tight, and the glittery fluid leaking from her cunt was now glowing.

			“Oh, don’t worry,” Mike informed her, shifting his grip to her waist. He grabbed her gently, then pulled her even farther down onto him. Her stomach swelled, the head of his cock buried inside her. Cerulea let out a scream, and Mike let go.

			“No, no, more!” she yelled, grabbing at his fingers. Mike grabbed her again and proceeded even farther, watching her torso swell like a balloon, her breasts pushed out by the top of his cock. His dick was wider than she was, and she stretched even farther. Using his free hand, he teased her nipples with the tip of his finger, grinning at the panicked look on her face.

			“Do you like that?” he asked, playfully flicking them with his fingernail. Cerulea nodded, her eyes rolling into her head. He pushed himself deeper, stopping when he realized that the top of his dick was now just below her throat. It suddenly occurred to him that with her current distortion, there could be no room for internal organs, and he worried that he was crushing her insides. He relaxed, and her elastic body began to slide up and off him.

			“What are you doing?” she hissed, her tiny legs kicking. 

			“I’m going to hurt you.”

			“No, you aren’t! Now be a fucking man and put it all the way—AHHHHH!” Cerulea shrieked when he grabbed her by the hips tightly and pushed his way upward. His cock stretched her throat wide, then went up to her head. Her skull expanded now, and her eyes rolled wildly as she dug her tiny fingers into the flesh of his thumb.

			“OH GODS, MORE!” she demanded when he pulled out far enough that her head had deflated, so he obliged. Her body stretched vertically as he pulled her down as far as she could go, her pussy hitting the bottom of his dick. She was tight, and the inside of her body was now vibrating, sending ripples of pleasure through Mike. He moaned softly, lifting her up and then pulling her down again.

			“OH, FUCK, MMM, DON’T STOP!”

			Mike moved her slowly at first, adjusting to the strange sensation that he was holding a person and not a masturbator. Still, the little blue fairy was pretty demanding, and Mike stroked himself faster, adjusting the timing to Cerulea’s outbursts. He would sometimes cut her off too soon, her face stretched so tightly that she couldn’t speak.

			“Oh, please, all the…WAY! Yes, yes, yes…FUUUUCK!” Cerulea’s words ran together, and Mike felt her whole body tremble. Stroking harder, he twisted her body, delighting in the sensation and her reaction. She was letting out screams now, and Mike shoved himself in deep as she came.

			“FUCKING DIRTY HUMAN!” she screamed, and her magic launched fireworks in every direction, fireworks that stained the ground and rocks around them in glitter. She gushed more of the slippery fluid all over him, and her whole body contracted like a set of fingers, fingers that were vibrating rapidly. Thinking of all the frustration he had built up inside him, the pent-up energy from worrying about his friends, he pounded her mercilessly. Unable to contain himself any longer, the orgasm that had been denied him for so long built up inside his body, and he unleashed it inside of the blue fairy.

			“FUUUUUCK!” she squealed, her body expanding like a water balloon.

			Mike grunted, shoving himself inside of her again, a second blast making her breasts expand to comic proportions. Her arms flailed wildly, and she opened her mouth, blue light escaping from it. Mike groaned, leaning back in his mushroom chair and releasing the fairy.

			“Oh shit,” he said, staring at the high ceiling.

			Cerulea slowly slid her way up his shrinking shaft, her stretchy body forcing her to pop free. Mike’s cock glowed blue with her fluids mixed with his own, and she collapsed in his lap, lying in a pool of semen and glitter.

			Breathing heavily, he found himself getting sleepy. “You okay down there?”

			“I’ve never been better,” she replied. Her whole body was coated in semen, but she didn’t bother to clean it. She slowly deflated as she absorbed his cum, glowing like a tiny star. Mike ran his fingers along her belly affectionately, and she pushed herself into his touch. “Let’s wait for the others to come back. Then we can go find your friends.”

			“Sounds like a plan.”
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			MEMORIES AND MINOTAURS 

			The sudden shift in time and position was disorienting. One second, Beth was on the first floor of the Radley house, the world spinning around her. The next, she was running along a busted bridge, her legs not quite right beneath her. She tripped, colliding with someone else on the bridge, and they tumbled off together. Once she hit the cold water, her synapses fired all at once, restarting her brain and giving her full control.

			“Beth!” A hand swung out, grabbing her wrist, but the water swept them apart. She felt the pull of the swirling water and took a deep breath. She was yanked under and tumbled wildly along the river bottom, bouncing off the smooth stones. She curled her feet up and covered her head with her arms.

			When she was younger, her father had told her that if she could hold her breath underwater for more than two minutes in the ocean, Poseidon would turn her into a mermaid. Obsessed, she’d spent hours practicing in her tub, joined the junior swim team, and learned how to snorkel with her cousins on the coast. By the time she’d been able to hold her breath that long, she had long ago learned that her father had been lying. That still hadn’t stopped her from diving down thirty feet and waiting for two minutes, hoping to see Poseidon emerge from the depths to grant her her wish.

			She couldn’t hold her breath for two minutes anymore, but it was more than a minute before she was able to break free to the surface again, gasping for air. She took a deep breath, holding it in despite the fire in her lungs, allowing her body to bob to the surface. Floating on her back, she used her hands to push herself off the stone walls. The river split, and she kicked herself toward the route that widened out, the water’s flow ebbing. Lying on her back, she stared at the rocky sky, marveling at the giant stalactites.

			“Where am I?” she asked the ceiling, but it was too far away to answer her.

			She floated this way for some time, a watchful eye on the shore. She was missing a period of time again, but something was different. She hadn’t just woken up in her bed, an entire day gone. No, she had been running from something, which suggested that she had not been in control of her body.

			Or had she? Either she had a split personality or something else was going on. Her eyes on the river ahead, she spotted a small outlet and kicked her way toward it. After crawling onto the rocky shore, she rolled onto her back only to feel something pushing into her hips. Shifting her weight, she realized that she had a bag strapped to her body.

			“What the fuck?” Sitting up on the rocks, she slid the bag around to her front. It looked like a miniature messenger bag. After unzipping it, she reached inside.

			“Gah!” Her fingers had touched something hairy and wet. Standing up, she tossed the bag on the rocks, waiting for a giant rat to crawl out. Nearly a minute passed, and she was about to try again when the bag moved on its own. She held in a scream. The last thing she expected to push its head out was a creepy doll.

			No, not just any doll. It was the one that Mike had given her. The doll hopped out, pushing its rumpled red dress down in an attempt to flatten it out.

			“I…don’t suppose you know what’s going on?” Beth asked. When the doll nodded, she didn’t know whether to be surprised or not. “How…how did I get here?”

			The doll walked toward her, and Beth took a step back. The doll stopped, holding up one arm like it wanted to shake hands. Reluctantly, Beth knelt, tentatively touching a finger to the cold, wet fabric.

			The entire world popped, and Beth was standing inside of a house. On closer inspection, she realized that most of the windows and doors were painted on. A chill immediately traveled up her spine.

			“Hello?” Wandering from room to room, she realized she was in a replica of the Radley house. Making a beeline for the stairs, she was headed for the front door when she saw the woman standing over by the hearth.

			“Oh, please, no…,” Beth whimpered, staring at the bedraggled figure. Her long hair covered her face, and her red gown was soaking wet. She was the epitome of every evil thing waiting to crawl out of a well, or television, or whatever, eager to drag Beth to hell.

			“Don’t run,” the figure said, remaining still. “I need to tell you what is happening.”

			“I’m dreaming?” Beth asked hopefully.

			“No. This place is a figment, but it is my figment. It is real.” She lifted her head, the hairs on her face never parting. “My name is Jenny. You’ve been here before.”

			Yeah, I doubt that, Beth thought to herself. “Okay, Jenny, fill me in.”

			Jenny sagged against the wall. “No time for everything. I am exhausted and cannot speak long. You are in the Labyrinth, a maze, a skip, a hop, and a jump away!” Jenny shook her head, placing her hands against her temples. “No, wait. That’s not what I meant. You are here with Mike. You need to find the others.”

			“What others?” Beth asked.

			“Others like Lily. But not Lily. Lily is at home. You don’t know the others.”

			Jenny wasn’t making any sense, but at the mention of Lily, the morning came back to Beth. The car crash, the story Lily had told her, the demon in the mirror. “Will the others hurt me?”

			Jenny shook her head. “The Minotaur might if he catches you. Avoid him at all costs. He will charge you what you cannot afford. Put it on my tab!” Jenny tightened her hands into fists, pressing them even tighter to her head. “Dangerous. He’s dangerous.”

			“Minotaur?” Beth asked. “Head of a bull, body of a man?”

			“Don’t leave my body…” Jenny sagged against the wall, sinking to the floor. “I’m…tired.” The house shook and crumbled into darkness.

			Beth was standing on the shore, kneeling over the little doll that had collapsed.

			“Well…okay.” Beth stared at the river, a sudden desire to toss the doll in surfacing in her mind. Jenny freaked her out. When she grabbed onto the doll, it occurred to her that she had gone to the trouble of bringing it to this place. Whatever reason she had had for bringing the doll, she could figure it out later. After adjusting the straps on the messenger bag, she tucked Jenny back inside. Shivering, she examined the shore around her. 

			“I could really go for a fucking fire,” she muttered to herself, climbing the slope. At the top was the entrance to a tunnel. After crouching to go inside, she walked for several feet, marveling at the bioluminescent moss on the walls. She touched it, surprised to find it was slightly warm.

			“I’ll take it where I can get it.” She ran her hands along the moss as she walked, fighting the chill that threatened to chatter her teeth. The tunnel opened up, and she found herself staring at a four-way juncture.

			“Hey, Jenny, which way?”

			The doll remained silent. Beth took the turn closest to her, keeping her left hand on the wall. Since she had no idea where she was going, the least she could do was try her best to avoid getting lost.

			A thought occurred to her. She backed up to the opening she had come from, found a bright patch of moss, and used a rock to scrape the letter R for river. After heading back down her chosen path, she scratched an arrow into the wall. At least if she got lost, she would have some way to tell where she had been. She walked briskly but paused long enough to strip off some of her clothes and wring the water out of them, hoping it would help her warm up faster.

			The Labyrinth itself was a fascinating place. Sometimes the paths were long with no breaks, and other times she found herself backtracking. A couple of paths had caved in on themselves, and these ones she marked with an X over the arrow. Other times, she spotted simple traps. Walking down one particularly long corridor, she saw a break ahead. Eager to get to it, she almost overlooked the scattered leaves across the path. It was only when she was about to step on one that she realized there were no trees to be seen. She found a large rock and tossed it onto the patch of dead leaves only to watch the whole area collapse inward into a spiked pit below. The pit itself was easy to bypass by walking on the edge, but the old bones in the bottom informed her that someone was here to reset the traps.

			In the distance, something let out a howl. Beth assumed it was the Minotaur and was grateful that it sounded distant. Her stomach growled, and she wondered how long it had been since she’d last eaten.

			“I hate this place,” she muttered, scraping PT into the wall. She turned left at the next juncture and scraped in the appropriate arrows, then promptly stumbled over a wire. Not knowing what to do, she threw herself onto the floor, eyes closed and praying. Spears crisscrossed above her, the trap maker assuming that the victim would simply continue forward. Her heart pounding, Beth crawled backward to inspect the trap. The spears were made of wood that, when Beth pulled hard enough, snapped off at the wall.

			“Hiking stick,” she declared, examining the pointy end. The wood had been capped with a sharp, steel tip that had a nasty barb in it. Looking down the tunnel at the crisscrossed spears, she could only imagine the poor creature that would get caught on them. She gave the spear a squeeze, hefting it in her hand.

			Another roar bounced off the walls, this time slightly closer. Closing her eyes, Beth imagined how sound could carry through this place, wondering if the Minotaur was in the next corridor over or half a mile away. Shuddering, she got on her stomach and crawled beneath the spears, her hair tangling harmlessly in the barbs.

			The corridor narrowed, then curved. She imagined herself walking along a giant letter O, her mind immediately going back to Oliver, the mirror demon. Messing with a demon had to be the literal definition of playing with fire. Her pelvis was still slightly uncomfortable from the fucking she had received. Despite the chill of her damp clothes, she felt a deeper warmth at his memory, wondering if it would be worth it to play with fire again.

			Not paying attention, she just happened to look down in time to see an odd-shaped stone sink into the floor. She immediately took several steps backward before crouching and holding up her spear. Eyes on the corridor, she looked at the walls, then the floor, then up. She could hear faint gears creaking.

			“Oh fuck.” It suddenly occurred to her that the traps in the Labyrinth were likely not directional. They could be built for people coming in or leaving. She ran backward several paces, and a sudden blast of air blew across her back as the walls of the corridor slammed together. She turned around and stared in awe at the trap that had almost gotten her. The thick walls of the Labyrinth now blocked her way forward, but the curve of the path meant that a small opening had appeared before her on the other side of one of the shut walls. It was like looking behind the scenes at a theater, and she could see the mechanism by which the walls had been pressed together.

			She was debating whether she should crawl through the gap when a voice came from the other side.

			“Hello? Is someone there?” It sounded like a woman.

			Immediately suspicious, Beth kept her mouth shut. The mechanism for the wall hadn’t begun retracting yet, so Beth made the decision to squeeze through. Just as her foot cleared the gap, the gears activated, the wall shifting back the other way. Beth watched the seams in the wall disappear as it locked back into place. She was in another narrow corridor, but this one had a small opening that led her into a circular room.

			The room had several pillars around its perimeter that rose toward the sky but didn’t connect to anything. Each pillar looked like multiple rings stacked on top of one another. Moving carefully toward the center, Beth listened to someone grunting, the sound of stone crunching against stone making her teeth hurt. Pressing herself against a nearby pillar, she circled it, her spear held at the ready.

			One of the pillars had collapsed, giant stone rings lying in a pile. Beneath the rubble, a slender arm frantically waved about, trying to push one of the bigger rings off. Crouching, spear in front of her, Beth neared the trapped creature, then knelt for a better look.

			The arm was a grayish white, the flesh made of stone. A couple of cracks had appeared, and a dark substance like oil leaked from the wound.

			“Do you need some help?” Beth asked.

			The arm withdrew, and a face appeared in the gap. It was the face of a woman, with dark eyes like coal. “Please,” she said. “It’s too heavy for me to move.” She had a faint French accent.

			“I’m not sure I can move any of these myself.” Beth stood, appraising the pile of rubble. “Well, hold on. It looks like I could maybe roll some of them down from the top. If I move enough of them, maybe you can push yourself free. What do you think?”

			“I’m not in a position to offer any advice.” The woman blinked. “My name is Abella. I’m a gargoyle, in case you were wondering.”

			“I’m Beth. Just a human, I’m afraid.” Beth surveyed the rocky pile, wondering how best to get to the top. If she got Abella free, maybe the gargoyle would help her escape this place. “Otherwise, this would probably be easier.”

			“Then how are you going to get the blocks off me?” Abella asked.

			“Leverage,” Beth said. Kneeling, she picked up a stone the size of her fist, then climbed the pile. Some of the stones shifted drastically beneath her weight, but she needed to be up top. “You okay in there?”

			“I am fine, just stuck,” Abella replied. “You can only make the pile lighter.”

			“Okay, then.” After choosing her footing carefully, Beth picked one of the stones that had a gap beneath it and stuck in the spear. Satisfied that her stone would fit, she wedged it beneath the spear, trying to push it as close to the gap as possible. Using the spear as a fulcrum, she pushed down on its handle, and the stone shifted slightly to one side. Grunting with effort, she tried to get the stone to move, but it settled back into its original position.

			“I didn’t feel anything,” Abella informed her.

			“I’m not a miracle worker.” Beth removed the spear and changed positions, repeating the process. After a couple of attempts, the stone circle slid far enough off the pile that it tumbled down the side. The rock shifted beneath her, and Beth stuck her arms out for balance. Satisfied that the pile had settled, she found another stone to start working on.

			“So how did you get caught in this?” Beth asked. 

			“I came here with my housemates Tink and Sofia. The Minotaur had taken Tink’s goggles, and she wanted him to give them back. Shortly after we walked into the Labyrinth, we got lost. We had maps, but someone has been changing the hallways.”

			“Sounds like a…Labyrinth all right.” Beth grunted and moved another rock. “I’ve seen how the halls change. It isn’t pretty.”

			“The original plan was to set up a trap to ambush the Minotaur and demand he return Tink’s goggles. When we couldn’t find the Minotaur, we tried to find a dead space on the map because Sofia thought that he may have a treasure chamber. It didn’t work out, so we wandered until we found this place. We were trying to come up with a new plan, but nobody counted on the Minotaur showing up early. We got into a fight, and when this pillar collapsed, I pushed Tink out of the way to save her.” Abella grunted when the pile shifted again. “Sofia and Tink ran away, and I got stuck here.”

			Beth chewed impatiently at her lip, trying to move one of the bigger stones. Her fulcrum rock wasn’t cutting it for this one, and her spear was bending far enough that she was worried it would break. “This sounds like an awful lot of trouble to go through for a pair of goggles.”

			“They’re magic. Tink uses them to take care of the house, but now she needs them back so that she can show the Caretaker how to activate the home’s defenses. The goggles are linked to the house and will teach him how to do it, but he needs to be wearing them for his first time.”

			“And Mike is the Caretaker?” Beth shoved a stone out from beneath the larger one. The pile tilted, and Beth scurried off the pile as several hundred pounds of stone rolled free, sliding off to one side. They crashed against the hard stone floor, the sound of breaking rock echoing off the ceiling high above. “I thought he was just the owner. And why wasn’t that the first thing they did?”

			“Real life is…complicated. Mike’s first few days were busy dealing with threats from within, and the goggles were lost.”

			“Life never quite goes how you planned, does it?” Beth climbed off the rocks and knelt by the hole, sweat pouring down her face. “I just moved a ton of rock off you. Do you think you can move?”

			“Let me see.” Abella’s face disappeared. Gazing into the gap, Beth saw her put both hands on the ground and push. The pile shifted slightly, but the gargoyle wasn’t strong enough. Her face reappeared. “No, not yet.”

			“I’ve got time.” Beth’s stomach growled, and she put her hand against it. When was the last time she had felt so hungry? “I don’t suppose you have food?”

			Abella shook her head. “We didn’t plan on being here this long, and I don’t eat.”

			“Damn.” Beth rubbed her stomach and promised herself a big meal later. Scowling, she climbed on the pile of stones again. “I guess I’ll just keep on keeping on.”

			“Beth!” Abella shouted as the pile shifted beneath Beth’s feet. “Run!”

			“Run? From what?” Turning to face in the only direction Abella could see, Beth saw the Minotaur step out from behind one of the pillars. Clutching a giant ax in his hands, he snorted and came toward her.

			“Oh. Fuck.” Beth lifted her spear. She had nowhere to run.
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			In the darkness, Dana could hear the ocean crashing against the sand, gentle pulses that threatened to lull her back to sleep. If not for the sudden sound of the heavy glass door sliding in its track behind her, she would have let the ocean carry her mind away, just another cloud of thought drifting over the horizon.

			“Hey there, Sparks.”

			Dana heard the can of beer touch down on the glass end table, followed by the stretching of canvas when Alex sprawled out on the lounge chair next to her. From her seat, she could smell Alex’s skin, a combination of sunscreen, seawater, and the grilled burgers they had eaten earlier.

			“Mmh.” Dana reached over, quickly finding Alex’s fingers with her own. 

			“Penny for your thoughts?”

			“I’m afraid to open my eyes. I’m afraid that if I open my eyes, this will all go away.”

			“And why would it go away?”

			“Because you…you…” The oxygen left Dana’s lungs, the sudden inability to speak bringing back a flood of memories of the crash, the memorial service, and everything else. Taking a deep breath, she let her mind drift among the waves for a moment. “You’re dead.”

			“I don’t feel dead.” Dana could hear the smile in Alex’s voice. “How did I die?”

			“Motorcycle crash. Road was wet, and a car lost control, hitting you head-on.”

			“Wow. Sounds awful.”

			“It was.” Dana was waiting for the world to pop, to take her back to reality. When it didn’t happen, she opened her eyes and stared off the balcony, watching the water crash onto itself, erasing footprints from the sand. The sun had just set, and the world was vanishing from sight. “This is just a dream, you know? From our trip to the coast. This is the little apartment we rented, overlooking the ocean. Tomorrow morning, you’re going to spill waffle mix all over the floor, and we’re going to go out to breakfast instead.”

			“I hope we go somewhere good.”

			“We do, but…” Dana couldn’t bear it any longer. She closed her eyes tightly, then opened them again, wiping away the tears that had formed. Turning in her chair, she looked at Alex, praying that the beach wouldn’t turn into the road where Alex had died, a cross pinned to the guardrail where the bike had skidded into it and gotten stuck.

			Alex Winters was sitting sideways on the lounge chair, her legs crossed in front of her. She had tossed on a long white tank top after her shower, and her tight curls had been pulled up into a bun. Her skin was brown with warm orange-red undertones, and her dark eyes reflected the glow from the porch light that hung above them.

			“Alex,” Dana whispered. It was the first time Alex had come to her in a dream fully intact without triggering a sequence of nightmares.

			“Someone makes a comment,” Alex finished for her. “A guy at one of the tables calls us a pair of dykes. You get pissed and slam his face into his eggs. The cops get called but not before we get the hell out of there.”

			“You remember?”

			Alex laughed. It was the same laugh that had attracted Dana to Alex when they’d first met and when Dana had accidentally shorted a circuit they had been building together for the class robots. Seeing those sparks reflected in the dark pools of Alex’s eyes had made Dana’s heart skip several beats, the moment only interrupted when the circuit board had caught on fire.

			“Of course I remember. I was there.” Alex winked.

			“You were, but…now you’re not.”

			“Yeah.” Alex’s smile vanished, and she stared into the darkness. “It’s amazing how quickly your future vanishes when you die. Death swallows everything up in an instant. People will tell you that your life passes before your eyes when you go. Those are the people who survive, the ones who talk about all your old regrets. Nobody tells you that the worst part is watching your future vanish, seeing all your hopes and dreams become a whisper of smoke you can no longer hold on to.” Alex pulled her legs up against her body and put her chin on her knees. “You get to see bits and pieces before they bury you. It’s almost like having a shitty internet connection, and the video skips. Until you told me, I wasn’t entirely sure how I died.” Her face darkened. “My parents. They were not kind.”

			“They still couldn’t accept you. Even at the end.”

			“Not true. It was you they couldn’t accept. That’s why they didn’t let you come to the funeral. You were a reminder of what I was and what I wasn’t. In death, I was simply a wayward angel who may have someday come back to the fold, met a nice guy, had some babies. But now I was dead, my legacy forever tarnished by some white girl who came along and corrupted my poor soul.” Alex chuckled. “Death isn’t at all what anybody expects, by the way. Sure, some parts are how they say, but I promise you this—their version of eternity is going to be a lot less peaceful than mine.”

			“You’re…you’re at peace?” A flood of emotion welled up behind Dana’s eyes, threatening to burst through the dam.

			“Almost.” Alex stood. “There is something I miss very much.” She stepped across the gap and sat down next to Dana. Each lounge chair was just wide enough for both of them. “You see, one of the things you learn when you are dead is that you can’t replace some people. I’ve met some interesting beings, but none of them hold a candle to you, Sparks.”

			“I miss you so much,” Dana said, gazing into Alex’s eyes. From here, she could barely make out the dark freckles on her cheeks.

			“I miss you too.” Alex placed a gentle hand on the side of Dana’s neck, then moved it to her cheek.

			“Is this real?” Dana asked. “Is this a dream?”

			“Doesn’t matter what I say. Either you’ll stay with me forever or you’ll wake up.” Alex pulled Dana to her, her thick lips gently touching Dana’s. Dana let out a sigh of relief, then slid her arms around Alex’s torso, holding her tight against her. She could feel Alex’s hot breath on her face, smell the grease on her fingers from cooking, sensations that should have been impossible in a dream. She kept waiting for it to end, keeping her fingers crossed that it wouldn’t. She didn’t care if that meant she had died—truth be told, she was dead already.

			“Alex, I—”

			Alex placed a finger against Dana’s lips, her other hand running down the side of Dana’s arm. Gentle hands moved across the bare skin of Dana’s stomach, tracing shapes on her flesh that made goose bumps rise on Dana’s arms.

			“I saw that you fixed up my bike,” Alex said, her lips by Dana’s ear. Tender kisses landed on Dana’s neck and moved lower to find her collarbone. Alex’s fingers slid up Dana’s stomach, pushing aside the fabric of her bathing suit and finding the soft flesh of her breasts.

			“I wanted it to remember you,” Dana said, her voice little more than a whisper.

			“Do you remember what happened on this night?” Alex asked her.

			“We started making out on the balcony.” Dana’s hand was on Alex’s hip. “Things got hot, but I chickened out. I was afraid someone would see us out here, so we went inside and made love in our room.”

			“Not this time.” Alex snapped her fingers, and the porch light went out. Starlight illuminated the beach below, the clouds evaporating in the ghostly glow of the sky. “This time, no regrets.”

			“Alex.” Dana said her girlfriend’s name as if it was a prayer.

			Alex pressed her lips to Dana’s, a soft touch that was immediately familiar yet still exciting. Dana ran one hand up Alex’s stomach and realized that she wore nothing beneath the tank top. She caressed the underside of Alex’s breast, generating a slight moan of contentment. Alex’s breasts were super sensitive—she wore bras with extra padding if she had to wear anything heavy like a sweater. Dana placed her palm against the base of Alex’s left breast, her fingers and thumb resting perfectly beneath its curve. She could feel it faintly, the heart that had stopped so long ago beating gently in her chest.

			“It’s beating,” Dana said, tears filling her eyes. “It’s really beating in there.”

			“For you, it never stopped.” Their lips met again, and Dana tumbled back onto her chair, Alex straddling her hips. Alex sat up, pulling her tank top over her head to reveal her small breasts, breasts that Dana had kissed hundreds of times. It wasn’t so much the thrill of burying her face in a beautiful bosom but rather the reaction of the woman who owned them that made them Dana’s favorite body part. Leaning down, Alex kissed her way down Dana’s neck, running her hands across Dana’s stomach, then up her ribs. Dana kissed her back, hyperaware of Alex’s fingers as they slid beneath her, undoing her bikini top. The cold night air of the afterlife made Dana’s nipples stand at attention. Alex and Dana being roughly the same height, Alex’s nipples would occasionally rub across Dana’s when they kissed, causing Alex to gasp.

			Dana squeezed Alex’s ass, then moved her hands upward and onto Alex’s lower back. Alex moved off-center, lightly gyrating her hips on Dana’s hipbone. The contact was minimal, but with her nipples being flicked, Dana hungered for more sexual contact of any kind. Dana pulled Alex down, their breasts pushing together until Alex could change positions to where they were both comfortable. Dana lifted her left leg, and Alex slid herself onto it, grinding her crotch into Dana’s upper thigh. Dana watched Alex’s face as she stirred herself into a small frenzy.

			“I love you,” Dana said, grabbing Alex’s hips and pulling her closer, allowing her to grind even harder. “I never stopped loving you.”

			“I love you too, Sparks.” Alex closed her eyes, biting her lip and letting out a long moan. One of her hands found its way onto Dana’s stomach, then slid down to the top of Dana’s shorts. “I’ll always love you.” She unsnapped the button, making enough room for her hand to disappear beneath the fabric. Exploratory fingers slid along the sides of Dana’s vulva, then stroked her expertly. Alex had gotten one of her scholarships for her talent on the piano, a skill with her fingers that had carried forward into her sex life.

			Dana closed her eyes, savoring the sensation of those fingers moving in circles over her hairless folds. Alex had always loved her clean-shaven, a habit she had kept up with. Dana’s natural lubrication allowed Alex to manipulate her expertly, Dana’s clit standing at full attention while Alex worked the skin around it.

			“More,” Dana whispered, so Alex obliged. After lifting off Dana, Alex grabbed her shorts and slid them free, exposing Dana’s hairless pussy to the stars. Alex undid her bikini bottom and resumed her spot on Dana’s thigh. She sat up straight now, holding on to Dana’s leg with one hand and fingering her with the other. Her thumb circled Dana’s clit while her fingers gently worked their way inside, curling and uncurling against her inner walls.

			Dana smiled and pulled Alex down for another kiss. Their tongues touched briefly, swirling against each other before parting once more. Dana bit her way down Alex’s neck, eventually reaching the tops of her breasts. Alex rolled her hips in tight circles while Dana licked and nibbled at her breasts, teasing her nipples indirectly before sucking them into her mouth. Alex was grunting, a flood of sexual fluids coating Dana’s upper thigh. In response, Alex fingered Dana more vigorously, forcing her fingers in even deeper.

			“Come up here,” Dana commanded, pulling on Alex’s hips.

			Not one to argue, Alex scooted forward while Dana slid down the chair, her legs hanging off the bottom. Alex’s pussy smelled of sunscreen, the beach, and something else that ignited a primal urge in Dana. Licking gently around Alex’s large, wet folds, Dana lost herself in the flavor of her pussy, a delicacy that had been far too long coming.

			“Oh fuck. Oh shit, mmh!” Alex clutched at her own thighs now, her hands moving up to the chair to brace herself. “Mmh. Mmh!”

			In response, Dana grabbed Alex’s thighs and held her down, moving her tongue in circles. Alex’s clit popped out of the folds, and Dana sucked it into her mouth, pushing her chin upward into Alex’s vagina, forcing her to open up even more. Alex grunted, sending an additional flood of juices onto Dana’s face. Dana responded by tilting Alex forward to expose her opening just enough that Dana could finger her from behind.

			“Oh shit!” Alex grunted as two of Dana’s fingers slid in all the way to the knuckles. Dana didn’t have to do much; Alex was rocking her hips just right that she was effectively fucking herself on Dana’s digits while her clit got sucked. Dana savored Alex’s musky flavor, holding her tight against her mouth when her cries grew louder. Alex was pinching her own nipples now, her cries coming faster.

			When Alex came, she wrapped her hands around Dana’s head and pulled, cutting off Dana’s oxygen supply. Dana’s body flushed with heat while she continued licking, Alex going completely rigid against her. Dana let go of Alex’s thigh, her hungry fingers finding their way along her own belly to her swollen labia and pinching the folds together around her clit. She squeezed herself, her fingers now wet with her own fluids.

			“Ooooooh fuuuuuuuck.” Alex relaxed, lifting her mound off Dana’s face. Dana sucked in air, briefly wondering if she even needed to breathe in this place. Alex was gently rubbing her own breasts, her cheeks glowing with postorgasmic bliss. “Fuck, I missed that so much.”

			“Well, I’ve missed something too.” Dana narrowed her eyes at the heavenly body on top of her. “And I expect you to deliver.”

			“Ooh. I love it when you’re bossy.” Alex shifted, moving down along Dana’s torso. “But it’s my turn to be in charge now.”

			Alex lifted one of Dana’s legs, placing her own leg beneath. Dana sat up and pulled the chair into an upright position. Alex wrapped her legs around Dana, and both of them tightened their legs, pulling their hips together. Alex started slow, grinding her hairy lips against Dana’s smooth ones. Dana gasped, grabbing Alex’s hips and pulling her close.

			Dana leaned forward as they scissored, kissing her way along Alex’s chest, feeling the body that she had been so long denied. Both women were sweaty now, the humidity trapping beads of moisture against their skin, salty drops that they licked off each other with exploratory tongues. How long had it been, Dana asked herself, her soul finally at peace. An eternity of Alex lay before her, an infinite number of nights on the beach, of exploring each other’s bodies. She had so many questions but could only focus on the warm body pressed against hers, that moaning shadow that threatened to press into her, finally making her complete. Closing her eyes, she felt her own orgasm building, the first of many to come.

			“Dana,” Alex whispered, and then she was gone.

			“Alex?” Dana opened her eyes. Alex was nowhere to be seen. She picked up her bikini top and held it against her chest, standing up to stare off the balcony. The beach was empty, and the crashing waves had gone still. The universe had come to a halt.

			“Alex? Alex!” Dana screamed into the night. The horizon had vanished, and the ocean was receding. Dana watched in horror as the water disappeared, revealing that the world had a crumbling edge. The earth broke away in chunks, falling only God knew where, and Dana ran through the apartment before shoving her way through the front door.

			Dana screamed. The world was caving in, and the parking lot in front of the building had swallowed up all the cars. Looking down into the void, Dana could see distant stars beneath, shimmering dimly.

			“Oh, God no!” Dana ran back out to the balcony, screaming Alex’s name, hoping to find her. The room fell apart behind her, and soon only the balcony was left. The world crumbled like sand around her, the building breaking into dust and blowing away. Floating in the void, she saw a sky full of stars. One by one, they vanished, cosmic matches being snuffed out. Cold terror formed in her gut, and she clung to the railing as the final star was extinguished and she fell into the void.

			She sat up, a scream frozen in her throat. She clawed at the air, eventually grabbing onto the edge of the table she appeared to be lying on. Inhaling deeply, she looked around, trying to figure out where she was.

			“I see you’re back.” It was the man in the suit. He was perusing an old paperback that still had the used bookstore sticker on the cover. “How was it?”

			“How was…huh?” Dana put her face in her hands, fighting back tears. What had just happened?

			“Being dead.” He turned the page, then folded the corner neatly before closing the book. “You’ve been dead for…” He checked his watch. “About two hours now.”

			“Dead? Me?” Dana looked at her hands. They were paler than normal. Rubbing her fingers together, she realized that they felt slightly numb. Her sense of touch had been muted.

			“Yep. You’re dead.” He stood, then moved closer to her. “I spent quite a bit of time on you. You see, you are here to serve a purpose, and I need you in perfect condition. Well, with one exception.” He tapped himself on the chest. “No heartbeat. Not anymore.”

			“You…took my heart?” Dana placed her fingers to her neck, searching for a pulse. Nothing was there. As she moved her fingers around, panic set in.

			“No, nothing as gross as that.” He snapped his fingers.

			Dana’s landlady entered the room. It occurred to her that she must be in the basement of her landlady’s home. Staring up at the unfinished rafters, Dana wondered if she could make it up the stairs before anyone stopped her.

			“Is it time?” the landlady asked.

			Dana couldn’t think of her name anymore, a memory that had been gobbled away by the situation.

			“It is. You did a splendid job.” He motioned with his hand, and the woman collapsed on the floor, a smile on her face. He turned to Dana. “You see, I have need of your services. Two hours ago, I killed you. Naturally, your soul left your body and went somewhere else. That’s how it is for people like you, so eager to reunite with loved ones. I allowed you some time with your beloved Ms. Winters before reanimating your corpse and trapping your soul inside of it. If you do my bidding, I release you and your happily ever after continues.”

			“Wait. I’m trapped in my own body?” Dana looked at herself. “I don’t feel that different.”

			“For now.” He yawned. “I apologize. I’ve been up all night tracking you down, and the magic has tired me. My name is Daryl. I’m your creator, your messiah, your god. And if you don’t do exactly what I ask of you, I will leave you like this for the rest of eternity, going mad inside of a rotting body.”

			“Leave me like what?” Dana was suddenly aware that she was neither hot nor cold. The room just sort of existed around her.

			“Ugh. You’re a little slow, aren’t you?” Daryl crossed his arms over his chest, a look of arrogance on his face. “I’ll give you the CliffsNotes. I am a very powerful man who has used forbidden magic to turn you into a zombie. And not one of those shitty brain eaters you see in the movies. Well, not yet anyway.” Daryl laughed. “Now, I’m only going to ask this once. Do you want to see your beloved Alex again?”

			Tears forming in her eyes, Dana nodded.

			“Good. Then you will do exactly as I say.”
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			The Minotaur glared at Beth, each puff of his loud, hot breath causing her heart to pound. He contemplated her from a distance, his hand tightening on his weapon. His large, curved horns glistened in the moss light, and he let out a blast of hot breath through his nose, his golden nose ring twitching.

			“What do I do?” Beth asked Abella.

			“Run! Get away!”

			“That’s just it.” Beth stepped off the pile of rubble. “I’m too tired to run. This place is full of traps, and if I try to get away, he will catch me.”

			“Then fight!”

			“I don’t want to do that either.” Beth wasn’t stupid. The Minotaur had the physique of an action movie star, carved of solid muscle. He wore only a loincloth, which left very little to the imagination. “I have no idea how to fight.” She held the spear to her side and dropped it, the wood clattering to the floor.

			“Beth!” Abella yelled.

			“It’s okay,” Beth said. “It’s going to be okay.” She was watching the Minotaur closely. Though he carried a giant ax, he wasn’t holding it aggressively. While intimidating, it occurred to her that the Minotaur seemed more curious about her than aggressive. “My name is Beth. Do you have a name?”

			The Minotaur snorted, tensing up.

			“No, it’s okay. I’m not here to hurt you or cause problems. I was brought here by someone else against my will.”

			The Minotaur tilted his head. When he spoke, his voice was a low rumble that made Beth think of James Earl Jones’s voice with a rough edge to it. “You aren’t here for the treasure?” He looked uncertain.

			“No. I don’t even know about the treasure, and I don’t want to know.”

			“Are you the new Caretaker?”

			Beth recognized the term as one Abella had used. “No. The new Caretaker is here, but I’m not him.”

			“She wants the new Caretaker.” The Minotaur lowered his ax. “Can you take me to him?”

			“I have no idea where he is.” Beth gestured around her. “The Labyrinth has him.”

			“Hmm.” The Minotaur appeared to be lost in thought for several seconds. “You are not afraid of me.”

			“I am, a little,” Beth admitted. “I’ve never met a Minotaur before, and you are quite…large.”

			“I like how you talk to me.” The Minotaur approached the pile of rubble. He grabbed one of the stones and dragged it away a few feet before easily flipping it over. He sat on it, his loincloth shifting. Beth’s eyes widened at the sheer size of his penis, which then vanished back beneath the cloth. “She does not speak as kindly to me as you do,” he said.

			“She who?” Beth asked.

			The Minotaur regarded her for several seconds, apparently contemplating his answer. “The lady of the Labyrinth.” The Minotaur set down his ax. “She commands, so I must obey.”

			From where she stood, Beth could see the Minotaur’s eyes briefly glaze over. The way he had said those words led her to believe that something more was going on. “Do you have a name?”

			“My name?” He pondered for a second. “It has been so long since I have spoken my name. My name is Asterion.”

			“Well, Asterion, I sure could use your help.”

			Asterion shook his head. “Not without the lady’s permission.”

			“What does she want you to do?”

			“Hmm.” Asterion’s furry brow wrinkled. “She has given me many jobs lately. Keep out intruders. Bring her the goggles. Bring her the goblin. Bring her the Caretaker.”

			“It sounds like she is keeping you busy.” Beth drew nearer. “I’m curious, Asterion. What are you supposed to do if an intruder gets in?”

			“Hmm.” His forehead wrinkled again. “I’m supposed to kill them.”

			“But you haven’t killed me.”

			“No.” Asterion put his chin in his hand, becoming a perfect replica of The Thinker. His biceps bulged, making his arms look twice their usual size. “Because you are not an intruder.”

			“I’m not?”

			“The lady tells me that intruders are mean and will run or hide or fight. You stayed to talk to me, and you are nice. Therefore, you aren’t an intruder, so I’m not supposed to kill you.”

			“I see.” Beth saw the opportunity and took it. Asterion’s gifts were clearly limited to his physique. “So if I’m not an intruder, I must be something else. You said that I’m nice. Do you know what a nice person is called?”

			“The lady tells me that she is nice to me and I should do what she says. But you are not the lady, so I shouldn’t do what you say.”

			“So I must be something that isn’t an intruder or a lady.” Beth was sitting next to Asterion now. “I don’t want to tell you what to do, and I’m not an intruder. I’m nice, and I like talking to you. So that would make me a…” Beth waited, expecting Asterion to finish the sentence.

			After several seconds, the Minotaur turned to look at her, his eyes expectant.

			“…a friend,” Beth finished.

			“Hmm.” Asterion’s lips twisted to the side, his face scrunched in concentration. “A friend. I don’t think I’ve had a friend before.”

			“No? That’s too bad, Asterion, because you seem very nice. I think lots of people would like to be friends with you.”

			Asterion grunted. “I don’t know what a friend is supposed to do.”

			“Well, friends are, um…” It was Beth’s turn to think. “You see, friends are nice to each other because they like each other. Have you ever liked someone before?”

			“I like the lady.” Asterion nodded, pleased that he had an answer.

			“And does the lady like you?”

			“Hmm.” Asterion’s brow furrowed again, and Beth did her best not to sigh. She sat patiently next to him while he pondered the question.

			“Maybe.” Asterion frowned. “The lady isn’t mean to me. And she talks to me sometimes but only to tell me what to do. So I don’t know if she likes me.”

			“Well, I like you.” Beth patted him reassuringly on his massive thigh. The muscles were rock-hard, and Asterion looked at where she had placed her hand, a strange expression crossing his face. “And if you like me too, then we can be friends.”

			“I see.” Asterion contemplated Beth’s hand for several seconds. “So friends like each other.”

			“That’s one thing that friends do.” She gave his thigh a friendly squeeze. “Some other things that they do is keep each other company and help each other when they need it.”

			“Friends help each other.” Asterion mulled this over.

			Beth let him, knowing that her attempts at diplomacy hinged on being patient. The Minotaur really didn’t seem like a bad person to her, but she could see his ax from here and had no desire to find out firsthand just how sharp it was. She hadn’t outsmarted a demon earlier just to get killed by a Minotaur now.

			“So,” he said, “if we are friends, we would help each other?”

			“Only if we want to. For example, I wouldn’t tell you to help me find my way out of the Labyrinth. I would tell you that I wanted help, and it would be your choice.” She stroked his leg. The different muscles felt like braided steel beneath his skin. She felt a twinge in her own thighs and did her best to maintain eye contact with him. “And if you asked me for help, I would decide if it was something I could help you with.”

			“Hmm.” Asterion vanished into his thoughts.

			Beth kept rubbing his leg, sliding her fingertips toward his inner thigh. With each stroke, she explored just a little farther, unable to help herself. The skin of his body was the same brown color as his head. He was covered in very fine, short hair, and it made her think of that old Dracula movie and the fur-covered beast fucking that girl in the gardens that were just like a maze…

			Beth grinned, trying to ignore the tightening sensation that started in her pelvis, generating a rush of heat that radiated out through her legs. Her clothes were still slightly damp, but the temperature in her panties was slowly climbing. She shifted her weight on the stone block, immediately aware of the sensation of her panties dragging ever so slightly across her clitoris, which had emerged from hiding.

			Asterion sniffed, then sucked in a lungful of air. His lips curled into a grin. “Do you need help, Beth?”

			“I do need help, yes.” Beth stood. “With a couple of things, if you don’t mind.”

			“I want to help you.” Asterion took a step toward her, a large grin on his bull face. “Maybe after you help me first.”

			“Help with what?” Beth’s gaze fell to his loincloth. It no longer hung casually but had lifted several inches in the air, Asterion’s massive cock hiding just beneath the thin fabric. Beth was going to say no, to explain that they were in a hurry, but her mind went back to her time with Oliver, to every time she had backed herself onto the Delightful Dragon dildo, and even to the time she had made a reluctant boyfriend wear an extender while dressed as a werewolf.

			In front of her was something real, an experience waiting to be had, to be claimed and conquered. And this time, her immortal soul wasn’t at stake. Asterion moved closer, and a wave of musk rolled over Beth. A storm was forming in her gut, lightning crawling up and down her spine, when Asterion stepped closer to gently touch one of her breasts.

			“I want to see your cock,” Beth said. If she played along, she could get his help freeing Abella, and maybe, if she was lucky, she could have a little fun in the process.

			Asterion quickly obliged. With a tug on some strings, he tossed away the loincloth, revealing his cock. The skin was almost black, and his body hair stopped at the base of his shaft. The head of his cock was shaped like a sideways hourglass, narrowing to a point in the center the size of her pinky.

			“Holy shit.” Beth stared at the massive member in awe.

			“You need to breed.” Asterion placed his hands on her waist. “You are in heat.”

			“Something like that.” Beth spit on her hand and used it to rub the thick shaft. Would this even fit in her? She almost laughed.

			She would make it fit.

			Asterion watched her stroking his shaft, no doubt unaware that her ministrations were more than just an attempt to get him harder. With each stroke, Beth was taking in the smoothness of his shaft, feeling the powerful pulse of flowing blood through his genitals, contemplating the size of his balls and wondering if she would feel them slamming against her ass as he fucked her. She was analyzing him, thinking of the best way to make it happen. 

			Asterion made a low, rumbling sound in his throat.

			Beth smiled at him, then planted a tiny kiss on the head of his penis. “Do you like that?”

			He nodded, watching her continue. Beth used both hands stacked on top of each other with plenty of room left. At the base of his cock, she couldn’t even get her fingers to touch her thumb due to how thick he was. She kept tugging on him, his cock leaking little spurts of fluid onto her hand and providing extra lubrication. She did this for several minutes, her pulse throbbing hard enough that she could feel it in her labia.

			As Beth looked up at Asterion, it suddenly occurred to her that he was never going to make the next move. She stared wistfully at the cock in front of her, then put just a bit of it in her mouth. His spunk was bitter at first, making her think of a harsh bourbon. Salivating on his large knob, she stripped off her pants with some difficulty, the fabric slightly tighter after her trip into the river.

			Asterion rumbled with pleasure, and Beth hummed while she blew him, laying her pants on the stone floor as a cushion. Stroking him with one hand, she fondled his giant balls with the other, marveling at how supple the skin of his scrotum was.

			She pulled her mouth off him. His dick was now slick with spit and spooge, and she couldn’t wait any longer. She stripped off her lacy panties, then tossed them on the floor and stood.

			“Lie down,” she commanded.

			Asterion blinked a couple times before acquiescing, sprawling out on the floor. Beth straddled his waist, pushing his cock against his belly. It traveled quite a ways up his chest. Sitting down on top of his massive member, she moved her cunt against him, spreading out lubrication of her own.

			Asterion sighed, the sound rumbling from deep within his chest. Beth pulled her way forward, arching her hips so just the tip of his dick sat at her opening. Asterion grabbed her hips, and she slapped his hands away.

			“I don’t want you to rip me in half,” she said, easing herself down on him. Her pussy protested at first, the ache from her sexual encounter with Oliver still there. She let out a moan, forcing herself back even farther, determined to bypass her initial discomfort. It was like a runner’s high—she just needed to get through the first stretch to enjoy the benefits.

			“I am enjoying that,” Asterion said, his hands on her thighs.

			“So. Am. I.” Beth punctuated every word by thrusting herself farther onto his cock. She was disappointed when he bottomed out in her before she could reach his pelvis but extremely pleased to feel his hands on her sides, guiding her. She took her hands off his chest and held still. Asterion moved her around with his powerful arms, gently thrusting himself into her, letting out an occasional growl of pleasure. His strong arms were powerful enough that he was able to easily lift her, sliding himself all the way out before thrusting back in.

			Beth hissed, a hiss that turned into a protracted moan when Asterion pulled himself even farther into her.

			“Fuuuuuuuck.” Beth felt her organs shift to accommodate the dramatic widening of her vagina. Knowing full well that she would have trouble walking later, she grabbed Asterion’s wrists and forced herself even farther onto him. Asterion pumped himself in and out of her, his loud grunts echoing off the stone columns.

			“Oh shit!” Beth let go of Asterion’s wrist, then rubbed her clit frantically. She could feel them now, powerful convulsions inside her thighs, radiating down her legs and making her ass tighten up. Her hand was quickly soaked with her own fluids, and she thrust herself onto Asterion’s cock even farther. He let out a loud honking noise, his eyes rolling up into his head, his muscles tensing.

			“Not yet!” Beth grabbed Asterion’s nose ring and pulled. Asterion cried out in pain, and Beth felt his orgasm back down. Pumping herself even harder, she grabbed the base of his cock. With her hand tightly around his shaft, she slammed herself onto her own fist. Content that Asterion wasn’t about to blow his load, she let go of the nose ring and rubbed her clit again.

			Inside of her, the head of Asterion’s cock was like a thick rubber ball moving up and down inside her stomach, pushing against the soft tissue of her womb and scattering lightning throughout her being. Groaning with pain and pleasure, Beth continued riding the Minotaur, her hips moving in a tiny circle after every thrust.

			Asterion stood suddenly, and Beth wrapped her legs around him, her eyes wide. He carried her over to the stones they had sat upon, then pulled her off his cock and spun her around. 

			Beth bent over, grabbing onto the stone. “Hurry up and OH!”

			Asterion wasted no time in slamming himself into her. Though he couldn’t fit inside her completely, his balls swung up and smacked against the stretched folds around her clitoris, sending a bolt of pleasure straight to her brain.

			“Oh God, yes, oh God, yes, OHMIGOD!!!” Beth’s orgasm wasted no time, her body shuddering wildly against the stone slab. She clutched the rock beneath her, screaming into the hard surface. Pressing herself into the stone, she braced herself as Asterion thrust into her rapidly, letting out low-pitched moans of his own. Just as her orgasm began to subside, Asterion let out a loud howl, filling her with hot Minotaur seed. Beth’s whole body clenched, and she forced his sperm to squirt out of her stretched vagina, covering his shaft in both of their fluids.

			“Oh fuck,” Beth whispered, going limp against the rock.

			Asterion’s cock was already deflating, and he pulled himself free, a large pool of sperm forming beneath them.

			Beth lay still, her entire lower body on fire. Her wildest fantasies were coming true today, and she felt her grasp on reality start to slip. Closing her eyes, she enjoyed the afterglow.

			Beneath the rocks, Abella grunted.

			“Oh shit.” Standing on wobbly legs, Beth found her panties and her pants and slid them back on.

			Asterion stood naked next to her until Beth handed him his loincloth.

			“Abella? Are you okay?” Beth was worried that the gargoyle had gone silent. She knelt by the gap in the stones.

			“Uh…yeah.” Abella’s face appeared in the hole. Her face was darker than normal. “I was, uh, just having trouble with my tail. It got stuck.”

			“You have a tail?” Beth asked. “That’s so cool! Shit, I’m sorry, Asterion, could you please help me with these blocks?”

			Asterion was now beside her, and he casually lifted the large stone blocks off the pile. His muscles bulged lifting some of the larger pieces, and Beth patted them appreciatively. The small pile seemed to move on its own, and Abella rose, the heavy stones falling around her. She stretched her arms to the sky, her wings unfolding behind her back. Beth saw that the stone webbing had torn in multiple places beneath the rubble, and Abella’s body had dark flaws across it, cracks in the stone that glistened with dark fluids. 

			“Thank you, Asterion.” Abella bowed her head at the Minotaur, who now contemplated her.

			“Are we friends too?” Asterion asked.

			“Yes, but not in the same way as you are with Beth. I prefer men who are a bit smoother,” she told him, rubbing her shoulders. Her stone breasts rippled, tiny chunks of debris falling off her. “Thank you for freeing me.”

			“You are welcome.” Asterion smiled.

			“So we can go now?” Abella asked.

			“Hmm.” Asterion frowned.

			Beth smiled patiently while Abella rolled her eyes.

			Asterion knelt to retrieve his ax, then held it casually over his shoulder. “We must go to see the lady. If you want to leave the Labyrinth, you need her permission.”

			Abella swore under her breath, but Beth patted Asterion on the arm. “That sounds like a great plan. Lead the way, friend.”

			Asterion beamed at Beth, then led them out of the room of stone columns.
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			CAUGHT IN THE TRAP 

			Water flowed through a crack in the wall. Mike could hear the river on the other side. Placing his hands against the hard stone, he could feel the vibrations through it. Cupping his hands, he collected a mouthful of water and drank it. It was cold, with a slight metallic taste, but Cerulea had informed him that it was safe to drink.

			“Is it good?” Cerulea asked from her perch on his shoulder.

			“It tastes like water,” Mike responded, then sucked down a huge mouthful. Wiping his mouth, he turned away from the wall. Cerulea had led him away from where the fairies had found him, citing safety concerns about the potential arrival of the Minotaur. The river acted as a natural barrier, but the fairy had informed him there was a single bridge that the Minotaur could cross if it needed to.

			In the distance, Mike heard the Minotaur cry out. It sounded different from earlier, but Mike was no expert on monster shouts. If he had to venture a guess, it sounded like the Minotaur had found a bag of gold or a shiny new ax.

			“Lucky boy,” he muttered to himself, wondering what had made the beast so happy.

			“What?” Cerulea asked.

			“Oh. Nothing. Thinking out loud.” He contemplated the paths before him. There were three, and each one looked equally suspicious. Cerulea had informed him that they were in the inner circle in relation to the river and that the passageways had been booby-trapped. They had only walked for about ten minutes, and she had pointed out at least three traps that Mike could have triggered that would have killed him.

			Mike leaned against a dry section of the wall, closing his eyes and letting the rhythmic vibrations of the river lull him into a meditative state. His clothes, dried with fairy magic, still retained a mystical warmth.

			He had asked Cerulea about the traps. The Labyrinth wasn’t just a random maze, he had informed her, and the fact that someone would put in a giant maze with killer traps and a Minotaur meant that it must have a secret or a treasure worth protecting. She had shrugged away his answers, being deliberately evasive. She also wouldn’t speak to the fact that she and the others were trapped, which was also a piece of the puzzle.

			Why would a maze be designed to keep people out but then never let them leave? His eyes closed, he sank deeper into a state of relaxation, tiny lights flickering behind his eyelids.

			The world of darkness receded, chased away by glowing beams of light streaming through his windows. He walked through his house, humming a song to himself that he didn’t recognize. A large table had been set up in the family room, with an equally large game board.

			“Every room has its purpose, every monster has its place,” he sang out loud, but it wasn’t his voice. It was Emily’s, but that wasn’t quite right either. It almost sounded like Emily’s voice mixed with Naia’s. The game board in front of him reminded him of Clue—it was a layout of his house. On the board, several pieces were scattered through the house. He picked up a sultry figurine that was standing in the fountain, immediately identifying Naia. Setting it back down, he then picked up another one on the front porch. This one was Cecilia. Even Lily was there, her figurine currently in the backyard with Naia and Zel.

			There were other pieces on the board, pieces he didn’t recognize. When he held them up, they were blurry and he was unable to see any detail. Frowning, he stared at the board. Where was the Labyrinth?

			He touched the spare bedroom, tracing his fingers over to the closet. The board shimmered and unfolded another section, revealing the enormous structure somehow in the walls of his house. The pieces were on the board, standing in various locations. He found his own piece, picking it up to inspect it. Setting himself back down, he spotted the Minotaur with a couple of other pieces.

			Beth and Abella. Fuck. He set these back down. He saw the other fairies, their figures very tiny, and even Sofia. Her miniature scowled at him somehow. In the center of the Labyrinth was a pair of figurines. One was Tink, but the other one was blurry. Holding the piece in his hands, he tried to identify it by feel.

			“Mike!”

			His eyes snapped open, and he stood up. Had that been a dream or a vision? 

			Olivia was hovering in front of him, glitter shedding off her wings.

			“What is it?” he asked.

			“I found one of your friends. She needs your help.”

			“Who did you find?”

			“The one with one eye.” Olivia’s face twisted up. “She is really mad.”

			“Is she okay?”

			“For now.” She turned into a ball of light. “Follow, follow!” She whizzed away, then stopped at the entrance to the corridor on the right. Mike followed close behind, Cerulea sitting on his shoulder. Olivia moved at a pace consistent with a fast walk—she was easy to keep up with but would zip farther ahead if Mike tried to catch up.

			Mike was already lost, and Olivia led him through a series of twists and turns that made it so that he knew he wouldn’t be able to find his way back to the river. He looked up, marveling at how his brain couldn’t even identify a landmark in the dark ceiling.

			An icy void blossomed in his belly, and he froze, his magic telling him he was in danger but not what from.

			“Duck!” Cerulea shrieked in his ear.

			Mike threw himself flat, and a large stone on a rope swung where his head had been. He was going to stand up when he heard the creaking of a second rope. Crouching, he moved forward, and the second rock crashed into the first one. His ears rang, and the pile of rubble buried the passageway behind him under a few feet of stone.

			“Holy shit,” he muttered.

			“You’re telling me.” Cerulea squeezed out from under his collar, where he had crushed her. Her chitinous shell readjusted itself, her wings tucking back beneath it. She smoothed out her antenna and rubbed her left shoulder.

			“Sorry.” Mike stood. “I’m glad you saw it in time.”

			“Part of that is thanks to you,” she said, her antenna twitching playfully. “My senses haven’t been this sharp in years!”

			“Have you guys really been stuck here that long?” Mike asked.

			“A woman named Emily banished us to the Labyrinth over a misunderstanding. She thought we did a bad thing and told us we could live here or leave the house.”

			“And you chose to live here?” Mike looked around. “Why not go be free?”

			“Fairies like us are almost extinct, you know.” Mike had started walking again, and Cerulea spoke softly into his ear from her perch on his shoulder. “The human world isn’t as friendly as it used to be. Our fields and forests got torn up, and fairies learned long ago never to trust humans.”

			“You trusted me,” Mike pointed out.

			She shrugged. “We had been down here for quite some time and figured if you weren’t the Caretaker, then something had happened to the house. We could smell Naia’s magic coming off you.” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “It also didn’t help that we were all so horny.”

			“Well, if we get out of here, we can discuss your current living arrangement. I want to hear more about this ‘bad thing’ some time.”

			“Step around that,” Cerulea told him, pointing at the floor.

			Mike knelt, finally seeing the seam in the stone from up close. He was able to scoot by easily, wondering what sort of trap that would have set off. He continued walking and noticed the trap frequency had increased dramatically. “I have no idea how the others made it through here.”

			“They didn’t come this way,” Olivia told him from up ahead. “This is a shortcut, so the number of traps is really high.”

			“A shortcut to where?” Neither of the fairies answered.

			Their pace slowed dramatically with the appearance of trip wires and pitfalls painted to look just like an ordinary floor. Mike nearly fell in one of these, but a quick-thinking Olivia bounced herself off his chest hard enough that he tipped back onto the path instead of falling. The way forward was perilous, and Mike moved only a few steps at a time at the fairy’s insistence. It had been a long time since the Minotaur had called out, which made him nervous. If he were to come across the beast now, it would become a battle of luck as he ran away.

			“Whoa.” They came to a three-way intersection, and Mike stopped to survey the other two paths. Whoever had come through here before him had set off several traps down the other corridors. Spikes from the ground and wall were evident everywhere, and a few piles of rock could be seen in the distance. He followed Olivia, who was moving a bit faster now.

			“Most of the traps have been sprung already,” she told him. “Except for a couple of the nastier ones, so watch your step.”

			“What could be nastier than spikes?” Mike wondered aloud.

			To answer him, Olivia flew ahead and grabbed onto a small wire near the floor, pulling it backward. Jets of fire filled the hallway for several yards. The whole area became hot enough that he broke into a sweat.

			“You made your point,” he announced.

			Olivia’s twinkling light hovered by his face, doing lazy figure eights.

			“The fire jets are the worst,” Cerulea told him. “Even if you trip the trap, you can’t get out of the way. There’s one part of the Labyrinth where there aren’t any traps except for that one. It’s a giant pressure plate that takes up the whole floor for about ten feet, so you can’t avoid it. It scorches everything for a couple hundred feet in either direction.”

			“It pisses off the Minotaur when it goes off,” Olivia added with a smile. “It leaves scorch marks that he has to remove, otherwise people will realize that the trap is there.”

			“How often do you guys set that one off?” Mike asked.

			“About once a year.” Cerulea giggled. “Then we all jump out when he shows and yell, ‘Happy Birthday!’”

			Mike laughed. “You three are a riot.”

			“It passes the time,” Olivia said. “Especially because she won’t let us leave.”

			“She who? Emily?” Again, silence from both of them. “Why won’t you tell me who is running the Labyrinth?”

			“Because we can’t,” Cerulea whispered. “It’s part of the Labyrinth’s magic.”

			“I don’t understand why it matters who runs the Labyrinth,” Mike said.

			“She doesn’t want people to know she is here,” Cerulea said. “She’s protecting something important. It’s why she is down here.”

			Mike mulled over the possibilities. “Is the Labyrinth separate from the house or an extension of it?” he asked, thinking about the vision he’d had.

			“We don’t know,” Olivia told him.

			“We ended up at the house by accident,” Cerulea added. “We don’t know anything about it. Emily let us stay because she liked how we sparkled.”

			“But she changed.”

			“And it wasn’t a good change.”

			“After the thing with Garrett?” Mike asked. “The guy who attacked the house.”

			“No.” All the sparkle had gone out of Cerulea’s voice. “She changed way after.”

			“What happened?”

			The fairies were quiet. Mike was about to ask again, but they turned a corner, entering a chamber full of columns covered in thick, leafy vines. In the middle of the room, something large hung from the ceiling, vines wrapped around a figure that slowly spun in place. The creature rotated slowly until her face came into view. Her eye narrowed when she saw him.

			“It’s about fucking time,” Sofia said.
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			Dana looked at herself in the mirror. She felt the same, or at least she thought she did. Touching the ceramic sink below the mirror, she realized that she couldn’t tell if it was hot or cold. This had been true of everything else she had encountered so far, a strange numbness that only applied to temperature.

			Her sense of touch had been muted, but her sense of smell had received a boost. Even now, she could smell the corpse of her landlady in the basement and Daryl’s breath in her bedroom. Daryl the necromancer had let her out of the basement to roam about, announcing that he intended to take a nap. He had warned Dana that any attempt to flee would permanently ruin her chances of returning to the afterlife, and he would do worse things to her if he ever caught her.

			His driver stood guard in the driveway. He had motor oil on his jacket from retrieving her broken bike and casually throwing it in the garage.

			She didn’t know what to do or think. Her emotions were similar to what she’d felt sitting through Alex’s funeral. She knew they were there, but they were being tossed into the void quicker than she could feel them. Wandering from room to room, she thought about what Daryl had told her.

			Mike apparently had something that Daryl wanted. All Dana had to do was go in his house and either get Mike to let Daryl in or figure out what Mike was hiding and bring it to Daryl. She had asked what it was he was looking for, but Daryl informed her that she would know it when she saw it. He had also tasked her with creating a cover story, a reason for showing up unannounced. No matter what else she had asked him, he either shrugged or changed the subject, refusing to offer her any additional help.

			“Lazy fucker,” she muttered under her breath. Not only had he killed her, but now she was expected to do all the work. This was just like every group project ever in college.

			Wandering through the house, she found herself stopping at the door to look at the back of the driver. He somehow made standing guard look casual, and the few neighbors who passed by didn’t seem to notice.

			Dana let herself out, then crossed over to the garage. She stepped into her home, wondering if it was the last time she would ever do so. Was it even her home now? After all, she was dead.

			She walked to her toolbox and searched for the box cutter she kept there as a memento from a failed job stocking boxes at night. With a little digging, she found it. Moving quickly, she slashed the back of her forearm, digging the blade in deep.

			Nothing happened. She didn’t even bleed, and it didn’t hurt. She had wondered if Daryl had simply drugged her, but now she was left with a nasty-looking wound on her left arm and the realization that she really was a zombie.

			“Fuck,” she muttered, storming up the stairs to her room. It wasn’t until she was upstairs that she realized that the motorcycle on the garage floor was missing its motor. Leaning over the railing, she surveyed the mess below.

			Behind her, the clock chimed. She walked toward where it sat on her bed and looked down at it.

			“What?” she spat. “What the fuck do you want?”

			The clock was silent. Frustrated, she stood and looked out the window to see if the zombie goon had heard it and was coming inside. Mr. Tall and Stupid remained at his post, surveying the street. When Dana turned back around, the clock was gone. Instead, a large, ornate typewriter had appeared on her desk.

			“Yeah, sure, this helps me,” she muttered, standing up and staring at it. “So are you an autobot or a decepticon?”

			The typewriter dinged at her, shifting back and forth. A few keys hammered the blank roller, and Dana sighed. She pulled a piece of notebook paper from under her desk and stuck it in the back of the roller. Immediately, the typewriter spooled itself, pulling the paper through.

			“You’re a magic clock that can’t even provide its own paper,” Dana muttered. “I don’t suppose you can bring me back to life?”

			The paper had finished spooling, and two keys hammered against the paper. She didn’t have to lift it free to read it.

			No

			“Oh, great. Awesome.”

			The typewriter moved again. In the back of her mind, she felt like she should feel surprise or shock seeing such an event, but she just couldn’t be bothered to care. She didn’t know how much of that was being a zombie and how much of it was being denied an eternity with Alex.

			What happened?

			“That man who came for me killed me; that’s what happened.” Dana held up her ruined arm. “I’m dead, and he wants me to go to the house where you came from and steal something or con the owner into letting me in.”

			Several seconds passed, and the typewriter started moving again.

			You should go there. You can get help.

			“Oh really? Who’s gonna help me? You? The guy who lives there?”

			Someone will help, it told her. This man will not help you.

			“What do you know? You’re just a magic clock. Speaking of which, what are you exactly? Why did you come here?”

			I needed fixing, the clock told her.

			“Why did I have to fix you?” Dana stood and walked over to her dresser. She opened up her drawers and began pulling out clothes. “I bet Mike could have hired someone. Dude seems like he has plenty of money.”

			It had to be you. The typewriter paused for several seconds, then spooled the paper up to make room for more text, dinging as it reset itself. You had the spark.

			“I had the spark?”

			You are dead now. I’m sorry.

			“You’re gonna be sorry when I toss you out that window.” Dana spread out her clothes, then picked a pair of low-cut jeans and a tank top. “And why did I have to fix you? What are you exactly?”

			I am a mimic, the typewriter answered. My heart was broken. I could no longer transform.

			“I didn’t see a heart when I was in there. You were all busted gears. And what the fuck is a mimic?”

			My heart changes to match my appearance. And mimics are creatures that mimic things.

			“Gee, that explains everything.” Dana picked out a jacket to go over her tank top. “I don’t suppose you know what Daryl wants from the house?”

			I don’t. And you should not help him. Help Mike.

			“I’ve got my own problems.”

			I will help you.

			“Help me how? You’re a fucking typewriter.”

			I am whatever I need to be. I can change shape when nobody’s looking.

			“What about when I was inside you? I could still see you, and you grew legs or something.”

			That was different, the typewriter wrote. Watch.

			Dana jumped when the typewriter grew a pair of long, metallic arms with razor blades at the end. It whipped them back and forth for emphasis, then retracted them. Dana squinted but couldn’t see the seam where they had disappeared.

			“How is that not transforming?” Dana asked.

			Not transforming. Part of the form. Hidden when I change. The typewriter stood on a pair of metal legs. Legs were already here.

			“No deal. I refuse.” Dana looked back out the window. It looked like the driver was staring into the sun. “I’m just going to do what he asks. No offense, but I want to see Alex again.”

			I understand. The typewriter sat quietly for several moments, then started typing again. Take me to Mike. Use me to get in the house.

			“That…would work, actually.” Dana frowned. “You would do that for me?”

			I owe you. Turn around. The typewriter spat out the paper with a final ding. Dana picked it up and closed her eyes instead. She could hear the strange shifting of wood on metal and opened her eyes to see that the typewriter was now an ornate desk clock. Picking it up, she inspected the surface, looking for hidden limbs.

			“Are you really in there?” Dana asked. In response, an unseen flap opened, and a cuckoo jumped out at her, announcing the top of the hour. “Okay. Well, I guess we are just waiting for Sleeping Beauty to wake up.”

			The clock chimed again.
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			Mike watched the cyclops swing to and fro. He wasn’t entirely certain whether to laugh, but two things had occurred to him while watching her.

			The first thing that he realized was that the vines had restrained Sofia in such a way that her arms had been pulled up behind her. Her breasts had pushed hard against the fabric of her blouse and, in conjunction with the tightness of the vines, had caused the fabric to split, revealing an enormous amount of cleavage.

			The second was that this woman was the reason everyone was now in danger. She had lied to him, treated him like garbage, and was currently glaring at him as if this was somehow all his fault. His hands were now clenched into tight fists, and it took a couple of deep breaths before he could relax them.

			“Are you going to keep staring at me or what?” Sofia asked.

			“I haven’t decided yet,” he told her. “You lied to me.”

			Sofia rolled her eye. “Of course I lied to you. You were only going to get in the way if you came with us.”

			“And yet here you are. I don’t know if Abella or Tink are even alive, and I believe the blame lies solely on your shoulders.” Mike walked closer to her, contemplating the thick foliage that had pinned her in place. “As for getting in the way, it looks like I made it this far without your help. I’m busy trying to save your ass so that we can get out of here and stop a coven of assholes from breaking through the geas.”

			“The house is under attack?” Sofia asked.

			“Yes. Yes, it is. I left the others up there to deal with it so that I could come down here and find Tink so that she can show me how to turn on the house’s defenses.”

			“Which is something she needs her goggles to do. Or rather, you will need her goggles.” Sofia frowned. “Years ago, Emily tried to make amends with Tink by giving her those goggles. It was after an incident involving some guy who broke in. I don’t know the full details. When the Caretaker uses them, they allow the home’s defense system to be properly activated. I thought it was a terrible idea at the time, and the fact that Tink didn’t teach you how to do that right away only proves that I was right. However, Emily and I weren’t exactly on speaking terms when this happened, so it wasn’t like she was going to listen to me anyway.”

			“I’m hardly on speaking terms with you right now.” Mike was near enough that he could see she wasn’t so much tied but completely wrapped up. So many vines currently held her in place that he wasn’t sure which one to cut first. He didn’t need her face-planting on the stone beneath. “It occurred to me, on my very long walk into the forest and back, that you have been particularly nasty to me.” He chose a vine and grabbed it only to jump when it tried to curl around him. He drew his dagger and sliced through it. “Shit, that startled me!”

			“Now you know why I’m stuck.” Sofia cast her gaze toward the floor.

			Mike saw the hilt of her collapsible sword.

			“I tried to cut myself free, but there were too many of them. My sword is sharp, but I wasn’t quick enough. The few that grabbed me lifted me up into a whole tangle of these things.”

			“Right.” Mike contemplated the structure of the vines again. If he wasn’t careful, he could end up getting grabbed. He would have to cut selectively. 

			“I wish our positions were switched,” Sofia grumbled.

			“Oh. I’m sorry. Would you like someone smarter to come along? Seriously, what’s your problem with me?” Mike selected another vine, then cut it. This vine retracted into the darkness like an elastic band, the other half dangling pitifully off Sofia.

			“I wasn’t being rude,” Sofia muttered. “It’s my gift. If our positions were switched, I could have you out in a couple of minutes.”

			“Your gift?” 

			“Do you know why a cyclops only has one eye? We gave up the other for the ability to see the future. We were tricked, and the only future we got to see was our own deaths.” Sofia let out a sigh. “However, after centuries of living with this curse, the magic has evolved, creating some interesting variations. Being able to see the deaths of others was highly uncommon but was a great moneymaker. My variation is one of the closest to what should have happened.”

			“You can see the future?” Mike asked.

			“Only about thirty seconds in and not always. Something has to trigger it. My death, for one. I have seen myself die hundreds of times. Extreme emotional or physical sensations, like a bucket of ice water being dumped on me or pain. All those things.”

			“All the traps that were set off.” Mike looked back at the door to the Labyrinth. “You set them all off, didn’t you?”

			“I was running from the Minotaur. Tink got caught in a cage, and when he got near, I tried to lure him away.”

			“How did Tink get caught in a cage?”

			Sofia shook her head. “It was such a simple trap. A stone pedestal in the middle of the room had her goggles on it. She got excited and ran up only for the goggles to vanish and a cage to drop down and trap her. I haven’t heard so many swear words before.”

			“And you didn’t see it coming?”

			“It wasn’t my own death or pain. That is part of my issue with you.”

			“What did I do?”

			“Not just you. Humans. You are obsessed with future sight, magical items, and the like. The main reason I am even in that Library is that your kind wiped out my tribe so many years ago. I thought that I could get past it, but every new Caretaker eventually comes to me wanting to advance themselves, to become stronger. Emily certainly did it toward the end, and I knew you would be no different.”

			“Why, because I wanted to help Tink get her goggles back?”

			“I caught you fucking in my library. Not the best first impression.”

			“So you’re mad at me and not Tink?” Mike cut another vine. 

			“Tink is a goblin. That’s different.”

			“So you’re a racist, then. Racist against humans.”

			“Like your kind has any room to talk. You’ve wiped out so many different creatures, magical and otherwise, and you can’t even look past the color of your own skin…hey, why did you stop cutting?” Mike had stepped back, crossing his arms. 

			“Honestly? Because you’re being a bitch.” Mike stared away from her, trying to ignore the rising heat in his face. “I’m sorry about what happened in the Library. If I had known someone lived there, it wouldn’t have happened. The only reason we were there was because I was trying to help someone else, and I’m not sorry for that.

			“And you are right. Humans, as a whole, are giant pieces of shit. We do horrible things, and we probably always will. But you know what? Not everybody is a piece of shit. If I wanted to, I could sell this place, move far, far away, and never have to deal with its problems. But I won’t. Why? Because I actually fucking care.” Sighing, Mike sliced another vine away. “I even care about you, despite your shitty attitude.”

			Sofia had gone quiet, her face turning red. Mike could hear her breathing change, a subtle shift that made him think that the vines might be squeezing her too hard. He reached behind her, then carefully slid the dagger beneath a pair of vines that were around her ribs. The moment he sliced them, Sofia’s whole body swung forward, pushing into him.

			“Mmm, gah!” His face was not only buried between her breasts, but now the vines clutching her reached for him, pulling him tightly against her. He fought back, shoving hard in an attempt to free himself. He managed to push away, but the only part of Sofia he could press against was her ample chest. The vines tried to yank him off his feet, but he pulled free and stepped a good distance back from Sofia. The vines settled and wrapped once more around her. 

			Sofia breathed even harder now, her mouth open. Worried, he moved closer, but could tell the vines weren’t restricting her lungs.

			“Are you okay?” Mike asked.

			Sofia remained silent, so he repeated himself.

			“It’s my breasts,” she said.

			“What about them?” They were threatening to break free, her flesh overflowing through the split in her shirt.

			“They’re really sensitive right now.”

			Uh-oh. Mike scanned the sky, half expecting to see a Mandragora pod or something similar. He wasn’t in the mood to fuck himself silly for the next several hours. “Is the plant doing something to you?”

			Sofia didn’t say, but she was squirming now.

			“Hey! Is the plant doing something to you?” Seeing that she wasn’t paying attention, he grabbed her by the chin and forced her to look him in the eyes. “Tell me what’s wrong.”

			“Fucking human,” she muttered.

			“One-eyed bitch.” He looked for somewhere else to cut but noticed that she was rocking herself in a specific pattern. He circled behind her and saw that when her body had swung forward, the only vines keeping her from hanging completely vertical had wrapped themselves between her legs, spreading out over her hips. Every time Sofia swung forward even slightly, most of her weight was concentrated on the thick leafy vegetation that had wedged itself between her legs.

			He saw the problem now. Looking at where she was suspended, it occurred to him that he could try and cut that part of her free first. At the same time, she didn’t seem to be complaining, and it would be safer to cut some of the other vines.

			“Hey.” Mike looked at Olivia, who was circling overhead. “This may take a bit. Can you go watch the halls and warn us if the Minotaur is coming? And keep an eye out for your sister.”

			Olivia hovered in place, transforming into a fairy long enough to give him a salute, then flew away. Mike watched the fairy go, then let out a sigh. If she had been bigger, he would have put her in charge of cutting the cyclops free so he could watch the hall.

			Mike sliced one of the other vines, then moved away when it reached for him. Sofia’s body shifted her weight even harder onto the offending vine, and she let out a moan.

			“Okay, let me take care of this one,” he told her. He touched the edge of the blade to the vine.

			“Wait.”

			“Excuse me?” Mike asked. He moved to where he could see her better. Her eye was closed, and she was breathing shallowly through her mouth.

			“Don’t. Not yet.” Sofia opened her eye, and he saw that it was shimmering with an inner light. Was she seeing her future? “That one needs to come later.”

			“Oh boy,” Cerulea whispered in his ear. Mike startled—he had forgotten the fairy was still on his shoulder. “Can you smell that?”

			Mike sniffed the air. It still smelled of smoke and stone. “Nope.”

			“Cut them in a certain order,” Sofia told him. “I’ll tell you which.”

			“How can you…oh, right. Future sight.” He got ready to cut one of the other vines.

			“Not that one.”

			Mike moved to a different one. Sofia didn’t say anything, so he pushed the knife against it.

			“Nope.”

			Mike thought he understood. He couldn’t wait for her to have a vision. He had to commit to an action for her to see it. He started cutting the next tendril over. It parted, and her body shifted to the left. He repeated the process, slicing through a few more vines. The process was slow—every time he cut one vine, it seemed to reveal a couple more beneath it. They were so tangled together that it was hard to tell which ones were which.

			“Yes, that one,” Sofia told him, and he was about to cut the vine when he realized it was the dead piece of a vine he had already cut.

			“What the fuck?” he muttered, then pulled on the vine and unwrapped Sofia. Holding the spare vegetation, he saw that her weight was now heavily concentrated on her crotch and his effort at cutting the last vine had simply rocked her back and forth. “What are you trying to get at?”

			“Isn’t it obvious?” Cerulea asked, then hopped off his shoulder to stand on top of Sofia’s buttocks. 

			“Shut up, little bug,” Sofia hissed.

			“She’s trying to get off.” The fairy made a show of sniffing the air. “Her arousal. It’s like a perfume to fairies.”

			“She’s trying to get off? What the hell?” He pushed Sofia so that she swung around to face him once more. “We don’t have time for this shit.”

			“Oh!” Cerulea cried out, sniffing the air again. “Oh, I get it!”

			“Shut up!” Sofia wriggled, trying to dislodge the fairy, but the fairy held on to the fabric of her pants. “Shut the fuck up!”

			“What’s going on?” Mike stepped back, refusing to cut another thread. “Tell me.”

			Sofia looked away, and Cerulea laughed.

			“She is so turned on right now.”

			“By the vines? Because she’s tied up?”

			“That’s only half of it!” The blue fairy hopped onto Sofia’s head. “She likes it when you’re rough with her.”

			“Seriously?” He squatted so that he was eye level with the cyclops. “I thought you hated me.”

			“I do!” Sofia spat, scowling at him. “Ever since I saw you fucking that dirty little goblin.”

			“Bitch!” Mike shouted, his face now hot. He didn’t care if Sofia hated him, but he refused to let anyone talk that way about Tink. He was about to launch a verbal assault when Sofia’s cheeks flushed, and she let out a small moan.

			“Told ya!” Cerulea hovered above Sofia when she shook her head. “She’s trying to get a rise out of you!”

			“That doesn’t make a whole lot of sense.” Seeing an opportunity, Mike grabbed Sofia’s chin again. This time, he pinched her chin when he swung her toward him, watching her reaction closely. “Tell me the truth, Sofia.”

			Sofia looked past him, defiance on her face.

			“Now!” He shook her.

			Sofia gasped, her eyelid fluttering. “The vines,” she whispered. “I feel so powerless when they’re on me.”

			“And?” Mike shook her again.

			“I was trying to get myself off.” Sofia slumped. “I didn’t want you to know.”

			“Why though? Why waste my time like this?”

			Sofia fixed him with a hard stare. “Because I liked it. When you got mad at me. It made me feel even more powerless. A cyclops can see the means of their death from the day they are born, but I’m different. I can see the future constantly, and I can change it. My whole life, I’ve been changing my fate, thirty seconds at a time. When I see the future, I actually live it, it actually happens for me. I have died so many times, just running through this cave. I have experienced pain nobody should live through, and each time I change my future, it’s like remembering a faded dream.”

			“I’m not following.”

			“When I came in here, I leaned against a column, and the vines grabbed me. I tried to fight back and got caught. They weren’t trying to hurt me. As a result, I didn’t see it coming. The longer I sat here, the longer I felt what it meant to be powerless, to be like everybody else. And when you came in, a mere human, and you suddenly had all this power over me, I became so turned on.” She shivered. “The thought of someone like you being able to do whatever you want with someone like me.”

			Mike finally got it. “You think humans are beneath you, don’t you?”

			She nodded.

			“And the thought of someone like me,” he began, stroking her cheek with his finger, “doing whatever I want with you…” He moved his finger down her collar, skirting a vine and settling on the thick flesh of her breast.

			“Don’t touch me!” she shouted. He removed his finger, and her mouth opened wide. “No, please, don’t stop!”

			“Which is it?” He crossed his arms. “Do you want me to touch you or not?”

			“I…” Sofia’s lips trembled. He could see a thousand decisions cross her face all at once, and her eye flickered with its own inner light. “I…I want you to do it, but I want to tell you to stop. But I don’t want you to stop.”

			Wow. Staring at the pretty cyclops hanging before him, he couldn’t help but shake his head. He knelt until he was eye level again, then grabbed her chin to hold her steady. There was anger and anticipation, her cheeks flushed with the rush of emotions running through her body. 

			He contemplated Sofia and wondered if this was even something he should be messing around with. The others were trapped somewhere in the Labyrinth, and they needed him. Then again, now that he had found Sofia, maybe it was best to wait for Carmina to report in after finding the others.

			Still, he could just cut her free and be done with it. But when he looked into her face and saw how much desire was written across it, it occurred to him that this was an opportunity to connect with her on a deeper level, to inspire some form of loyalty in her.

			After all, if she truly wanted to get off, she was going to have to learn how to trust him.

			“You want me to be rough, don’t you?” he asked. He had never done anything remotely like what he was about to do, but he could feel it now, that tiny piece of Naia deep inside his soul, holding his hand and guiding him forward through the unknown. “You want me to be rough and tell you what a bitch you are for making me come all this way to save your ass. You want me to push you around, to make you feel helpless, to take control of your fate, all so that you can talk back to me and tell me what a piece of shit I am?”

			The light inside of Sofia’s eye was flickering wildly, and she was panting heavily. Through gritted teeth, she answered him, her voice a sinister hiss. “Yes.”

			“Well, then.” Mike knelt and grabbed some of the severed vines. “I guess maybe we can make a little time to get carried away.” He looped the vines through his hand until he held a small collection of them, each about a foot long. Giving them a casual swing through the air, he smiled at the way the air rushed through them. Moving close to her ear, he whispered, “When you’ve had enough, the safe word is red.”

			“Ugh. Even your ideas are boring,” she muttered, but Mike gave her face a push, sending her away. She snarled at him when she swung back, but he stepped aside and let her pass. Her backside swung toward him, and that’s when he cracked her across the ass with his makeshift cat-o’-nine-tails. 

			She let out a shriek, followed by a stream of expletives. He let her swing again, then smacked her in the same spot.

			“Look at how high and mighty you are,” he told her, dragging the vines across her back. The vines holding her ignored their own touch but occasionally reached for Mike’s hand. “You can see the future, yet you fell into a trap designed for idiots.”

			“Fuck you,” Sofia hissed. 

			“Maybe. I haven’t decided yet.” He playfully smacked her butt, then dragged the whip around her thighs to where he could see her breasts. “I suppose I might, if you beg for it.”

			“Filthy fucking human,” she said, then gasped when he dragged the vines across her breasts. “Can’t even fucking function without a bunch of girls to take care of you.”

			“Ooh, I’m hurt.” Mike pinched one end of the whip and stretched it before releasing it. It snapped up against Sofia’s breasts, leaving little red lines on her pale skin.

			Sofia gasped, then moaned.

			“You can do better than that.”

			“Dumb luck. That’s the only thing you have going for you.” Sofia’s eye lit up, and she gasped. Mike realized that he had been about to smack her again, but she was now living the experience. Instead, he ignored her, giving her another push. She muttered at him in another language, one he didn’t recognize.

			Thirty seconds. She could see roughly thirty seconds into the future. He set the timetable in his mind, wondering just how much he could do in thirty seconds. On her next pass, he hooked his fingers in the back of her pants, sliding them down to her upper thighs where the vines had her tied. She wasn’t wearing underwear, so her bare cheeks were presented before him in all their glory. Red lines stood up on her flesh, and he grabbed her ass and squeezed it. Sofia moaned, and he lifted the whip to smack her again, aiming for the left cheek.

			Sofia let out a shriek, and Mike quickly changed trajectory, hitting her right butt cheek instead. Sofia screamed, her whole body spasming. Mike rubbed her ass on both sides, and she went back to moaning.

			“Wow,” Cerulea said, alighting on his shoulder. “She is so damp!”

			“F-f-fuck you,” Sofia sputtered. “Stop touching me!”

			Mike swatted her ass with his hand, then tried to smack her again. She hollered before he hit her, so he gave her a squeeze instead, confusing her. If his theory was true, she was now feeling both experiences at once. Kneeling, he made a slit at the top of Sofia’s shirt where the tear had formed. Her breasts pushed their way free, and he marveled at how pillowy they were. Grinning sadistically, he swung the whip.

			Sofia’s eye lit up, and she screamed again, but Mike changed the direction of his swing, stepping forward to suck one of her large nipples into his mouth. Sofia hollered, so he gave her breast a squeeze, then slid his fingers together to pinch her nipple and stretch it out.

			“FUCK!” Sofia shuddered.

			“Look at how slutty you are,” Mike told her, pinching both of her nipples now. He gave them a little tug, pulling hard enough for her body to swing. “Turned on by a worthless human.”

			“You piece of shit.”

			Mike gave her a light slap. Her cheeks were ablaze, and he started to slap her again. Her eye flashed, and he grabbed her face instead of hitting her, pulling his mouth to hers. She moaned loudly, biting her own lip once he stopped kissing her.

			“Fucking ass.”

			“Conceited bitch.” He pushed her face again, and she swung away. Moving to a better position, he let her swing into him, moving his fingertips past her ass and rubbing against her outer folds.

			“For someone who hates humans so much, you sure are pretty wet.” He shifted his hand as if to penetrate her. When Sofia cried out before he could finger her, he slapped her ass instead. The thought that he was making her experience multiple sensations at once had him rock-hard. He felt a tugging at his pants and looked down to see Cerulea trying to free his cock.

			“That’s not for you,” he told her, swatting her away. She blew a loud raspberry at him and turned into a fairy light, hovering over the proceedings. He alternated between lightly fingering Sofia and swatting her, either with his hand or the whip. He didn’t always change course, sometimes following through to keep Sofia off guard. Her eye glowed fiercely, and Mike wondered if thirty seconds was enough that she was experiencing multiple outcomes. She no longer swore at him, what few words she spat coming in unintelligible bursts. Sometimes she would swing around so that she was facing him, and he discovered her breasts were just as sensitive. Squeeze, slap, or pinch, there was plenty of real estate for him to utilize.

			“You fuck,” Sofia told him.

			Mike gently pulled on one of her nipples, then spun her around. Careful where his hands went, he pulled her ass toward him, inhaling the salty scent of her swollen labia. “Let’s switch it up.” Mike buried his face in her cheeks, his tongue working circles around her snatch.

			Sofia bucked, and the game intensified. He would start nibbling her clit, then switch to fingering her at the last second. He would slap her ass instead of squeezing it. Sofia’s whole body went rigid multiple times, and every time he would completely change his tactics as a result of it. Every spasm brought with it a flood of fluids.

			“Let…me…come,” Sofia cried out.

			Mike realized she was experiencing orgasms in the future, orgasms that he kept bypassing by changing his behavior to fuck with her. She tensed up again, and he stood, then slapped her ass with the vines hard enough that she yelped.

			“Beg for it.”

			“I’m not going to beg…fuck!” Sofia stiffened when Mike gave her a push and held out two fingers, waiting for her to swing back and impale herself on his hand. At the last second, he moved his hand away and cracked down on her ass with it hard enough that he left a handprint. He repeated the process, this time with the intention of curling his fingers tightly against her G-spot and pulling hard enough to swing her farther up. Sofia screamed, but this time he stepped out of the way at the last second, watching her writhe and squirm.

			“Beg.” He playfully slapped at her breasts with the vine.

			“No!” Sofia snarled, so he gave her nipple a playful pinch, and her expression softened.

			“Then I might just leave you like this.” Mike stepped back, savoring the look on her face. However, the angry glare she gave him inspired a fantastic idea. “You know, I’ve been doing all the work here. I imagine you just sit around on your lazy ass in that Library all day long.”

			“Don’t you dare,” she said.

			Mike ignored her and pulled out his cock. He was impressed to see how wide her eye could get at the sight of it. He gave it a couple of gentle pumps, making sure it was nice and hard for her.

			Above him, the fairy let out a cheer. 

			“You know the magic word. If you want to be a quitter, that is.” He stood in front of her, one hand on the back of her head, pulling her close to him. He cracked her lightly on the ass, and she cried out, her hot breath tickling the bottom of his cock. “Here’s the new game. You suck, or I whip.” He smacked her playfully, the vines spreading out just right to hit both ass cheeks. “You suck, or I pinch.” He cupped one of her copious breasts, stroking gently down to her swollen nipple. He pinched it, giving it enough of a tug that she swung forward, his cock pressing against her cheek. “Maybe if you do a good job, I’ll consider getting you off.”

			Sofia’s response was to spit at him, which was a mistake. Her saliva landed on the head of his cock, and he gave it a playful stroke, spreading the fluid across his swollen glans.

			CRACK!

			“Ow, you dirty fucking—ow!” Sofia’s mouth opened wide, and Mike pulled her forward, his rock-hard member popping into her mouth. As Sofia squirmed to fight her way free, Mike pumped himself into her mouth. Her tongue pressed against him, and she shook her head enough that she popped free, swinging away.

			“You’re worthless! You’re shit! You’re—fuck!”

			Mike grabbed her nipple, halting her swing and pulling her forward again. When he tightened his fingers threateningly around her areola, she opened her mouth and pulled him in.

			“Wow!” Cerulea was on her hands and knees, leaning forward so that her face was just above Sofia’s snatch. She was moving one of her arms around, collecting Sofia’s fluids and lapping them up. Her wings fluttered, and she let out a sigh of contentment.

			“If you make her come,” Mike warned, “I will wear you on my dick and fuck her in the ass.”

			Cerulea’s antenna immediately sprang to attention, and she spun around, a worried look on her face. “I’ll be careful, I promise!”

			“You do that,” Mike said. Out of Sofia’s gaze, he winked at Cerulea, who smiled back at him before resuming. Mike could feel the back of Sofia’s throat along the tip of his swollen cock. He grabbed the back of her head, forcing himself farther into her throat. Her eye shot open, fixing him with a lustful, angry glare. Mike smiled—this was what he had been waiting for, that look of contempt and resignation. Sofia sucked him in deeply, then spat him out.

			“How dare you,” she hissed, then gasped for air.

			Mike cracked her again with the whip, careful to avoid the fairy. Whatever she was doing was causing Sofia to react. Holding the whip in his teeth, he grabbed both of Sofia’s breasts, pushing them together and sliding his dick between them. Sofia moaned, then let out a tiny cry. Mike swatted at Cerulea, who took off momentarily, then settled back into position.

			“Beg me to fuck you,” Mike said, his voice muffled by the whip. Gently pumping himself between her breasts, he pinched her nipples.

			“You piece of shit, get your hands off me!” Sofia’s face had gone ruddy. “How dare you mmmmff!” Mike had shoved his dick back in her mouth, clamping his hands on the back of her head. She struggled, and he was able to slide himself all the way to the base. He counted to thirty, then pulled out.

			“Have anything to say to me?” he asked. Spit was all over Sofia’s chin now, her face a wreck.

			Sofia eyed him, her purple eye glowing so intensely that the ground around them was bathed in its glow. “Just…get it over with.”

			“Wrong answer.” Mike pushed in again, this time counting to forty. Sofia squirmed and shrieked around his cock. This time, when he pulled out, she sucked him hard, his dick audibly popping free.

			“Bet I won’t even feel it.” Tears streamed down her cheeks, but a sadistic grin had spread across her face.

			“How long can you hold your breath?”

			“Fifty-seven seconds!” Sofia shouted just before Mike forced his way in again. He counted carefully, pistoning himself in the back of her throat, her whole body shaking in anticipation. She squirmed hard enough that Cerulea toppled off, falling most of the way to the ground before taking off. Mike got to fifty-seven seconds and pulled himself free, a long trail of saliva connecting his dick to her mouth.

			“Fuck me!” Sofia cried, gasping for air. “Fuck me now!”

			“It’s going to take more than that.” Mike spun her around, contemplating how she hung. Using the dagger, he cut a few vines, releasing her legs to swing freely. She spread her legs apart, and Mike gave her a push, watching her swing in place. Teasing her with the ends of the whip, he gave her a few playful slaps with his free hand.

			“Please!”

			“Not good enough.” Mike was hard and ready, but he needed more.

			Cerulea landed on the head of his cock, holding on with her tiny arms.

			“Tell me how much you want it,” Mike said.

			“I want to feel your filthy human dick inside of me!” Sofia gasped when Mike smacked her on the pussy. “I want you to stir my insides. I want to be your filthy bitch!”

			Mike gave her a push, lining himself up.

			“I want to come so bad that—ngghh!” Her eye had flashed again, so Mike crouched, his dick passing just beneath her and rubbing her clit instead of impaling her. Cerulea had jumped at the last second, landing on Sofia’s ass.

			“Goddamn it, Mike, fuck me! I want to—AHHHH!” Mike swung her again but this time with every intention to roughly fuck her in the ass. The moment she screamed, he slid himself into her tight cunt instead, his balls swinging up to smack her swollen clit. Sofia screamed again, her head tilting back and the light of her eye blazing a trail across the dark ceiling so far above. In her head, she was being fucked in the ass and pussy on two different timelines, and it appeared to be simply too much for her to process.

			The swing allowed Mike to establish a steady rhythm, her whole body rocking with every thrust. Her breasts rippled with the impact of his body against hers, and her eye light dimmed as her orgasm faded, her whole body going limp in the vines.

			Mike wasn’t going to last long. Sofia’s orgasm had her clamping down on him hard enough that he could no longer physically pull free of her. He pushed himself into her as deep as possible, and Sofia bent her legs, her heels pushing against Mike’s shoulder blades, preventing him from freeing himself. Letting out a loud cry of his own, he felt the pressure in his body building, his arms and legs shaking in anticipation.

			“I’m going to come inside you,” he told her. “I’m going to fill your beautiful pussy with dirty human sperm, and you’re going to love it so much that you’ll belong to me forever!”

			“Don’t come in me!” Sofia screamed, but she had him trapped. The fire in his belly released itself, the air around him suddenly going cold enough that he could see his breath. Mike grabbed onto her thighs hard enough that she would probably bruise and pressed himself into her as deep as he could go. Sofia flexed her legs around his body, pulling him in tight. 

			He came so intensely that he shouted, his voice echoing across the Labyrinth, as he coated her insides with his seed. Sofia released him, her long legs kicking wildly while he held tightly on to them. Biting his lip, he felt a second blast building up. He pulled out and sprayed the rest of his load all across her ass and legs, nearly knocking the fairy over. Panting loudly, he gave her ass one final swat with his hand.

			“From now on, you belong to me.” Still hard, he pushed himself back inside of her. Sperm leaked free in heavy globs, splashing on the floor. “I will come in you whenever I feel like it, wherever I feel like it.”

			Sofia let out a moan, then went limp. Mike tossed the makeshift whip and then carefully sliced the last vines holding her up, lowering her gently to the ground. Cerulea had landed on Sofia’s ass, carefully lapping up anything she could find, her whole body pulsating with light. Sofia’s breaths came hard and fast, her eye closed. Mike carefully cut the rest of the vines, and Sofia let out a sigh once her arms and legs were free. She tossed off the last few vines and stood up so that Mike could help unwrap her. He grabbed ahold of one of the thickest vines and gave it a tug, causing Sofia to slowly spin in place, letting Mike free her once and for all. He tossed the vegetation to the floor, squatting down to pick up her magic sword.

			“I believe this is yours,” he told her. Sofia accepted it from him quietly, tucking it into a small sheath on her pocket. They stood there in silence, Cerulea fluttering in lazy circles around them. He wasn’t sure what to say, but he could feel that something between them had shifted. Sofia straightened out her clothing, adjusting her blouse to minimize the amount of cleavage she was showing. The torn fabric was straining to contain her, and Mike wouldn’t have been surprised to see it split the rest of the way.

			“What now?” Sofia asked.

			“We’re waiting for Carmina. She is searching the Labyrinth right now, trying to find Abella and Tink. She can do it way faster than we can. Once we are all together again, we can figure out how to find and retrieve the goggles and then get the hell out of here. The witch on the front lawn must have made some progress by now, and I am worried what will happen if she breaks the geas.”

			“A few things will happen,” Sofia answered. “Every protection on the house will end, for starters, sending wild magic out into the world to wreak havoc. The house will struggle to decide its own identity and will become a random maze of rooms and hallways. The creatures who still sleep will awaken and flee, and who knows what will become of them. Other magical creatures will sense the artifacts hidden here and become drawn to this place, and it will become a daily battle to keep them out.”

			“You speak like you’ve seen it happen.”

			“Did you think this house was the only one like it?” Sofia asked. “The architect built several homes such as this one over several centuries.” She frowned, staring at the floor. “They all used to connect to the Library. As far as I know, this home is the last of its kind.”

			“There were other houses?” Mike shook his head. “That means there were other Caretakers, right?”

			“Indeed, but I couldn’t tell you about them. When a house is destroyed, its secrets are lost. If the geas is broken, our memories of the former Caretakers will fade, and anyone who leaves your side will soon forget you even existed.” Sofia waved her hand dismissively. “That’s the working theory, anyway. It’s the only explanation for why I can’t remember the few Caretakers I worked with from other homes.”

			“Shit.” Mike stared at the floor. If he didn’t hurry, not only would the others lose their home, but they would inevitably lose each other. Had the other houses had a family like his? What would happen to them all?

			“Now I have a question.” Sofia moved close to one of the columns. “The trap I was caught in wasn’t actually a trap. I mean, it sort of was, but I’ve been stuck here for hours and nobody came to check on it. So either the trap maker is missing, or this room serves some other purpose.”

			“What purpose would a room that restrains you even serve?”

			Sofia grinned, blushing. “I can think of one.”

			Mike laughed. “You think the Minotaur is getting his freak on with someone else in this room?”

			“Maybe.” Sofia looked up into the dark of the ceiling, her eye narrowing. “What is that?”

			“What is what?” Mike tried to follow her gaze, but it was all shadows to him.

			“Here.” She held out a hand, and Mike handed her the dagger. Appraising one of the columns, she made a few strategic cuts. The unseen canopy above them shifted, and several vines drooped down. Mike moved out of the way, seeing that there was something tangled up in the vegetation. When it moved low enough, Sofia jumped up. Mike was surprised to see just how high she went—if she ever wanted to try out for the WNBA, he was sure they would have her. She grabbed hold of the substance in the canopy and pulled it free. It collided with Mike, and his whole world went dark.

			“What the hell is this?” He was under a giant piece of fabric that felt leathery to the touch.

			“Can’t tell.” Sofia found him in the dark and planted a small kiss on his jawline. She sliced a hole above them, and they stepped free of the unknown fabric.

			“Holy fucking…fuck.” Mike stared in awe at their new discovery. It was huge, big enough to carpet the living room of the house. Wrinkled at the edges, it was covered in dark spots that were primarily focused along the middle. It had been up there for some time and held a slightly musky odor. Sofia handed him back his dagger, which he clutched tightly in his fist.

			The fabric was a giant snakeskin.
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			“This is an interesting clock you have here.” Daryl was turning over the mimic in his hands, inspecting it carefully. “And you said Mr. Radley wanted you to fix it?”

			“Yeah.” Dana sat next to Daryl in the back of the town car, which was on the freeway now. She was envious of the other drivers who passed them, oblivious to just how awful life could actually be. Also, the smell of the freeway was absolutely dreadful. It was a mixture of fuel, asphalt, and the body odor of everyone who drove by.

			“Tell me everything about it that you know.” Daryl was inspecting a maker’s mark on the bottom of the clock. “And keep in mind I can tell when you are lying.”

			“Why do you think the clock is so important?” Dana didn’t like being forced to cooperate with Daryl, even if it did mean being allowed to pass on. The mimic had been willing to help her, and she didn’t feel that that was info Daryl needed to have. “I mean, it looks like a clock.”

			Daryl gave her a look, then opened a panel on the back. Inside, the gears slowly spun around each other. “He wanted you to fix it. Why?”

			“I was delivering him a pizza when I spotted it inside the house. I thought it was really cool because I love how clocks work.” Or at least I did, she thought. Enthusiasm seemed to be another emotion lost to her as well. 

			“Hmm. I sense a bit of confusion in your words.” He hooked his fingers inside the clock. “You said you spent hours fixing this, but if I were to rip these out, it wouldn’t bother you.”

			“Well, it would…I guess.”

			Daryl laughed. “Consider this one of the side effects of being dead. You see, I needed your body and mind in perfect condition so as to not arouse suspicion. Take my driver, for instance. I just needed his body; his will is completely my own, and his soul is long gone, so there’s never any internal debate. I could tell him to hold on to a grenade, and he wouldn’t know any better. But you, you would take convincing. However, the one thing that takes the most energy to preserve is emotions. I allowed you to keep only a couple, the ones that apply to your dear, departed Alex. Love, despair, loss. I’m afraid that you won’t find much enjoyment in any of your old hobbies.”

			“It’s not like I’ll have much time to pursue them,” Dana said. “I plan to give you what you want so you can give me what I want.”

			“That is true. I may be many things, but I am definitely a man of my word.” Daryl handed her the clock. “But to clarify, let me tell you what could happen if you disobey me.”

			Dana frowned. She wasn’t sure she needed to hear this.

			“There are many stages of being undead. For example, my driver is just a meat suit that takes orders. You, however, are a different case. By leaving you with your mind, I am unable to exert willpower over you. As popular as it was to be a vampire a decade ago, why do you think nobody romanticized being a zombie?”

			“Because zombies suck.” Dana looked back out the window. “In the movies, they are mindless brain eaters.”

			“A popular trope, I can assure you. You see, your mind has control over your body—for now. You are, however, very dead, and as you begin to decay, you will find yourself with some uncontrollable urges. It’s like being on a diet and having to live in a house full of cookies. Eventually, you will snap and bite into anything you can catch.”

			“Is that when I start eating brains?”

			“Brains are best, to be fair. A person’s very life force resides in the mind. The heart would be a close second. Once your appetite is sated, the decay process will reverse itself, and you will find yourself as you are now. However, I can tell you that the process of murdering and eating another human does put quite a stain on your soul.” Daryl chuckled. “You also run into the issue of being unable to die.”

			“I thought a bullet to the brain killed zombies.”

			“At best, it severs the connection to the body. Have you ever heard of somebody who gets a brain injury and survives?”

			“Like Phineas Gage, right?” An infamous case she had learned about in high school, a railroad worker who accidentally blew a hole through his skull with a railroad spike and lived. 

			“You got it. Your mind becomes a batch of scrambled eggs, and unless someone patches you up, you exist as a shattered version of yourself, eventually driven insane by your brain's inability to comprehend reality. An eternity passes you by until the universe is eventually eaten by Old Ones.” Daryl stared wistfully out the window. “And by then, your soul will belong to them.”

			“Sounds awful.” Dana fought the scream of terror inside of her, the thought of an eternity rotting away. Apparently Daryl had left her with her sense of fear.

			“That’s underselling it. Or perhaps you manage to survive until the last human dies, forced to wander the hellscape of Earth until the sun finally burns the place down. You have all sorts of options.”

			“But I plan on helping you,” she said. “Because then you’ll let me move on.”

			“You’ve got it.” Daryl’s phone rang. “Excuse me, I must take this.” Daryl turned away, sticking a Bluetooth headset in one ear. “Hello? Sebastien, please, you are shouting entirely too much. I am on my way there now. No, I don’t know why she won’t answer her phone. Kali does what she wants. Oh, tunnel ahead, gonna lose you.” Daryl touched a button on the headset, tucking it into his pocket. “Someone is being a drama queen.”

			“Trouble at the office?”

			Daryl ignored her, staring out the window. Dana focused her attention on the clock, running her fingers over its smooth features. This whole nightmare will be over soon, she told herself. She pictured Alex standing before her on the balcony, staring out toward the ocean, the sunlight making her skin glow.

			“It’s go time.” Daryl leaned across Dana, opening her car door. She realized that they were parked at the end of Mike’s block. Stepping out, she held the clock tightly against her chest. Daryl walked behind her, casually assessing the neighborhood.

			“Smells like a storm just rolled through here,” he said, staring at the sky. Dana smelled it, but she also smelled sand, smoke, and soil. Approaching the Radley house, she smiled at the sight of the roof over the large, stone walls. This place had always been cool to look at, a mysterious force all its own. They turned the corner and walked between the large stone lions perched atop the wall. It was where the driveway and walkway met up, then split apart. The house was quiet, but it looked like some repairs had recently been done.

			“Keep going without me,” Daryl told her. “I’ll watch from here.”

			Nodding, she walked up the driveway, the smell of smoke getting thicker. She was nearly at the door when her brain registered that a car had crashed into the front porch.

			How had she not noticed that? Looking across the yard, she saw that a large amount of sand had been spread across the yard and part of the porch had collapsed. Was she really that out of it? 

			“Whoa.” Looking up, she saw a crack in the sky. There was also a large scorch mark in the middle of the lawn, the grass turned to ash. Turning around to face the door, she saw that the porch was soaking wet. What had happened here?

			There was no time to think about it. Taking a deep breath, she knocked on the door.

			What would she say? Would she show him the clock? Convince him to invite her inside, maybe talk about the fact that she had fixed his pet mimic?

			No answer. Walking along the porch, she peeked through the windows. Nobody was inside, and the furniture had been tossed about.

			“Fuck,” she whispered. The clock in her hand chimed quietly. She grabbed the doorknob and let herself in. The inside of the house contained a plethora of smells, too many for her to decipher. She smelled water, sand, and several different musky odors that made her think of sex with Alex after a daylong hike. Walking through the front rooms, she heard several voices speaking to each other in the back. Approaching the back door, she saw a beautiful ornate fountain in the garden. Inside the fountain, a woman with flowing blue-and-green hair was addressing a few others.

			One of the women was all white, from her hair to her feet. She was also floating a few inches off the ground. The next one looked ordinary—her black-and-red hair hung loosely around her shoulders. 

			The last one was a horse. Mouth open, Dana watched the centaur circle the back of the fountain. All four of them were speaking in hushed tones, something about the witch out front. Dana hadn’t seen anyone else, but she now felt like she had stepped into an alternate dimension. What was one more anomaly?

			“Hold it.” The woman in the fountain held up her hands, then looked directly at Dana. “Come out. Don’t be afraid.”

			Stunned, Dana stepped through the back door, the clock held tightly to her chest. The others watched her approach.

			“Who are you?” the normal woman asked.

			“I’m Dana.” She couldn’t keep her eyes off the centaur. “I’m looking for Mike.”

			“How did you get in?” the same woman asked.

			“I let myself in,” she said, nearing the fountain. Something about the woman in the fountain made her feel at peace. “I brought Mike’s clock back.” Standing there, she felt a slight pinch at her neck, like a bug had bitten her. Scratching it out of habit, she made eye contact with the red-and-black-haired woman who now stood next to her. “What?”

			Everyone else exchanged looks.

			“She should be asleep by now,” the woman said. “There’s no reason she should still be awake, unless…”

			“I feel like I’m asleep.” Dana set the clock down on the edge of the fountain. “This all feels like a bad dream. I wish I could wake up from it.”

			“Well, let’s see if we can help you wake up.” The woman in the fountain sat down on its edge and then took Dana’s hand in her own. “My name is Naia. I’m a nymph. Why don’t you tell me about yourself?”

			To her own surprise, Dana told her everything.
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			FINDING THE CENTER 

			“…And that brings me to here.” Dana sat on the edge of the fountain, her chin in her hands. She wondered if she should feel more upset, regaling the others with her tale. Tears were beyond her ability. The strange numbness she was experiencing applied even more so to her eyes. She could no longer feel them, and it was taking effort to remember to blink. “So if I don’t deliver Mike or whatever special treasure the house hides, he will leave me like this.”

			Naia, Cecilia, and Zel looked at each other. Zel had been examining Dana during her story, doing some simple tests. Dana still had her basic reflexes, but her pain sensors were completely gone. Zel struggled to gather blood samples, as Dana’s blood no longer flowed.

			“I’m curious,” Naia said. “What does the society think the house is hiding?”

			“I don’t know.” Dana shrugged. “He kept mentioning a book with an apple on it. The guy is a dick, told me I would know it when I see it.”

			“Oh, there are many powerful objects here, that’s a fact,” Naia said. “Mike hasn’t found anything special yet. The house has its secrets, and it does not give them up so quickly. There is something very special hidden here, but no Caretaker has been able to find it yet. It’s kind of like a quest.”

			“For what? Is it that book Daryl wants?”

			“Even if I knew, I couldn’t tell you. The home locks away our memories every time a new Caretaker comes along, and we don’t get them back until the new Caretaker discovers the magic on their own.” Naia stroked the clock on the ledge. I do remember this though. Haven’t seen it in a while.”

			“Yeah, about that.” Dana picked up the clock. “What the fuck is this thing?”

			“You are holding a mimic. They are extremely rare. To be honest, I thought it was dead.” Naia smiled. “If we all look away, it will change for us.”

			Dana closed her eyes and heard a loud splash. When she opened her eyes, the clock was gone, replaced by a large, floating rubber duck. Naia was playfully scratching its head, and the duck flapped a pair of mechanical wings.

			“Mimics are predatory lurkers,” Naia said. “They like to disguise themselves as ordinary objects, then attack when their prey is alone. Once their prey is at least blinded, they can assume their true form and devour their victim.”

			“How come it didn’t attack me? It had the opportunity multiple times.”

			Naia laughed. “This one is different. Mimics don’t actually need to eat to survive. They are all instinct, no forward thinking. This one, however, is very different, perhaps the smartest one in the world.”

			“It told me that its heart was broken.”

			“Yes. That is true. You see, this mimic was created a long time ago to act as a guardian for the house. A creature that can lie in wait and watch undetected is a powerful ally to have. When Emily found it, it was a chest with a small diary inside, a diary that was meant to start Emily on the path to the home’s true secret. After years of making no headway, she demanded answers. The mimic didn’t know anything, but Emily thought it was lying. In a fit of anger, she smashed out its gears with a hammer.” Naia sighed. “She held on to it, just in case it could ever be fixed. That was the beginning of the end for Emily. We all think of her fondly, but she did some terrible things in her last days. She was convinced that if she could unlock the secrets of the house, she would achieve the ability to alter the very fabric of reality.”

			“Could she have? If she was successful?”

			Naia shrugged. “All I know is that the secret of the house was put here by the one who built it. I want you to imagine having the power to create a multidimensional haven for monsters from scratch but feeling the need to hide something there so that nobody could ever find it.”

			“If he didn’t want anyone to find it, then why leave clues?”

			“An interesting question.” Naia smiled. “Maybe it’s like King Arthur’s quest for the Holy Grail. Only the worthy shall find it.”

			“You seem to know an awful lot about these things. How do you know so much?”

			“This house was built around my spring. I was here when this place was created, and I will remain until it falls apart. Or my spring gets choked off.”

			“Let’s see if I have this straight.” Dana watched Naia pet the large rubber duck on the head. “Something is hidden here that only Mike can find. So I won’t be able to retrieve it. My only option is to find a way to make Mike let someone into the house, but he isn’t even here right now.”

			“Sums it up.”

			“Then what the fuck am I supposed to do?” Dana hollered. “He killed me! I can’t die, and I can’t move on to be with Alex.”

			“Do you really think that’s even an option?” Lily asked. She had remained silent throughout Dana’s tale, her arms crossed and one foot kicking water in the fountain. “Daryl may claim to be a man of his word, but I know him. There’s a trick up his sleeve. He knows that the task he gave you was likely impossible, and I can’t see him putting in so much effort on a limited return.”

			“It’s probably kindness.” Zel was examining a vial of Dana’s blood. “The black witch is trying brute force, targeting our strength. The sandman tried trickery, targeting the mind. This guy sent in a girl Mike knew as a human. She’s one of us now. My best guess is that he thinks Mike will try to help and will compromise the safety of the house to do it.”

			“And you think Mike would actually do that for me?” Dana asked. “He barely knows me.”

			The women, except for Lily, all looked at each other and nodded.

			“He would,” Cecilia said. “Think of his bond with each of us. If he knew that Dana was denied an eternity with her true love in the afterlife, he would try to help any way he could. Especially since this is because of him. This is an attempt to lure Mike out of the home.”

			“Mike would go outside to confront him.” Naia frowned. “He wouldn’t let Daryl come in, but I know he would at least talk to him. What is Daryl capable of?”

			“Hmm.” Lily tapped her nails on the side of the fountain. “His specialty is magic involving the flesh. He tends to favor necromancy, but that’s a by-product of his gifts.”

			“So a trap has been laid,” Cecilia said.

			“Maybe we should spring it,” Naia suggested. “Without Mike.”

			“But what about me?” Dana cried. “If I don’t deliver Mike, I’m stuck like this!”

			“The alternative is worse.” Lily shook her head. “Think about the process. He spent time researching you, hunting you down for this specific purpose. Why go through the effort? Let me tell you something else about Daryl. He’s a grade A asshole. When he snaps his fingers and your soul leaves your body, you won’t be headed for the happily ever after you think you are because you’ve been damned. And once you’ve been damned, you don’t get preferential treatment in the afterlife.”

			“But it isn’t my fault!”

			“No, it isn’t. But luring Mike to his death can be. By becoming damned, every action you make is carefully scrutinized. He isn’t controlling you through magic. This is akin to being handed a bomb and told to detonate it in a shopping mall. You know what the repercussions are now, and no amount of do-goodism will spare you the cost on your tarnished soul.” 

			“Speaking of the afterlife.” Cecilia hovered before Dana, taking Dana’s fingers in her own. “Tell me more about what you experienced there. Something doesn’t sound right to me.”

			Dana told her the story again, glossing over her lovemaking with Alex to when the world fell apart.

			“Does that sound right?” Naia asked Cecilia.

			“Hard to say. I feel like I’m missing something.” Cecilia shook her head, her hair floating eerily. “Each person’s journey is different. It could be correct, but I can’t say for sure.”

			“She isn’t talking about the fucking,” Lily announced, splashing the water with her foot. “Maybe the detail is hidden there.”

			“But…I guess I’m not comfortable sharing that.” Dana hung her head. “I’m not sure what good it would do to tell you.”

			A moment of silence passed. Naia looked at the others, a knowing look on her face.

			“I’d better go check out front,” Cecilia said, then vanished.

			“I have some tests I would like to run. In the garage.” Zel bowed out, her hooves clipping harshly against the stones as she left.

			Dana looked at Lily. The succubus had crossed her legs, leaning forward expectantly.

			“Tell me,” Naia said, the water swirling up behind her. Tiny water globes spun free of the surface of the fountain, drifting lazily around Dana. The air suddenly smelled of lavender and sunscreen, taking Dana back to her reunion with Alex. “Share the moment. I would love to hear how her lips felt against yours.”

			“I…I guess it couldn’t hurt.” Dana went into great detail, pausing for several seconds between the most intimate moments. Something about Naia was both motherly and sisterly, and she felt like she could tell her anything without being judged. Lily, on the other hand, wore a mask that she couldn’t see past. It reminded her of a doctor examining a specimen. Dana had always been uncomfortable discussing her sexuality with others, but Naia smiled at the right moments and gave her space at others, and the single tear rolling down her cheek when Dana described losing Alex again made her wish that she was capable of her own tears.

			“Well?” Dana asked.

			Naia was smiling, but Lily wore a frown.

			“It sounds like you miss her a lot.” Naia rubbed Dana’s arm affectionately.

			Dana nodded. “I do. I would do anything for her.”

			“Sounds like she would do anything for you.” Lily smirked. “I wonder. What would you say if I told you that the afterlife you saw wasn’t real?”

			“Of course it was real. It was the same night we had together all those years ago, except this time it was on the balcony.”

			“Nope. Wrong.” Lily crossed her arms. “It wasn’t, no matter how badly you want it to be. This is how Daryl works. He manipulates you using your own weaknesses. Fortunately for us, he has his own weaknesses too.”

			“It actually happened.” Dana stood, her fists balled at her side. “And unless I help him, I will never see her again.”

			“Naia.” Lily raised an eyebrow. “By now, even you should be able to see it. I can, and I don’t even have to be inside her head.”

			Naia shook her head. “Is it always the direct approach with you?”

			“We don’t have time for niceties.” Lily leaned back. “Okay, let’s see if I can help you understand. If the afterlife was real, then everything you saw really was a carrot dangled before the horse. But consider this—once you’re dead, you’re dead. Your spirit can be called back, but it can’t be made to stay. The number one rule of the afterlife is that it can never be truly known. Bringing a spirit back intact would take a tremendous amount of power, god-level stuff. There’s a reason that shit is saved for messiahs and rock stars.

			“This fantasy of yours was custom built by Daryl.” Lily uncrossed her legs and leaned forward. “But you need to convince yourself, or you won’t believe me. He isn’t a mind reader, so he had to fill in the gaps somewhere. A seam in the dream, as it were.”

			“I don’t understand.” Dana shook her head, placing her face in her hands. “How could it not be real?”

			“You want it to be real.” Lily’s voice was cold now. “It’s called denial. You’re dead, not stupid, so think harder.”

			“Lily!” Naia scolded. “This is hard for her.”

			Lily huffed. “Yeah, well excuse me if I’m impatient. Daryl made a mistake. Can you spot it?”

			Dana frowned, thinking back. There wasn’t anything obvious, at least not right away. Alex had seemed so real, and so had the setting. The feel of her skin against her body, the way their lips touched. The rhythm of Alex’s body above hers.

			“Fuck.” Dana scowled at the ground. She had been fooled. After so many lonely months, the feel of Alex’s body against hers had distracted her, had made the deception possible. She knew she should be undergoing a whirlwind of emotions right now, but most of them had been stripped away. Anger was one of the only things she had left, yet even that had been muted.

			“Don’t be so hard on yourself. He’s had years to get good at it.” Lily stood. “If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to check on Cecilia. Naia, you can hug her or whatever it is you do to make people feel better.” Lily placed a hand on Dana’s shoulder. “Later, when you are feeling particularly murderous—come talk to me.” Sashaying dramatically, she disappeared through the back door and into the house.

			“Tell me about it,” Naia said.

			“One time, we got drunk and started making out. Alex thought it would be sexy to watch some porn.” Dana laughed. “We tried to imitate one of the scenes. Alex ended up hurting her back, and I pulled a muscle in my thigh. It was more amusing than sexy, but it was the last time we tried scissoring. Well, second to last time.” She smiled. “A wise man once told me that you should try everything twice, just to be sure it isn’t for you.”

			“Yeah, well, some people like it. I do.” Naia smiled. “ I strongly suspect that Daryl was close by, watching your dream. That’s how he knew when to pull you out.”

			“What an asshole.” Daryl had tricked her, and when she finally found a way to accomplish what he had asked for, he would allow her to die, her soul moving on to whatever damnation she had earned for it. He was a man who had not only stripped her life away from her but her very soul. It was one thing to kill her, but to strip her of eternity?

			Somewhere deep inside her mind, she felt the dam break. Anger, white hot, flooded through her body. She stood and brushed off the back of her pants, then pulled her hair out of its ponytail. After shaking her hair free, she pulled it back and redid the tail, tighter than before. She knew if she were alive, she would be able to feel her pulse in the stretched skin of her forehead.

			“Where are you going?” Naia asked, worry on her face.

			“Where do you think?” Dana walked toward the house. “I’m going to talk to Lily.”

			[image: ]

			The Labyrinth had taken on a chill that Mike couldn’t seem to chase away. Cerulea explained that they stood in a passageway that circled a chamber with a frozen lake inside. Rubbing his arms for warmth, he caught himself staring at Sofia’s ass. The cyclops had said very little to him after Carmina had arrived, and he was in a minor state of disbelief over what he had done to her in the chamber. It was as if a part of him had briefly awakened, taking charge of both of them. While he’d had total control over Sofia’s restrained body, he realized that maybe he hadn’t had total control of himself. 

			Carmina, breathless from flying at full speed, had announced to them that there was good news and bad. The good news was that she had found Tink. The bad news was that she was being held in a cage at the center of the Labyrinth.

			It had taken some digging, but Mike had gotten Carmina to spill that she was the captive of someone referred to as the lady of the Labyrinth. Carmina and Olivia floated ahead of them now, taking them on a secret route to the lady’s chamber, while Cerulea sat on Mike’s shoulder. Mike and Sofia had decided that the best plan of action was to sneak in and appraise the situation for themselves, to which the fairies had revealed that there was a small tunnel that overlooked the room. They used it often to spy on their captor in hopes of finding a way out.

			The fairies stopped, then quickly doubled back.

			“Why did we stop?” Sofia asked.

			Olivia and Carmina hovered over by the wall, their lights illuminating a rough stone in the wall.

			“We can slip through here,” Carmina said.

			“But you will need the button,” Olivia finished.

			Sofia gave the stone a shove, and a side passage opened without a sound, a narrow fissure that revealed a circular tunnel that also went uphill. Mike and Sofia moved into the tunnel, and the wall closed behind them.

			The tunnel soon became steep enough that Mike spent most of his time watching his footing. Sofia seemed to have no trouble, though he did see occasional flashes of light from her eye and she would change direction. Mike followed behind her, wary of more than a few loose stones on the path. He knew that a tumble would result in a downhill slide, and some of the sharper stones made him wince at the thought of cutting himself up in the fall.

			The glowing moss on the walls suddenly vanished, plunging the tunnel into darkness. Cerulea and Carmina lit the path ahead, and Mike stayed in Sofia’s shadow. Olivia landed on Sofia’s shoulder, then flew back to land on Mike’s.

			“We’re getting close,” she whispered.

			Mike nodded, trying to breathe a little more quietly. Olivia’s light went out, and Carmina led them the rest of the way, floating close to the floor. The tunnel now curved dramatically onward, like a spiral staircase. A golden glow from ahead lit the tunnel, and Carmina extinguished her own light before landing on Sofia’s shoulder to sit with Olivia. Mike followed the cyclops, who was now crouching as the tunnel grew smaller. Soon, both of them were hunched over, walking carefully. The stone floor had smoothed itself out, and the ceiling dropped again. They were both crawling when holes in the stone wall appeared, revealing a view of a giant chamber beneath them.

			Up above the chamber, an enormous yellow gemstone the size of a garden shed floated, held to the ground by several thick chains that hooked into natural stone towers at the chamber’s edge. Mike could feel the gemstone’s warmth, making him think of a sunny day on the beach.

			Lily. The thought of her came unbidden, triggered by his own memory of how they had met. Trapped inside a dream and surrounded by the literal ocean of his mind. He wondered if she was doing okay. Shaking his head, he shifted his thoughts to Tink and Abella, who needed him now. He didn’t know if Sofia would ever apologize for getting them into this mess. Then again, if he had come with them, maybe he would have fallen prey to the traps in the Labyrinth. In fact, if not for the fairies, he would probably have died long ago. Whatever they had done to make Emily so mad, they didn’t deserve to be locked up here.

			The glowing gemstone illuminated the chamber. Piles of treasure had been shoved in the corners like junk, chests of coins and gemstones alike. Several areas contained long tables with implements that made Mike think of a mad scientist’s laboratory. The chamber seemed to be equally divided in two. One half had a large structure toward the back. It looked like a miniature version of a pagoda, maybe something that would be seen on a miniature golf course, about twenty feet tall. A long table covered in food made Mike’s stomach grumble in protest. He felt like he was looking into someone’s dining room.

			“There,” Sofia said, elbowing him and pointing. At the end of the table was a small metal cage. Huddled inside it was Tink, legs pulled to her chest, face buried in her knees.

			“Whoa!” Sofia yanked Mike back into the tunnel. Without realizing it, he had drawn the dagger, sliding through the hole before them. “I know you’re feeling heroic, but it’s a twenty-foot drop from here.”

			“Take us down there,” he whispered.

			Cerulea hopped off his shoulder to walk in front of him. The tunnel they were in dipped down in several locations, and Cerulea led him to one that seemed lower than the others. Upon a quick inspection, he estimated that it was maybe fifteen feet from the edge of the hole to the ground. Mike lifted up the fairy and put her back on his shoulder.

			“I’ll lower you down,” Sofia said.

			He turned around and grabbed onto Sofia’s hand. The cyclops held tightly to him, lowering him from the opening. She slid out of it to lower him farther, and he pressed his feet against the stone wall of the chamber in order to better control his descent. He was about six feet up from the ground when he let go and landed in a crouch, his heart pounding. 

			Sofia pulled herself back into the hole and disappeared into the darkness.

			Mike crossed the huge chamber, seeking shelter behind piles of gold. Moving closer to one of the tables, he saw a crystal orb on a pedestal sitting next to a gem-encrusted wand. Once he was across the gap in the middle, he moved closer to the cage, his eyes on Tink. She was motionless, and it wasn’t until she sighed that a tremendous load lifted off his chest.

			Approaching the food table, he saw Tink lift her head, her nose in the air. Sniffing around, she turned to face Mike, who was almost twenty feet away. A large smile broke out on her face, followed immediately by a frown.

			“Tink hates the Labyrinth,” she whispered. “Tink wants to go home and never come back.”

			“I’m working on it.” The cage door was padlocked shut. After a few quick cuts with the knife, Mike pulled the whole mechanism free and set it down on the table.

			Tink pushed open the door and threw herself into Mike’s arms. “Tink so happy to see husband. Snake lady try to make Tink do a bad thing, get mad when Tink refuse.”

			Snake lady? Mike thought about the large snakeskin they had found. “Okay, Tink, we can go after we get your goggles.”

			“Snake lady has them.” Tink shook her head. “Husband can’t talk to snake lady. Snake lady has bad magic.”

			“Seems like everybody does these days.” Grabbing Tink’s hand, he led her away from the table covered in food, his stomach growling in protest. They needed to get out of there as quickly as possible. Mike squeezed Tink’s hand as they ran across the middle of the room toward where he had come in.

			Braziers all around the room lit themselves, casting away the shadows. Mike and Tink slid to a halt when they saw that the Minotaur now blocked their path, his fierce eyes locked onto Mike. Mike pushed Tink behind him, drawing the dagger. The Minotaur held a small bag in one hand and his ax in the other.

			“I don’t want to hurt you,” Mike said. “We just want to leave.”

			“Hmm.” The Minotaur let out a snort. “You may not leave without her permission.”

			“And you do not have it.” The voice was powerful, filling every portion of the room.

			Mike felt Cerulea grab tightly onto his ear, letting out a tiny squeak of fear. Looking all around, Mike froze in place when he realized the walls were moving. Something large was circling the room, scattering gold coins and treasure chests everywhere. Clutching the dagger, Mike stared in awe as the head of a snake appeared.

			No, not just a snake. It was a massive cobra. It coiled itself up enough that it was able to sit upright and regard him with glittering eyes. The hood of the cobra expanded, revealing intricate red-and-yellow patterns beneath its folds, and it tilted its nose downward, revealing a crown of gold atop its head. A tongue the length of Tink flicked out at them, tasting the air.

			The cobra opened its mouth and spat a crumpled figure out onto the floor.

			“Sofia,” Mike whispered.

			The cyclops was motionless but still breathing.

			“Troublesome little mortals, snooping around my chamber.” The voice came from the snake, though its mouth remained shut. The voice was feminine, with a very thick accent that sounded Asian. Circling Mike, the cobra stared down at him. “You have sent a small army in to retrieve my treasure, haven’t you, Caretaker?”

			“We came to retrieve what is rightfully ours,” Mike said, his mouth and throat suddenly dry. “We have no interest in your belongings and would prefer to leave you in peace.”

			The snake chuckled. “Isn’t that what all intruders say? ‘We didn’t mean it’?” The snake continued winding her way around the chamber. Mike couldn’t see the end of her tail. “I suppose if I just give you the goggles, you will be on your way?”

			“Yeah. That’s the gist of it.”

			“Ha!” The snake’s mouth opened into a grin, revealing three-foot-long fangs. “So I hand over a divine object and you will walk away, never to darken my doorstep again. Such generosity would not paint me well.”

			“I…I don’t want a divine object. Just the goggles. Because they are Tink’s, and we really need them.”

			“Hssssss.” The snake contemplated Mike. “You really have no idea about anything. Let’s say I let you leave. What then of your friends?”

			“My friends?” Mike looked around.

			The Minotaur walked over to the long dining table Mike had been at to grab something Mike couldn’t see. With a flourish, he pulled free an unseen cloth. Beth and Abella sat at the table, staring straight ahead. The Minotaur folded up the garment, parts of his body invisible behind it. He then opened his bag and pulled out a small glass jar with a pair of glowing lights inside. Carmina and Olivia banged their hands against the glass.

			“Yes. Your friends.” The snake slithered up to the table. “They were so kind to follow Asterion here. After a lovely chat, they decided they would prefer to remain. I’m sure I could find some use for them.”

			“They would never agree to that.” Mike moved cautiously toward Sofia. Seeing no reaction from the snake or the Minotaur, he knelt by her side. “Are you okay?”

			“I feel so gross.” Sofia stared into the distance, blinking rapidly. “But she didn’t hurt me. I…just can’t move.”

			“What about the others?” Mike looked up at the snake. “What’s wrong with them?”

			“You will find out soon enough.” The snake was slithering again, heading for the pagoda in the corner. Large flaps of fabric cast eerie shadows as she disappeared behind its folds. “Firsthand.”

			The snake continued moving behind the pagoda but never came out the other side. Instead, the shadows condensed themselves down into a slender form that casually walked across the back wall. A bronze-skinned woman, wearing a kimono, appeared. Long dark hair was topped with a tiny golden crown.

			“I was a fool to be lured here by the last Caretaker,” she said, walking toward him. Deep-set eyes sat above refined cheekbones, and it wasn’t until she came closer that he realized that portions of her skin consisted of scales that replicated the same patterns he had seen on her serpentine body. “And I would be a fool to allow you to trap me in the same way.” Her green eyes lit from within, and her entire body was surrounded by magical energy.

			Mike felt all the muscles in his body freeze up.

			“I know that part of the nymph’s soul resides in you now, and in the past it prevented me from overtaking my captor. But when it comes to magic, there is always a way.” The goggles appeared in her hands. “Only the goblin and the Caretaker can use these. And since she has refused, I will make you do my bidding.”

			The sickly green aura that had covered her blew across the room, encircling Mike. He felt it seeping into him, his skin itching all over. All he could see now were her eyes, those beautiful emerald orbs, expanding to the size of the room, pulling him in. He wanted to kneel before her, worship her, do anything she said, treat her like the queen that she was.

			The moment passed. Like a sudden bout of heartburn, the sensation faded, and the room snapped back into place, the memory of those green eyes fading away.

			“Husband?” Tink asked, pulling gently on his fingers.

			“Tink.” Mike looked down at her. “I think she’s going to cast a spell on me.”

			The woman stared at him, her exotic features blank for several seconds before twisting into anger. “How?” she asked, her hands balling into angry fists. “How did you evade it?” Her voice filled the whole chamber, shaking loose a few coins that spilled over to clatter on the floor.

			“Evade what?” Mike shivered. The room was so cold all of a sudden. “It looked like you were going to cast a spell on me.”

			“A spell of obedience.” Scowling, she looked at Tink. “The goblin, I understand. Her head injury is unique, and spells are never one size fits all. But you. It should have worked. A human soul with just a touch of nymph attached. I spent the last couple of years perfecting the spellcraft to make it work.”

			Cecilia has left a mark of her own on you. Naia’s words echoed in the back of his mind. He thought back to that night with Cecilia in the cave. During his own climax, she had temporarily become human. All magic came with a price, and now he wondered what it was that he’d paid. “I guess I’m a little more complex than that.” Looking at the Minotaur, then back to the woman, Mike shrugged. “So I guess this means you can’t cast that spell on me.”

			She summoned a giant ball of fire in her hand. “I have other ways of making you do my bidding.”

			Mike swallowed hard, fighting to keep his face straight. “You know, you’re probably right. However, did you know that there are better ways of getting people to do stuff for you?”

			The fireball hovered menacingly. “The new Caretaker thinks he’s crafty, then? Okay, mortal. Let’s hear it. What sort of trick will you attempt?”

			“Well, you have my friends and me captive. Apparently you need me to use those goggles for something. Did it occur to you that you could just ask? Or maybe we could come to an agreement?” Mike shrugged. “It feels like there’s an awful lot of hostility in this room. And I heard you say that the last Caretaker trapped you. Why? Are you dangerous?”

			The woman stared at him in disbelief. Several seconds of silence passed. “Are you not cowed by my very presence? Do you not fear what I could do to you?”

			“I was almost eaten by a plant last week, and I have a witch outside my house, trying to break apart the enchantment that protects this place. To be honest, I’m more worried about what you have planned for my friends.” Mike narrowed his eyes. “I thought I was coming here for a fight. We came here because we thought the Minotaur had sticky fingers. But you? Well, you just seem angry. Angry at me. What have I even done to you?”

			The woman held her breath for a moment, the ball of fire suddenly disappearing. “You really have no idea who I am? Or what my purpose is?”

			“Nope. The only reason we are even here is because we were trying to help a friend who had been possessed.” Yet another thing that sounded unbelievable, but that was the new normal. “Your Minotaur ambushed Tink and took her goggles.”

			“Stupid cow-fuck,” Tink muttered. Mike placed his hand over her mouth.

			“He did so at my request. I have great need of the goggles’ abilities.” Shaking her head, the snake woman threw out her hands in exasperation. “It seems that perhaps a discussion would be best.” She nodded at the Minotaur. Asterion took Beth and Abella by the hands, gently leading them toward Sofia. He casually slung the cyclops over his shoulder before disappearing into the pagoda.

			“Where are they going?” Mike asked.

			“I believe your kind has a word for this. They are…insurance.” She approached the table. “Come. Sit. Eat. Like you said, maybe we should talk.”

			Mike gazed at the giant table covered in food, his mouth filling with saliva. Even so, he thought about the society up above, trying to get into his house. This woman held all the cards, so he sat reluctantly. “Please call me Mike, not Caretaker. You already know Tink.” He grabbed Tink’s hand and gestured to the seat next to him, which she took. “I hope the two of you didn’t get off to a poor start, putting her in a cage and all.”

			“It was, what I thought, a necessary precaution.” The snake woman sat across from them. “You may call me the lady of the Labyrinth.”

			“I thought maybe we could dispense with titles. Be less formal, friendly even.” If he was going to deal with the lady of the Labyrinth, he may as well eat; he was starving. He grabbed an empty plate, loaded it with pot roast, and stacked it high with cheeses and other foods. If it was dangerous, his gut would let him know. “And where did all this food come from? It looks like you were ready for a feast.”

			“Just because your friends are under my thrall doesn’t mean I was going to give them moldy bread and water. I may be a lot of things, but a bad host I am not.” She picked up a goblet full of wine and swirled it with a twist of her wrist. “And since you want something less formal to call me, you may call me Ratu.”

			“Ratu. That’s a pretty name.”

			“Thank you.” She smiled over her goblet. “I picked it out just for you.” 

			Mike finished making his plate, then slid it in front of Tink. “Eat up. You must be hungry.”

			Tink threw Ratu a dirty look, then obeyed, grabbing a handful of biscuits while Mike filled up another plate for himself.

			“Tell me how you came to be here and what your job is, Ratu,” Mike said. “The more I know about you, the more I think we can understand each other.”

			“Okay.” She sipped from her goblet, then set it down. “Let’s start with the Labyrinth. It has been here far longer than I, and Asterion has been here just as long. This room used to be where the most dangerous magical artifacts were stored, but that is no longer the case.”

			“I thought that was what the Vault was for?”

			Ratu smiled demurely. “The magic items that were stored here were some of the most dangerous objects ever conceived by man or myth. The previous Caretaker, Emily, brought me here for the singular purpose of studying these objects. I am well versed not only in the creation of such things but their destruction as well.”

			“Are you a dragon? I hope I’m not being rude, but you have a treasure chamber, and you seem very powerful. The giant snake thing doesn’t hurt either.”

			“I am not a dragon, though I was mistaken for one once.” She stretched her neck dramatically, the scale pattern flashing all the way across her skin and face. “I am a naga from Indonesia. I came here because Emily promised me a safe place to live. In some ways, she delivered on that promise, but in others, I have become a prisoner.”

			“Tell me more.” Off to his side, he could hear Tink stuffing her face. “How is this a prison for you?”

			“Emily brought me here under the guise of dismantling the worst of the worst. Seven artifacts, each one scarier than the last. The more powerful the artifact, the harder it is to destroy.”

			“The geas seems super powerful, but that woman up there seems to be making fast progress. Isn’t that the same thing?”

			“I wondered about the banging down here. The geas, in a way, is just the shield. Now that you are the Caretaker, you must find a way to wield the sword. Bang on any shield long enough, and it will finally give.” Ratu set down her goblet. “The objects I was working with, however, were like barely contained wildfires.”

			“Such as?”

			“I would prefer not to say for reasons that will become clear. Another analogy. The Ark of the Covenant. You have heard of this, yes?”

			“Indiana Jones?”

			Ratu gave him an odd look. “No, it was created by Moses at the instruction of the Hebrew God. A powerful magical talisman that brought grave misfortune to anyone it considered an enemy. Fires, floods, boils. In the hands of the believer, however, it could confer divine blessings.

			“Consider this. Magic is like energy. It cannot be destroyed once harnessed. If you were to take apart the covenant, destroy it, what sort of magic could you gather from it?”

			Mike pondered this, chewing on a hunk of cheese. “Would it matter who took it apart? An enemy versus a believer?”

			“It would. And the intent would matter too. If an enemy were to destroy it, they could end up with magic capable of bringing catastrophic ruin. If done correctly, this magic could also be gathered in such a manner to create a divine object capable of bestowing blessings.”

			“Then why bother destroying the ark? If you are going to harvest the magic anyway, then why not keep it the way it is?”

			“Because you have destroyed another object and harvested its magic. You are now assembling magical ingredients of the highest quality, potentially building a weapon that has no business existing. So when you destroy a magical item of such a nature, you must find somewhere to put that energy so that it cannot be used in that manner. And this was where my problems began.”

			“How so?”

			“I come from a race of semidivine beings. Not quite gods, not quite mortals. As such, we can be bound by the rules of both. Emily asked me if I would be willing to dismantle these objects she had acquired in order to rid the world of them. In exchange, I could leave my home, which was rapidly becoming developed and polluted, and come live here.

			“It was all in the wording of our agreement. Because the magic needs to be put somewhere else, Emily provided me a vessel to channel the magical energy into, and I got to work, bound to fulfill my promise. What I didn’t understand was that my desire for a more peaceful existence would blind me to a certain inconvenient truth.”

			“She wanted those objects broken down for a reason, didn’t she?”

			Ratu nodded. “I suspected that something was up when she brought me here through a one-way portal, not the house. The others had no knowledge of me, and I never had visitors. Emily checked on my progress at first, and I realized that the vessel she had given me was built for something far more sinister.”

			“What was the vessel?”

			Ratu contemplated Mike for a long time, then shrugged. “I suppose it won’t hurt to show you. Once I found out Emily was no longer alive, I siphoned the magic off the artifact to create that tiny sun over our heads. Until a year ago, all I had were the torches.” She reached into her cleavage and pulled out an ornate key. It looked like an antique, and the gaps in the key were filled with three different gems. Two of them had cracked, but the last one was flawless. “Often, we discover that magical objects are an extension of their physical form. The ark was for worship and was built as such. This key was designed to unlock a door. However, with the power of these three stones, it was going to unlock something else.”

			“What?” Mike was surprised when Ratu handed him the key.

			“I have my theories. I believe that Emily was planning to use this key to do the impossible—become a demigod.”

			“Why would she need to do that?”

			“She discovered something in the house. However, her lifespan was approaching its end, and she had become desperate. Immortality always comes at a great price, and she intended to use the power of this key to gain it through divine intervention.”

			“So what, this is the key to Heaven or something?”

			“If only it were that simple. I’m afraid that humans have muddied the waters when it comes to what is real and what isn’t. Have you ever wondered if an ant can distinguish you from a cloud in the sky? Mortals are small and often only see what they want to.” Ratu held out her hand, and Mike returned the key, which she tucked back into her cleavage. “I believe she was going to use the key to open a door to where the Ancient Ones slumber, beings from before the universe existed.”

			“That sounds like some Lovecraftian shit.”

			Ratu frowned, her lips stretching dramatically. “Lovecraft paid the price for the knowledge he gained, and we are lucky to have it. Yes, we are talking about beings of immense power, unable to properly enter this plane through ordinary means. No god in their right mind would simply make Emily a demigod; she had nothing to offer. I think that she planned to offer a trade, allow one of them to slip through.”

			“That’s insane.”

			“Indeed, but it’s just a theory. Emily brought me many ancient texts while I maintained the guise that I was perfecting my craft. Instead, I was researching the grim possibility that she was about to make a huge mistake. Months before her death, I had learned how to destroy and harvest the magic from the final object. I hid this knowledge from her and encased the object beneath a lake of ice.”

			“Is that why you need the goggles?”

			Ratu pursed her lips, deep in thought. “Yes. As I mentioned, the Ancient Ones are extremely powerful, but not just in terms of strength. They reside in a plane that is devoid of time and space. The sheer act of interacting with such a creature can annihilate the mind, and as such, the object I need to destroy is very devious. Imagine trying to drive a nail into wood, but in the moment you swing your hammer, the nail is now a snake, and the wood a piece of pie. So now you are chasing a snake with your hammer, but now your hammer is a fork, and you are a German Shepherd.”

			“What?” He wondered if Ratu had just had a stroke.

			“Exactly. This isn’t just a hallucination, or a fever dream, it’s chaos on a pure level. The object is sealed inside a container meant to prevent the chaos from spreading. Once the container is open, you have to hit the nail before the world changes around you. As a human, just to look upon this thing would cause you to go insane. However, the goggles are a divine object, able to pierce the veil and protect the user for a time.”

			“And this is where I come in.”

			“Perhaps. With Emily dead, my contract with her is void, except I have technically collected on a bargain I never delivered. I am unable to leave this place, and I am afraid that I suspected that you had come down here to demand the results that Emily never achieved.” Ratu bowed her head. “For this, I am sorry.”

			Mike nodded. “It sounds like you were trying to do the right thing. I accept your apology. What about you, Tink?” Mike looked down at the goblin and smiled. Sometime during the conversation, she had eaten her fill, then leaned her head against his side, promptly falling asleep.

			“Do you know what she called me right after I brought her here?”

			Mike grinned. “I can only imagine. Did it end with fuck?”

			Ratu laughed. “It was like a stream of consciousness straight from the bottom of a swamp. Asterion asked me to explain to him what some of the words meant. He had never heard them before.”

			“Yeah.” Mike put his arm around Tink. “She can be feisty. Does this mean you will let them all go? My friends and the fairies?”

			“I require a new contract of you, Caretaker. Once you have fulfilled your part of the bargain, I will release all of you.”

			“Lay it out for me.”

			“I would ask that you use those goggles to help me destroy this last object. I also wish to continue living in this place, with the caveat that I am allowed to leave when I choose.”

			“Sounds straightforward enough. But what about the witch on my lawn? Couldn’t we just borrow the goggles and come back later?”

			Ratu shook her head. “I can’t take that chance. The box containing this object’s effects will not last forever, and if you should perish above, there is nobody to help me destroy it. I cannot escape this place, which means I will fall prey to its power and become a ticking time bomb of my own. This task can be accomplished in a few hours, and if you die in the process, the house above will lock itself away until the next Caretaker comes. I assure you that the geas cannot be targeted while the house is dormant, and everyone will be safe until it awakens once more.”

			“Hmm.” He could argue with her, but to what end? It would only waste more time, and he got the idea that she wasn’t going to see things his way.

			It looked like he was going to have to help her out before he could go up above. He really hoped the others were doing okay. Mike lightly stroked Tink’s hair and smiled when she muttered in her sleep. “Okay, I agree to your terms in exchange for the release of my friends and that you never do anything to bring danger to the house. Also, safe passage if I or any of the others wish to come see you.”

			“That…is an odd request.”

			“You seem lonely,” Mike said.

			Ratu’s posture shifted very slightly.

			“If you were truly a solitary creature, you wouldn’t have chosen to come to a magic cave under a house full of people. I’m sure Asterion is nice enough, but he doesn’t strike me as much of a conversationalist.”

			Ratu considered Mike for several seconds, then laughed. “You are an interesting human. Perhaps I will enjoy getting to know you.”

			“So what now?”

			“I have necessary preparations to make, and then we will depart. Feel free to rest in the pagoda until I am ready—you will be unsurprised to find that it is bigger on the inside.”

			“Sounds about right.” Mike finished the last few bites of food on his plate, then pulled Tink into his arms. She shifted, pulling herself tightly against him.

			“Husband,” she muttered.

			Mike smiled, walking along the table and toward the pagoda. The area around it was surrounded by hanging cloths that flapped gently in the breeze generated by the burning braziers. Drawing close, the pagoda gave off a weird illusion, suddenly looking even taller now that he was up close. Stepping through the doorway, Mike stared upward in awe. The pagoda stretched as far as he could see, creating the illusion that he was staring into infinity. After climbing the stairs by the entrance, he found a small room lit by hanging lanterns with a large, comfortable-looking bed. Moving toward it, he knelt to set the goblin onto the soft red sheets.

			“Wha—?” While Mike was laying Tink on the bed, her teeth clamped down on his shoulder. Growling, Tink pulled Mike into bed with her, her tail whipping around until she was on top of him, her hands pinning Mike to the mattress. She released his shoulder.

			“Tink wait long time for husband,” she announced, her eyes narrowing. “Husband come for Tink. Husband love Tink.”

			“Of course I do, but—hey!” Tink was yanking Mike’s pants off now, her back to Mike. He grabbed onto her hips to push her off when he felt her hands on his cock. She tickled the underside of it with one of her claws, then bent over, sniffing the air.

			“Who is this?” Tink asked.

			Mike suddenly felt ashamed but knew there was no reason to be. Tink didn’t care that he had sex with the others. To her, it was no different from watching TV or sharing Eggos with a friend.

			“Uh…Sofia.”

			“Ha! One-eye is a dirty girl. She say she think husband is dumb like rock, but Tink know different.” Tink sniffed again. “But who else?”

			“Some fairies.” Tink was stroking him now, the bottom of her skirt riding up enough that when her tail twitched, he could see her buttocks on display.

			“Ooh! Fairy make magic oil!” Tink tugged on Mike’s shaft and played with his balls using her other hand. Mike sighed, enjoying the wave of relaxation that was washing over him. It had been a long day, and it felt nice to slow down for a minute. He felt bad lying in bed with Tink while the others were in danger, but there was nothing he could do about it until Ratu was ready to go anyway.

			“Do you want some?” Cerulea, who’d been tucked away in Mike’s collar, launched herself in the air, circling Tink. “You’ll have to earn it!”

			“Ooh, pretty!” Tink held out her hand, and Cerulea landed gently in her palm. “Tink remember blue fairy! We make plenty of trouble.”

			Uh-oh. Mike tried to sit up, but Tink pushed him back down without even looking.

			“Fairy help Tink? Tink think husband brave, need reward.”

			“Tink, I don’t…” Her tail brushed across his face, distracting him. He tried to grab it, but it danced playfully in front of his face.

			“Husband come save Tink, Tink say thank you.” Scooting her rear up on his chest, she leaned forward to suck him into her mouth. Mike grabbed onto Tink’s hips, letting out another sigh. Tink teased the hole of his cock with her tongue, then used her teeth to tease the edge of his frenulum. Mike stroked her tail, rubbing his hands along the edge of her ass. She leaned forward even farther, revealing the edge of her pussy. Mike slid down his fingers to find it and teased her tight opening with circular movements.

			“Ah!” Mike gasped—the familiar sensation of Cerulea grabbing the base of his cock with her hands and legs made him even harder, and Tink’s mouth was stretched to the limit to accommodate him. Tink growled, her mouth full of Mike’s dick. He was able to slide the tip of his forefinger into her snatch, and her growls amplified.

			Tink pulled her mouth off him, pumping his shaft with both hands. “Tink show husband that Tink is best,” she declared. Cerulea squeaked when Tink grabbed her, sliding the fairy up Mike’s shaft and rubbing her across the head of his cock. “Tink get husband nice and wet.”

			The fairy let out a shriek of delight when Tink forced her onto Mike’s cock, stretching the fairy down until her legs bounced against the edge of his balls. Mike groaned, his whole cock tingling with pleasure. Tink scooted around, turning to face Mike, her hands squeezing Mike’s cock through the fairy. Cerulea’s whole body was distorted, her face stretched into a giant grin.

			“Tink always best,” she muttered, pushing Mike’s cock down against his stomach. After scooting forward, she trapped Mike’s cock in place with her pussy, rubbing herself against the fairy and Mike’s shaft. Mike ran his hands up Tink’s thighs, pushing her dress up and over her head. Her nipples, all four of them, were rock-hard. 

			Mike grabbed a pillow and placed it beneath his shoulders so that he could sit up. Tink humped him, causing Cerulea to let out a noise similar to a squeaky toy’s. Mike tried not to laugh, which resulted in a huge grin on his face.

			“Tink really is the best,” he told her, squeezing her breasts. Purring, Tink knelt to kiss him, her lips soft against his. Mike ran his fingers through her hair, his thumb rubbing the base of one of her horns. Her kissing became more insistent, her hips grinding more fiercely against his. 

			“Little fairy work harder,” Tink declared, lifting her hips and rotating Cerulea so that she was face up. Cerulea’s tiny hands reached up for Tink’s labia, clutching her tightly before Tink could settle back down on the fairy.

			“Can she breathe?” Mike asked.

			“Tink not worry. Fairy need magic or air, not both.” She kissed Mike again, only more urgently. “Get husband nice and ready.” Tink bit Mike’s lip, drawing blood.

			“Naughty goblin.” Mike pulled Tink’s hips against him, reaching around with one hand to grab the base of her tail. “I was worried about you.”

			“Tink always worry about husband. Husband need Tink.” Tink was gasping now, moving her hips in a circular motion. Blue flashes of magic were emanating from between them, the fairy shedding magical light. Mike could feel the fairy’s body tightening against his cock, her tiny limbs shaking.

			Music played, and Tink shifted off his cock. Cerulea was glowing now, her body shooting off sparks that mimicked musical notes when they vanished. Grabbing the fairy, Tink jacked off Mike as fast as she could.

			The fairy let out a tiny shriek, and Tink pulled her off Mike. Glittery cum ran out of the fairy, pooling up on Mike’s stomach and across his balls. His whole cock was iridescent now, shimmering in the room’s light.

			“Fairy girl take a break,” Tink declared, dropping Cerulea at the foot of the bed. Rubbing her slit against Mike, she pinned his shoulders down. “Tink’s turn.” Grabbing Mike’s shaft, she positioned herself just over his head. “And this time, Tink make it fit.”

			“You really are a naughty goblin,” Mike groaned, his shaft sinking into Tink’s tight pussy. The fairy’s cum allowed him to penetrate her easily, sliding in with minimal resistance. “But Tink, lube doesn’t mean I’ll go in deeper.”

			“Husband never bet against Tink.” Tink was rolling her hips, pushing against him as hard as she could. With every pass, she sank just a little bit farther. “Tink have big idea.” Tink was now as far as she could get, a couple of inches above the base of Mike’s cock. He could feel the back wall of her vagina bouncing off the head of his cock.

			“What now?” Mike asked, playfully yanking her tail and teasing her asshole with his thumb. “I know one place I can fit, if you’re so determined.”

			“Tink determined,” she gasped. “Tink make it work.” She was rolling her hips now, the back wall of her vagina rubbing sideways against the head of his cock. She lifted herself slightly, then pushed down. Frustration crawled across her face as she repeated the process several times.

			“What are you trying to do?” Mike asked.

			“Tink…saw…picture. Picture on…magic screen.”

			Oh God. What had she found on his computer? Suddenly, he felt a slight shift inside of Tink, a small bump along the back of her vagina. Tink held still, moving carefully now, centering Mike’s dick on that spot.

			“Tink,” Mike whispered. “That isn’t going to fit there.”

			“Fairy oil,” she hissed, pushing herself down on him. It should have been impossible, but Mike’s entire life was now the impossible. Groaning in delight, he felt the tiny ring of Tink’s uterus squeeze along the head of his cock, his dick pushing through an opening it had no business fitting through. Gasping for air, Tink sat up, swiveling her hips from side to side, working Mike in even deeper.

			“Holy shit,” Mike whispered. Tink’s clits were engorged to an unusual size now, pressing against his dick like a pair of fingers.

			“Tink make fit. Tink make fit,” she groaned, over and over again.

			Mike felt himself pushing against the back wall of her uterus. In awe, he stared at the goblin. Her labia were pressed firmly against his pelvis, his cock now entirely inside of her. “Husband no move.” He could feel the tension in her body building up, the excitement of the moment lifting Tink away. An energy had built up between them, ready to be released at any moment.

			Mike grabbed Tink’s tail and yanked it. Hard.

			The goblin screamed, her entire body wracked with spasms that started at the base of her hips and worked their way up. Her eyes rolled back into her head, her arms going limp as her orgasm sucked the life out of her. Her vagina clenched Mike but nowhere near as hard as her cervix did. Mike cried out, feeling like it was going to crush him. He tried to pull himself free, but it was so tight that he couldn’t.

			The effort of trying to free himself triggered a second orgasm in Tink. Falling forward onto Mike, she growled, then bit his collarbone. Mike’s microthrusts, combined with the tightness of the goblin, caused a small orgasm to hit him. However, the tight ring just past the head of his cock blocked him from releasing it all, and his orgasm vanished. Tink kept riding him, causing another small orgasm to hit, and this time the pressure was almost unbearable.

			“Tink!” Mike cried out, and her uterus unclenched. Mike filled her womb with sperm, his third and final orgasm making his whole body shake. His muscles tensed up and then relaxed, his cock popping free of Tink’s uterus. He stayed inside of her, pulling her tightly against him. Tink stopped biting him, her arms folding against his chest.

			“Tink told you she is best,” she muttered, burying her face in his chest. She purred quietly, going limp when she fell asleep.

			Holding the goblin against him, Mike let out a sigh. Tink was safe, and that was what mattered most. Now that they were reunited, he felt like a part of him had been restored, a piece he hadn’t realized was missing. He tightened his grip on the goblin, holding her as close as possible. Tink sighed, her gentle purring filling the room.

			Feeling content, he closed his eyes and promised himself he wouldn’t fall asleep.
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			THE WORST PLACE ON EARTH 

			“Did you have a good nap?”

			The voice was cold, snapping Mike out of his slumber. Tink clutched him tightly, and he pushed the blankets off his head, staring at the dark figure in his room. He reached out to touch the lamp, warm light bathing the angry figure in the doorway. She stood with her arms crossed and a messenger bag slung over her shoulder.

			“Uh…hi, Beth.” Mike slid sideways out of the blankets. “So, uh, I’m sure you have some questions.” Sitting up, Mike tried to keep himself covered with blankets while pulling his pants back up. Tink rolled over, pulling the blanket with her, causing Mike to fall face-first onto the floor, his bare ass in the air.

			Scrambling to his feet, Mike faced away from his estate agent. What would he tell her? She didn’t look happy, and he wondered what sort of trouble she had run into in the Labyrinth. Turning around, he smiled sheepishly. Why was he so nervous around her?

			“So. Apparently there’s a Labyrinth under your house.” Beth shook her head. “Do you want to take a stab at explaining to me why I am in it?”

			“Well, uh…” Mike looked at Tink. He frowned, knowing that Tink was pretending to be asleep. “It’s complicated. You don’t happen to have a doll on you, do you?”

			“Really? That’s the best you can do?”

			“Well?”

			Beth sighed. “Yeah, I have her.” She reached into the bag and pulled out Jenny. “She and I had quite the conversation a while ago, but she’s been silent since.”

			“Oh, thank God.” Mike felt a sense of relief. “I was afraid that she had gotten lost in the river.”

			“I’m giving you ten seconds to give me an explanation before I walk out of here.” Beth tucked Jenny away. “Last thing I remember, I was in a car accident and my intern dragged me into your house. Suddenly, I’m floating down a river.”

			“Okay, look, I had a good reason for everything, I promise.” Mike’s shoulders slumped. “I was going to explain everything to you, but you fell unconscious. Jenny needed your body to show me how to get into the Labyrinth, but we got trapped. I never meant to endanger you or do anything without your permission, but there’s a crazy witch on my front lawn trying to break into my house, and I didn’t have time to wait for you to wake up.”

			“Why is there a Labyrinth under your house?” Beth crossed her arms.

			“It’s the Labyrinth. And we’re not technically under the house, we’re between the walls.” Mike shook his head. “Never mind that. Okay, your intern is a succubus named Lily who tried to kill me last week, but now we’re friends—well, kind of. After I moved into the house, I found a nymph, and she took part of my soul, and now I’m married to a goblin. Oh, and there’s also a banshee. And a gargoyle. And a centaur.”

			“Sounds like quite the story.”

			“It’s all true, I swear! I just need to help a snake woman destroy a magic artifact, and we can all go home.”

			“A snake woman? You mean that lady who hypnotized me?”

			“Yes! She’s one of the good guys. She just has some trust issues on account of my great aunt.”

			“You are shit at telling stories,” Beth said, her body relaxing. “The gargoyle bet me fifty bucks that you wouldn’t sound like a mental case.”

			“Abella has fifty bucks?” 

			“Not anymore.” Beth sat on the edge of the bed. “I have no idea how we got to this point, but here we are. Guess I’m a shit estate agent.”

			“How do you figure?”

			Beth leaned across the bed, inspecting something. “Somehow, a house full of monsters slipped by me. It’s one of those disclosures I should have mentioned.” Beth touched a green toe that had slipped out from under the blanket.

			Tink immediately pulled her leg back under the cover and growled.

			“I want to be mad at you for getting me involved, but I would feel like the world’s biggest hypocrite.”

			“You would?”

			“Mike. Monsters are real. Do you realize what this means?” Beth’s eyes shone with excitement. “Think about it. We grow up in a world of order and logic. As children, we are allowed to have fantasies that take us outside the box. We get to believe in dragons, and Santa, and Bigfoot. But when we get older, we are told that it’s time to stop imagining, to stop believing in magic. And I think, in a way, that makes that wonderful part of us die.”

			“I hadn’t thought of it like that.” Mike looked at the goblin-shaped lump in the bed. “For me, I was just happy to meet someone who didn’t care that I have my own issues. It’s strange, but they feel more real to me than anyone else I know.”

			Beth nodded. “I think I know what you mean. I never forgot what it meant to believe, and to see all this unfold before me…” She shivered. “It’s so damn exciting!”

			“So…you’re not mad?”

			“I’m madder that I thought I was going crazy.” Beth tossed her hair over her shoulder, then stood. “You’ll have to fill me in on why my memory from last week has major holes.”

			“Uh…” Mike looked down at the foot of the bed. “That’s a pretty long story. I should probably go see if Ratu is done with her preparations. How is Abella?”

			Beth frowned. “She’s injured. Ratu—is that the snake woman’s name? She gave me this nasty-smelling cream and had me rub it into Abella’s injuries after she released us from that obedience spell. She has to sit downstairs until it cures. We did have a pretty good talk about the state of things between you guys.”

			“Uh…” Mike looked over at Tink, then back at Beth. “Between us how?”

			Beth winked. “It’s none of my business, but I find it fascinating that they don’t seem to mind sharing you.”

			Mike blushed, and Beth left. Once he was sure she was out of earshot, he pinched Tink’s ass, causing the goblin to squirt out from between the sheets onto the floor.

			“Lawyer woman talk funny,” Tink said, finding her dress. “Tink think she hide secret.”

			“What kind of secret?”

			“Don’t know. Not bad, not good. Just secret.” Tink adjusted her hair, then tugged her dress into place. “Go see snake lady, get goggles, smash witch. Plan okay?”

			Mike laughed. “The plan sounds great.”
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			Mike stared at Ratu, his mouth open in disbelief. They stood at the edge of a frozen lake, fog rising off its surface and spilling across the rocky shore like waves. Up above them, the chained gem burned silently, its rays melting the surface ice into a thin layer of water that was perfectly still. It had taken them almost an hour to get here, bypassing several trapped corridors in the process.

			“So you threw it in the lake,” Mike said, “and then froze the whole thing.”

			“I did.” Ratu was holding a stack of golden disks in her hands. They were each roughly the size of a vinyl record. “I was worried that Emily would eventually snap and come for the artifact herself.”

			“Still seems like overkill.” Mike looked at the others. Tink stood by his side, followed by Abella (who had insisted on coming) and then Beth. If not for the heat source above, he would be shivering. The fairies circled the edge of the lake, their lights chasing one another through the rising fog. Sofia stood to the side, the dagger tucked into the waist of her pants. He didn’t want to have something that sharp on him just in case the artifact did influence his behavior.

			“I assure you, it was worth the risk. Asterion?” Ratu handed the disks to the Minotaur, then pulled a large crystal from the sleeve of her kimono. When she pointed it at the gem, the Labyrinth rumbled as a fiery beam lanced its way into the top of the ice, cutting downward at a gentle angle. “We may have to go digging for it a bit, I’m afraid. Shouldn’t be hard to find, but unless you want a fifty-foot drop straight to the bottom, we need to take the long road on this one.”

			The gem melted a sizable tunnel, the tight beam giving off plenty of warmth. Ratu took the disks from Asterion.

			“Stay here with the others,” she told him. “We should be back within the hour, but come for us if we don’t. Even if we die, the artifact still needs to be destroyed, so maybe the goblin can do it. Shall we?” Ratu smiled for Mike and then moved into the tunnel. Mike followed behind her, stepping carefully on the ice. The melted water made it slicker than usual, and Mike had a horrifying vision of slipping into the beam and cutting himself in two. Ratu was about twenty feet ahead—she tossed one of the disks in the air, and it hovered there, moving into the path of the beam.

			“Cool,” Mike muttered, watching the beam deflect and cut into the side of the tunnel. He stayed behind Ratu and observed as she repeated the process several times.

			“How do you know where to go?” Mike asked.

			“Easy. I listen to my instinct and then do the opposite.”

			“How does that work?”

			“You try.” Ratu stopped in the tunnel, holding up one of the disks. “Use your gut. Which way do you think we should go?”

			Mike frowned, looking left then right. He felt a strong urge to go right. “That way.” He pointed.

			“Then we go the opposite.” Ratu tossed up the disk, and the beam carved left. “The artifact is a perversion of the natural world. Every fiber in your being wants to avoid it. When we get closer, you will probably begin to feel sick.”

			“Yikes.” Mike wiped sweat off his brow, wondering if Ratu was right. His body was hot and cold, a result of the beam’s heat and the cool ice around them, causing him to feel feverish. Yet the feeling of unease increased the farther they went, a nauseous feeling in his gut that spread out across his body. When he placed a hand on the wall of the ice tunnel to steady himself, Mike’s balance suddenly shifted, and he slipped.

			“Ahh!” Mike slid several feet, putting his arms and legs out to steady himself. Finally coming to a halt, he sat up, expecting to see Ratu right in front of him. His eyes widened when he realized that Ratu was farther down the tunnel than she had been when he’d slipped. Somehow, he had slid uphill.

			“We are very close,” Ratu told him, a frown on her face. “The effects are fairly strong. Now I worry I might have further damaged the case it is in.”

			“Could the beam destroy it?” Mike asked.

			“No. Put on the goggles. Just in case.”

			“On it.” Mike held up the goggles. He hadn’t put them on yet because they limited his peripheral vision quite a bit. The goggles themselves looked like they had walked out of a steampunk wet dream. Several lenses could easily be flipped into place, revealing untold secrets to the wearer. Sliding the band over his head, he took a deep breath before sliding them into place.

			The frozen lake around him unfolded in his eyes, bright-yellow lines crisscrossing through the ice. Staring in awe, Mike looked all around him. He was seeing flaws in the ice, lines that bent and adjusted to account for the hole they had tunneled. He could see the bedrock at the end of their tunnel, a vein of quartz buried several feet within. Looking at his hands, he saw the blood flowing gently through the veins on the back. There was a spot on one of his shoes where the stitches had come loose and would eventually become a hole.

			“Mike.”

			Shaking his head, he adjusted the lenses. Through trial and error, he was able to eliminate most of the distractions, though now he was able to see pockets of warm air floating along the ceiling like giant bubbles. Walking just past Ratu, he tapped the ice at a slight upward angle.

			“If you hit here, you’ll miss the object but get us close enough,” he explained. He had seen it through the ice, a dark block of nothingness that refused to yield its secrets to him. Nodding, Ratu used another golden disk to tunnel even farther. Following close behind, Mike noticed that Ratu’s kimono clung tightly to her body, revealing a pair of shapely shoulder blades beneath her hair. Her slim figure swayed gently side to side while she walked, the beam casting thin shadows on the ice beside her.

			“There it is,” Ratu said. She fidgeted with the crystal in her kimono, and the beam of light disappeared, casting the lake into darkness.

			Waiting patiently in the dark, Mike heard the silent dripping of water, liquid that was flowing downhill and likely refreezing at the bottom somewhere. “What now?” He was answered by a giant ball of fire, summoned into Ratu’s hand.

			“We widen the room,” she said. “We need some space.”

			“Sounds good.” Mike waited while Ratu cast out the ball of fire. She summoned several more, and water flowed freely around his feet while she created a circular room with a domed roof around them. In the middle of the floor was an object wrapped in a cloth. She walked toward it, her hands slipping into her kimono. She withdrew a pair of sticks that unfolded themselves into a small table, then lifted the object and set it on the table with a grunt.

			“Are you okay?” he asked.

			“Naga are somewhere between divinity and humanity,” she explained. “This thing makes the human side of me sick in a physical sense, and it makes the divine part of me sick in a spiritual sense. The sheer act of its existence is a stain on reality, and it deserves to be destroyed.”

			“What does it do?”

			“Nothing. It has no purpose. A hole was opened into the other side, the place where the Ancient Ones were sealed away. It was poor luck that one of the Ancient Ones was slumbering near the portal. It was only open for a fraction of a second here, but time doesn’t exist on their side. When the portal closed itself, it ripped away a small piece of flesh, leaving it behind.”

			“How was the portal opened?”

			“Men of science who made a mistake. They paid for their lack of caution.” Ratu slowly uncovered the box. It had strange lettering on the outside and looked extremely old.

			“Is that…Russian?” Mike asked.

			“It is. When mankind entered the nuclear age, the Soviets hoped to find something that outstripped the power of the atom. When they found this sometime in the eighties, they got the crazy idea to extract energy from it, hoping it would eventually become a weapon. They had no idea what they were messing with, and many of them died. They covered it up, and the land is now uninhabitable.”

			“So they put it in this box?”

			“After the incident, Baba Yaga herself tracked it down and used her magic to seal it in this box. She took it home for safekeeping, but a fox demon stole it from her, and it has been bouncing from hand to hand since then.

			“I have no idea how Emily got it here, but the spell has worn thin. The Labyrinth itself now changes on its whims, which has been a pain in the tail to keep track of.”

			A Soviet energy source? Could she mean Chernobyl? It was a lot to think about, and he was further distracted by the fact that the longer Ratu held on to the box, the more her features seemed to melt into it. Even protected by the goggles, a cold pit of fear had opened in his stomach, threatening to swallow him whole. He wanted to run away and never look back. “So what do we do?”

			“You will open the box,” she said, tapping it. She pulled a candlestick out of her kimono. “You will have to hurry. This piece of flesh is no bigger than the tip of your pinky. You will use these silver tongs to hold it in the flame until it has burned away.” She pulled tongs out of her sleeve, making Mike wonder what else she had stored in there.

			“Is this a special candle?” Mike asked, inspecting the candlestick. Up close, the pearly surface looked more like clouds rolling across each other.

			“It is. The wax is made from the rendered fat of a dead god, and its flame is capable of destroying anything it touches except for silver. However, it can only be used once.”

			“And you had this just lying around?”

			“It’s a family heirloom,” Ratu said, taking it from him and setting it on the table. “I will be right behind you with my eyes closed. If something goes wrong, I should be able to withdraw to the surface for help. If you haven’t gone mad, we can try again. Otherwise, the goblin will be responsible for helping me.”

			“Fuck,” Mike whispered. Could he really do this? Swallowing the lump in his throat, he switched places with Ratu so that he now stood over the box. A tiny piece of some long-banished god was inside this magic box. His whole body was wracked with a sudden bout of chills.

			“Whenever you are ready,” Ratu said, her voice tense.

			“No time like the present.” Mike held up the candle. Ratu snapped her fingers, and the wick lit.

			“Don’t put your fingers in that,” she said. “Your whole body will burn up like a moth in a bonfire.”

			“I’ll do my best.” He set the candle on the far side of the table. Grabbing the lid of the box, he saw several runes appear over the Russian letters, glowing symbols that rapidly swirled before him. Flicking through the lenses of the goggles on instinct alone, he quickly saw that most of these glowed an angry red. Five of them, however, glowed a soft blue with numbers next to them, and he touched these in order, avoiding the angry red runes. The runes disappeared, and a thin line appeared in the middle of the box. Mike grabbed the edge, taking a deep breath.

			“Are you going to keep standing there?” Ratu asked.

			“It just opened.”

			“You’ve been standing still for almost half an hour.” Ratu squeezed his shoulder. “Time is already distorting. You need to act fast.”

			“Jesus.” Grabbing the tongs, Mike pulled open the box. The room filled with the stink of rotting soil, a sinister wind wrapping itself around Mike. Ratu’s arms slid around his waist, holding him tightly. Her dark hair blew against his face, briefly obscuring his vision.

			A black mist burst out of the box, clutching at him with spectral claws and swallowing them both in darkness.
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			Beth watched Tink running around on the shore. The fairies were flying in circles over the goblin’s head, and Tink was jumping in the air, trying to catch them. The fairies’ laughter sounded like the gentle tinkle of bells, contrasting heavily with Tink’s cackles of glee.

			“How long will they be down there?” Abella asked Asterion.

			The Minotaur said nothing, his eyes on the ice. 

			“I wouldn’t think too long,” Beth suggested. “I guess there’s probably some sort of ritual involved, and if it was going to take them a while, they would have brought it back up. Choosing to stay down there for hours would be—”

			She was interrupted by a loud crack, which ricocheted off the ceiling of the Labyrinth. The lake rumbled, and sections of the ice cracked and then crumbled. The tunnel shook, and Beth heard the collapse farther in. Standing there in shock, Beth realized that the ringing in her ears was Tink screaming. Abella held the little goblin back.

			“What do we do?” Beth asked the Minotaur.

			Asterion lifted his ax, fixing her with intense eyes. “We dig.”

			Walking into the tunnel, he was soon followed by Tink and Abella. The fairies rushed in behind them, and Beth found herself bringing up the rear. About twenty feet down, a large chunk of ice had fallen down, blocking further passage. Asterion began knocking giant chunks off with his ax, and Abella lifted them away. The fairies circled near the top of the passage—Tink was handing them blocks of ice, which they were melting into the cracks and then refreezing to keep the ceiling secure. Sofia’s eye would occasionally flash, and she would immediately redirect their efforts.

			After a few minutes of this, they got through the first section. Tink slid ahead of them, her bare ass on the ice, then returned to declare a more serious cave-in up ahead. The others started to work again, and Beth stood back, marveling at how they all worked together.

			I want to help.

			Beth pulled Jenny out of the bag around her hip and ran her fingers over the porcelain doll’s features. Looking at the others, she realized that she didn’t have the strength or magic to help them.

			But Jenny did.

			“Let’s do it,” she said.
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			“Ow.” Mike sat up, blinking rapidly. Unable to see, he wondered if he had gone blind. Waving his hand in front of his face, he snapped his fingers. At least he still had his hearing. Standing carefully, he stuck out his arms, feeling around the edges of the room. He smashed his fingers painfully into the wall, cursing silently. Moving around, he stumbled over something small and then crashed into a stack of objects that made a huge racket when they tumbled over on him.

			“Goddamn it!” Pushing his way free, he found the wall again. He slid along it and found the hinges of a door. He moved to the other side and was about to open it when he felt a light switch with his left hand and flipped it on instead. Blinking away the sudden intrusion of light, he saw that he was inside of a large broom closet with a drain in the corner. Stunned, he looked at the mess of buckets and mops he had tipped over.

			Where the fuck was he?

			A small groan came from beneath the mess he had made. Kneeling, he pushed away the mess to reveal a young girl with long dark hair. She opened her eyes and slowly focused on Mike’s face.

			“Are you okay?” Mike asked. Something was wrong with his voice. It came out at a higher pitch.

			“Mike?” The girl sat up, her hair falling across her face.

			Mike saw the scale patterns on her neck and shoulders. She wore a simple white dress with flowers on it that reminded him of lotus blossoms.

			“Ratu?” He helped her up. “What happened to you?”

			“What happened to us?” she corrected him. She directed Mike to the other side of the broom closet, and he saw a small mirror over the drain. Looking into it, he saw that his hair was longer and slightly tousled, a style he hadn’t seen since his thirteenth birthday when his mother had started calling him a little girl.

			Mouth opening and closing in disbelief, he lifted the white shirt he was wearing. The scars on his chest and stomach were still there.

			“Why are we little kids?” Mike asked, leaning closer to the mirror. One of his eyes was the wrong color. It was a swirling seafoam green that reminded him of Naia’s hair. Pulling his hair back for a better look, he found a shock of stark white hair beneath that reminded him of Cecilia. “Is this the Dreamscape? Or somewhere else?”

			“I’m going to have to get back to you on that. I haven’t been this young since before Jesus was born.” Ratu was looking at herself in the mirror. She quickly pulled her hair back out of her face, fastening it with a piece of ribbon she had pulled off her wrist. When she closed her eyes, her skin became mottled all over, her snake pattern briefly appearing and disappearing. “And it would appear that I’m stuck this way. No transformations.”

			“Where are we?” Mike asked, picking up the brooms and mops. 

			“A broom closet.”

			“That’s not a helpful answer.”

			“Well it’s the only one I have.” Ratu turned away from the mirror, her hair flaring out dramatically. “This could be a side effect of the artifact, but I suspect something else is involved. While we are here, trust nobody, not even me.”

			“That sounds a little dramatic.” Mike tested the doorknob. “It’s unlocked. We should check it out.”

			“Hold on.” Ratu searched all around. “I don’t see the goggles.”

			“I suspect our bodies aren’t actually here.”

			“If we aren’t in our bodies, then we are in spirit form.” Ratu shook her head. “That doesn’t bode well at all.”

			Mike took his hand off the doorknob. “How so?”

			“Spiritual injury is the worst kind,” she said, grabbing him by the wrist. “Any injury to it follows you to the afterlife, so imagine an eternity of pain or torment. Or worse.”

			“Worse?”

			“Your immortal soul is only immortal if it passes over to where the bad things can’t harm it. If you die here, you will cease to exist, or perhaps be trapped for all eternity in a state of constant agony. Who can say?”

			Mike shivered. “That doesn’t sound good.”

			“You are severely understating our circumstances; you should be terrified!”

			“Last week my soul was almost eaten by a succubus.” Mike put his hand back on the knob. “In the Dreamscape. I had several days of being afraid like this, and I came to a singular conclusion.” He pushed on the door, swinging it outward.

			“Well?” Ratu asked.

			“Better to go down swinging,” Mike said with a wink.

			Ratu rolled her eyes, then followed him out of the broom closet. They were standing in a long hallway with several doors and lockers in both directions. The lights above flickered ominously.

			“What is this place?” Ratu asked.

			“The worst place on Earth. Etheridge Middle School.” He recognized the hall. It was on the upper level, where the eighth graders had their classes. How many times had he been pushed down in this hallway alone? The names of his tormentors had long ago faded—even though he had hated them, he’d had to go home to the worst of them all.

			“Really? A middle school?”

			“Yep.” Moving carefully out into the hall, he signaled for Ratu to follow. “The good news is that I know the way out.”

			“What’s the bad news?”

			“It’s still a middle school.” Walking quietly, Mike peered into the closest classroom through the window in the door. Shadow children sat in their chairs, their gazes directed toward the front of the room. Stepping back from the door, he bumped into Ratu, his hand quickly finding hers.

			“What is it?” she asked.

			Mike put a finger to his lips, and they moved back to the window together for a closer look. This time, the shadow children turned their heads simultaneously to look back. Though they lacked faces, each child had a set of glowing red eyes. Mike and Ratu ducked away from the window, moving into the center of the hall.

			“Shit, shit, shit,” Mike hissed, pulling Ratu behind him. They moved against the lockers, pressing their backs to the cool metal. “What were those things?”

			“I don’t know,” she replied. They stood there for several seconds, waiting to be followed, but nothing happened. “Now what?”

			“We need to get out of here before class gets out.” Mike tightened his grip on Ratu’s hand. “Let’s go.”

			“When does class get out?”

			Mike pointed at the clock at the end of the hall. The analog clock lacked numbers but still had hands. The minute hand was about twelve minutes from the top of the hour. “About seven minutes. Classes always got out at five till the hour.”

			“Let’s go, then.” They moved quickly but quietly toward the end of the hall. They had moved past a few doors when Mike saw that a shadow figure was watching them through the glass of one of the last doors. Behind them, the lockers opened and closed, creating a symphony of slamming metal that drove them to run. Once at the stairs at the end of the hall, Mike slid down the railing out of habit. Ratu met him at the bottom. Above them, the lockers grew louder, and the ones on the ground floor began slamming as well.

			“Why are they doing that?” Ratu yelled, her hands over her ears.

			“I don’t know!” Mike froze in place when he heard the bell ring. There was no way that seven minutes had passed. He pulled on Ratu’s hand, leading her to a small gap between the lockers. After grabbing a nearby trash can, Mike pushed it in front of the gap, then squeezed behind it and pulled it in place. As the doors of the classrooms opened, Mike pulled even harder on the can, lodging it into the wall, then knelt next to Ratu, who had already pulled her legs against her chest.

			The hallway filled with hundreds of whispering voices, the lockers having stopped their banging. Mike could see the students’ shadowy legs, moving back and forth. Sweat beaded on his brow, and Ratu wrapped both of her arms around him, squeezing him tightly. His legs tingling from the tight fit, he breathed as quietly as he could, convinced that the shadow children would see him.

			They sat this way for several minutes, and then the warning bell rang. The shadows disappeared, and classroom doors shut, leaving the two of them in silence.

			“How did you know this would work?” Ratu whispered, then peeked around the corner to see if they were actually alone.

			“Piranha Pete.” Pete had been one of Mike’s bullies, a nasty kid with an overbite and braces that had made him look like a rodent with bad hygiene. The other kids had called him Piranha Pete because he had bitten so many kids in elementary school, and the name had stuck. Pete had tormented Mike relentlessly for being the new kid. 

			Somehow, Pete had found out that Mike’s mom was a drunk and had started ragging on Mike about it. His bouncing from home to home had been common knowledge, and on the day Pete had suggested that Mike shared a bed with his mom, Mike had swung his backpack and smashed Pete in the mouth, turning his face into a bloody mess. Mike had run and hidden in this exact spot for nearly an hour until a teacher had heard Pete swearing in the halls and had kicked the bully out.

			Ratu stepped out of their hiding place, and Mike followed her. They were in the hallway now, and all was quiet. She turned to look at him. 

			“What’s a piranha—”

			Mike put his hand over her mouth and pulled her back to their hiding spot, a cold feeling forming in his gut. The world seemed to drop out from beneath him, the warning was so strong. It took a few seconds before he heard it, the solid clunk of something like a table leg smacking the ground repeatedly. It slowly grew closer, but Mike had the strange feeling that if they ran, they were dead.

			Ratu’s eyes went wide in terror when the smell of stale tobacco washed over them. She dug her fingers into Mike’s arm, tears forming in the corners of her eyes. Through the gap beneath the trash can, Mike saw a large figure pass by. The clunking was the sound of a peg leg made of iron, and the figure blocked most of the light in the hall. It was grumbling something in a language he didn’t recognize.

			The figure kept moving, and Mike heard it climbing up the stairs, one step at a time. He wondered how many steps there were, counting to himself as the sound diminished. Up above, they could hear it walking slowly down the eighth-grade hall.

			“What the fuck is that?” Mike whispered, taking his hand off her mouth.

			“Baba Yaga,” she replied. “It all makes sense now. Why we’re children, the white clothes, everything.”

			“Give me the short version.”

			“She eats the souls of children. Like a sacrifice, sort of.”

			“Wait, I thought you said she was the one who sealed the artifact away? Doesn’t that make her good?”

			“That’s just it. She used to be. She’s very, very old. Folklore about her is conflicting. There are stories of people she helped and then stuff like this. But mostly this.”

			“But why?”

			“The artifact is dangerous. It affects all beings on this side of Creation differently. I can only assume that Baba Yaga was affected.”

			“But I thought she sealed it away only a few decades ago?”

			“It’s an artifact from a place where time and space have no meaning, remember?” Ratu shook her head. “Poor Baba Yaga.”

			“That doesn’t explain why we’re here. Or why she wants to eat us.”

			“My best guess is that her intent is to prevent someone from using the artifact. She laid a trap for anyone who opened the box, and we were the lucky ones.” She bit her lower lip, putting her head against Mike’s shoulder. “We need to get out of this place and back to the real world.”

			“How fast can she run with that leg?”

			“Not very. I’m guessing she didn’t expect us to hide.”

			“The shadow children?”

			“Meant to capture us.”

			“Lockers?”

			“Alarms.”

			“Middle school?”

			“To terrify you. It all makes sense now, the components of the spell. She eats children, so she needed to put you in the scariest place you had ever been.”

			“Then she should have put me somewhere with my mother. We wouldn’t have stood a chance.” Mike gave the can a push, moving it just far enough that they could stand. “I’m guessing once we start moving, the lockers will sound the alarm and she will come limping. If we can get to the front of the building, we should be able to get away.”

			“Let me stretch first.” Ratu hopped up and down on her tiptoes. “I’ve never felt so many kinks in my body before. I don’t like being stuck this way.”

			“For what it’s worth, you were a cute kid.” Mike patted her head. “I totally would have asked you to the sock hop.”

			“What the fuck is a sock hop?”

			Mike didn’t answer, peeking down the hallway. In the distance, he could hear Baba Yaga’s metal leg clunking away. Shaking his hands, he pushed the can farther out, letting both of them free. “If we can avoid being spotted, the lockers shouldn’t go off.”

			“How do you suggest we do that?”

			Mike smiled. “You should know.” He wiggled his hand back and forth, making a wave.

			“Serpentine movement.” Ratu grinned. Gazing down the hall, she nodded. “The doors are staggered. Due to the position of the lockers, they can’t see each other, which means we can cross at the blind spots.”

			“And by moving against the wall, we will go under the windows, so they shouldn’t see us.” Up above, they heard the clattering of buckets, followed by loud swearing. “We need to get going.”

			They took turns, one of them keeping watch while the other crawled up against the door. Mike discovered that he could just see the edge of the glass from a certain spot in the middle of the hall. When the shadows were watching, they blotted out the light, making it easy for them to be avoided. Keeping a close eye on the clock, he noticed that time wasn’t consistent. The minute hand would often move three times as fast, then suddenly stop in place. Sliding beneath one of the last doors, Mike gritted his teeth, the clock at the end of the hall showing there were only a couple of minutes left.

			Mike met Ratu at the end of the hall, and once they entered the lobby, they broke into a run, the double doors leading outside in view. They hit the first set of doors hard, causing them to spring open. Mike was ahead of Ratu when he slammed into the second set. This door didn’t budge at all, causing Mike to bounce off and land on his butt.

			“Fuck!” Mike rolled onto his side, holding his face. It had been the first thing to hit the glass. “See if you can open it!”

			“It won’t,” she said, helping him up. “It doesn’t go outside.”

			“What do you mean, it doesn’t go outside?” Standing, Mike saw that the window of the door wasn’t actually glass. The outside world was painted on a rocky surface, the door embedded in it.

			“We need to find another way out. Are there any other doors that go outside?”

			“A few,” Mike said, but the ringing of the bell silenced him. He and Ratu crammed themselves into opposite corners of the entryway. Though the lobby was all glass doors and walls, so many posters had been plastered to the glass that it was easy for them to hide. They put hands to their ears to shut out the orchestra of whispers that filled the air.

			The flurry of activity outside the doors made his heart leap into his throat several times as the shadows bumped against the push bars, causing them to click. None of the shadows came into the lobby though, and Mike assumed it was because of the fact that the exit wasn’t real. Several minutes passed, and the shadows vanished once again.

			Ratu started to stand, but Mike felt like he was going to be sick. He motioned for her to stay, and the sound of metal clunking on the tile of the front lobby made her shrink down. Mike turned his head toward the glass, realizing there was a very small gap between a poster about recycling and a D.A.R.E. poster with a cop car on it. Pressing his face against the glass, he could see Baba Yaga step into the lobby.

			She was old and fat, wearing the kind of clothes old Russian women wore in movies. Her head was comically big, her face easily the size of a hubcap. Large, hairy moles had been planted across her face, and her squashed nose was made of dull, unpolished iron. She bared her frightful yellow teeth, swiveling her head from side to side. She was muttering to herself.

			“Bad children should be punished, gonna make soup, gonna make bread.” Her words became unintelligible as she slipped into another language and then another after that. Mike was fairly certain she was mumbling in Spanish when she shoved her way through the doors opposite where she’d come in, wandering down toward the cafeteria.

			Holy fuck, he mouthed at Ratu. The coast clear, she scurried toward him.

			“We need to find the way out,” she told him. “She built this place from the corners of your mind. This isn’t the exit for a reason.”

			“To be honest, I hated going home.” He looked at the painted scenery of the outside world. “Home meant my mother. At the end of the day, it felt like a prison sentence.”

			“That’s part of the puzzle. You didn’t see these doors as an exit. So where would your brain have put it?”

			“I honestly have no idea, but…” An idea came to him. “Oh shit.”

			“Oh shit, what?”

			“The gym.” He looked back through the gap. “My favorite class was gym. Not because I was any good at it but because we got to go outside and run the nature trail.”

			“Nature trail?”

			“Yeah, we had a little river that ran by the school. The gym teacher would take us along the nature trail, and I used to sneak off into the bushes and read books that I had stashed away before school.” It was the only place he’d been able to be alone with his thoughts. “There’s a door in the back of the gym that leads outside to the basketball courts and the nature trail.”

			“Okay, so why the big deal?”

			“It’s a gym class. The shadows seem to be preprogrammed to go about their day until we are spotted. That means a giant room full of them.” Mike flinched when a door slammed in the distance. “I’m not sure how we could make it to the door…wait, I know! The first five minutes of class are when we change clothes, so the gym should be empty.”

			“But not a real five minutes.”

			“No, but maybe it will give us enough time. We need to get close to the gym and find a hiding spot so that…” A flash of movement caught Mike’s eye through the gap, but all he could make out was a flash of blonde hair disappearing around the corner.

			“What is it?”

			“Thought I saw something. Or someone.” He shook his head, focusing on the task at hand. “There should be a set of recycle bins across from the gym. If we can hide in those, we can wait until the bell rings.”

			“Then let’s do it.” She helped him stand, and they quietly pulled open the doors. The long halls of the school had taken on a sinister presence, and the two of them slowed whenever they neared a set of windows. They crawled beneath the large windows that looked into the computer lab, and he could hear the shadows within clicking away on their keyboards.

			Nearing the gym, they spotted the large bins but had to wait. Baba Yaga was limping around near the entrance, sniffing through her giant nose. Clearly tracking something, she frowned, her whole face shifting down, and then stormed off toward a nearby set of stairs. Once she was out of view, Mike and Ratu scrambled down the hall and stood in front of the bins. They were about four feet tall and full of plastic bottles. Mike helped Ratu in, careful not to make any noise. Once she had her footing, she braced him as he slid across the top, and they lowered the lid on top of them, leaving a tiny gap through which to see.

			Some time passed, and the bell rang. The hall filled with shadows again, shadows with fiery eyes. They milled about in fast-forward, keeping up with the distorted time. Mike wondered if their movements were random or if every shadow had a schedule it would follow for all eternity. 

			The bell signaled the start of class.

			In their haste to get out, Mike and Ratu tipped over the recycle bin, scattering cans and Gatorade bottles across the ground. They picked themselves up off the floor but heard Baba Yaga holler with rage above them.

			“Go!” Mike entered the gym, his feet pounding against the polished wooden floors. The bleachers were folded away, giving them a clear line to the door at the far end. Behind them, Baba Yaga hollered once more, and the doors to the locker rooms filled with shadows that chased after them. Mike tipped over a cart full of basketballs, hoping it would slow their pursuers. His heart was in his throat, and he could hear Ratu gasping just behind them. He chanced a look back. The swarm of shadows was close on their heels, and Baba Yaga’s ugly visage had appeared in the entrance, her lips curled into a snarl. Looking ahead, he grabbed at Ratu’s hand, sprinting forward for the last ten feet.

			Shoving the bar down, Mike pushed on the door with his whole body. He hollered in triumph when it opened, expecting his feet to hit the concrete of the outdoor basketball courts on the other side.

			What he didn’t expect was for the world to tip over. Clutching the bar with one hand, he held on to Ratu with the other. The gym rotated, Mike and Ratu dangling over open space. The shadows fell against the back wall, splattering into dark mist.

			“What’s happening?” Mike yelled. He could barely hear himself over the world folding in on itself.

			“The artifact!” she yelled back. “This is where Baba Yaga’s magic intersects with it!”

			Straining to hold on, he looked down again. The back wall of the gym collapsed, the school folding in on itself. Doors, halls, and stairwells closed in on one another, the wood of the gym splintering and floating around the room. Desks crashed around them, windows shattered, and Mike could hold on no longer.

			His fingers slipped free of the bar, and he and Ratu fell. Gravity warped, and instead of crashing to the ground below, they fell at an angle. Striking the hard surface of the gym floor, Mike let go of Ratu and watched her slide away in a completely different direction.

			Colliding with a pile of desks, Mike slid to a stop. He was in a giant cube made of the entire school folded up. Stairs and doorways were scattered in every direction with no logic in their orientations.

			“Mike?” At his name, Mike looked up. Ratu was standing on the ceiling, which was at least thirty feet up.

			“What sort of David Bowie bullshit is this?” Mike muttered, disentangling himself. Surveying the room, he saw that the gym door was now halfway up the far wall and turned sideways.

			“That’s still the exit,” Ratu said. “If we can get through the door, then we will be out of Baba Yaga’s spell.”

			“That is correct.” The thick voice made them both look back. Standing in a large doorway was Baba Yaga. She was upside down to Mike, on the same floor as Ratu. “But bad little children must be punished.”

			“Get to the door, Mike!” Ratu ran away from Baba Yaga, the old witch’s metal leg clunking against the ceiling as she followed behind. Mike tried to keep track of them, but Ratu disappeared through a doorway.

			Mike ran across the floor, passing through a doorway of his own. The room inside had a slight curve to it, and Mike realized by the time he was climbing through a broken window that the door was now at a forty-five-degree angle to him.

			“So fucking weird,” he muttered, careful not to cut himself. He was on a flight of stairs now that terminated on a small platform. A doorway was within jumping distance, so he leaped across. Beneath him, Ratu was on the wall, hiding behind a column. Baba Yaga was sniffing the air, moving in on her.

			“Hey!” Mike waved. “Hey, over here!” Baba Yaga stopped just short of Ratu’s pillar, her watery eyes focusing on Mike. “Anyone ever tell you that you look like a potato fucked a big bag of ugly?”

			Mike expected a lot of reactions, but Baba Yaga ripping up a floorboard and hurling it at him like a javelin was not one of them. He moved away from the ledge and ran up a flight of stairs as Baba Yaga gripped the ledge, pulling herself into his reference frame.

			“Oh shit.” Mike was at the top of the stairs, and it was a wall. With Baba Yaga closing in, he leaped off the side toward another platform below. The platform turned out to be the ceiling of another part of the room, and he ended up crashing into a pile of toppled lockers, the muscles in his back and neck tightening up.

			“Mike!” Ratu was on the wall above him. “She’s right behind you!”

			Moving quickly, Mike was barely on his feet when the witch crashed into the lockers, her meaty hands clenching and then opening, revealing dirty fingernails. The air was thick with the smell of stale tobacco. Running away from her, he saw a sideways door in the wall. Using a desk, he climbed into the doorframe and pushed open the door. As soon as he crossed the boundary, gravity shifted, and he fell onto the floor of the newest room, his stomach protesting.

			“Urgh.” Covering his mouth, he stumbled forward, trying to regain his bearings. Baba Yaga’s ugly face appeared in the door, but a trash can fell from above her, knocking her to the ground.

			“Keep moving!” Ratu cried out, and he heard the pattering of her feet and then the slamming of a door. 

			Passing through another door, he then ran up a twisting flight of stairs and ducked through a window. Baba Yaga was now twenty feet above him, shaking her fists as he disappeared through a set of double doors. He spotted Ratu through an open door, but she was sideways, trying to fit between a pair of lockers. Baba Yaga came close to nabbing him when he opened a door that she was on the other side of, but he was able to climb the stairs behind him faster than she could. Another time, he spotted her below him, and he dropped a trash can on her. It arced through the air, gravity shifting, before colliding with the witch and knocking her down. Mike was getting the hang of this place but still had no idea where the fuck he was going.

			Descending a set of stairs that terminated over open air, he realized that he was looking down at the exit. The door was thirty feet straight down from him, and Ratu was almost there.

			Baba Yaga dropped down in front of Ratu, nearly crushing her. Ratu screamed, falling backward onto the ground, and the witch grabbed her by the front of her dress, her huge hands nearly encircling the struggling girl.

			Baba Yaga sniffed Ratu, a toothy grin spreading across her face. Opening her mouth wide, she lifted Ratu into her maw, the naga’s head easily fitting between her teeth.

			Ratu screamed.

			There was no time for thought, only action. Mike jumped off the stairs, arms across his chest and feet down, his body a human missile. His stomach jumped into his throat, and the distorted gravity of the room fought over which direction to take him. His fall provided plenty of velocity, and he collided solidly with Baba Yaga, knocking her and Ratu onto the hard wood of the gym floor. They slid across the floor together, the witch’s hands grasping for purchase.

			“Go!” he cried. “Get out!”

			Ratu stood up on wobbly legs. Baba Yaga was only a few feet away, struggling to get her metal leg under her. Ratu grabbed onto his wrist, her legs pumping hard to pull him toward the exit. Mike’s whole body was numb from the collision, and all he could do was watch the witch rise and the naga strain, wondering who would be faster.

			“I’ll use your eyes in soup,” Baba Yaga mumbled, shuffling toward them. Mike’s legs twitched, and he started pushing against the floor with his heels, allowing Ratu to pull him even faster.

			“I will tan you and use your skin as a blanket. I will make sausage out of your guts.”

			His eyes stuck on the witch, Mike heard the clicking of the gym door’s bar behind him. Focusing all his attention on his arm that Ratu wasn’t pulling, he lifted his hand and flipped Baba Yaga the bird.

			Freezing-cold air flooded the room when the gym door opened. The witch covered her face against the blast, and Ratu pulled Mike through. The world distorted all around him, and they both tumbled through space.
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			Mike blinked. It was dark again—or had he actually gone blind this time? He tried to snap his fingers, but he had something lodged in between them. “Ratu?”

			A little ball of fire burst into existence in front of him, slowly expanding to light the room. They were inside the ice cavern, and Mike was holding the silver tongs. They had melted almost to his fingers. Surveying the room, there was no trace of the box or the dangerous artifact within it.

			“Did…did we win?”

			“Yes.” Ratu lay on the other side of the chamber, her body limp against the wall. “We escaped. You grabbed the artifact and held it in the candle’s flame, and it was consumed, blasting us apart.”

			“I don’t remember any of that.”

			“And you might not. Even through the goggles, viewing a part of an Ancient One is dangerous.” Ratu closed her eyes. “We have been unconscious for some time. The tunnel has collapsed. I think I hear the others coming for us, but they will have to follow the path we made.”

			“Are we going to run out of air?” Mike asked. He hugged himself.

			“No. I can feel a cool breeze through here.” Ratu sighed. “But I am afraid that we will freeze.”

			Mike nodded, his teeth beginning to chatter. “Can’t you make us some fire?”

			“I am exhausted. This ball above us is all I can manage.”

			“Why are you so exhausted? Is it because of the fight with Baba Yaga?”

			“No. It’s because I’m a snake.” Ratu smiled weakly. “I am cold-blooded. We have been here so long that my temperature has dropped, and we are surrounded by millions of pounds of ice.” She waved her hand, the ball of fire drifting toward Mike. “It isn’t enough to keep me warm, but it might help you last until the others come. It will keep burning for a while.”

			“That’s ridiculous.” Mike stood, his legs wobbling. “I did not just rescue you from Baba Yaga to have you die of hypothermia.”

			“There’s nothing you can do.”

			“There are three things I learned as a Boy Scout that will always stick with me.” Mike wobbled across the chamber. “The first is to spread out your arms and legs in case of quicksand. The second is to cut away from yourself when using a pocket knife.” He sat down next to Ratu, wrapping an arm around her. “The third is that you can beat hypothermia with skin-to-skin contact.”

			“It’s not that simple. I don’t generate any heat. Your body isn’t warm enough for both of us.”

			“It’s worth trying.” Mike pulled off his shirt.

			Ratu smiled weakly. “I didn’t think you had those in the real world too,” she said, looking at his scars.

			“Some wounds are spiritual and physical.” Mike pulled off his pants. “I think we can use our clothes like blankets to keep warm.”

			“You certainly aren’t shy.” She fiddled with the ties on her clothes. “You don’t find it odd to be undressed like this in front of me?”

			“Please. I’ve known you since we were kids.” This elicited a laugh from Ratu. “Here, let me help you.”

			“It’s so cold…” Ratu’s lips were blue in the fire’s light, her fingers going limp. Mike opened up the front of her kimono, revealing that she wore nothing underneath. The scales of her body were dark, the pattern shifting constantly across her stomach and breasts.

			“How big is this thing?” Mike asked, unfolding the kimono further. It was easily the size of a king-size bedsheet, and it kept getting bigger.

			“It’s magic. It becomes part of me when I’m a snake so stretches to…” 

			“Ratu?” Mike shook her, then slapped her cheek, her crown falling off her head. “Wake up! Shit…” He laid out a portion of the kimono and folded it onto itself several times to keep them both off the ice. Grabbing the naga by her arms, he pulled her into the middle of the folded cloth, then yanked everything in, layering the fabric all around them.

			Ratu’s eyes fluttered.

			Mike rubbed her arms and sides quickly to warm up her skin. “C’mon, stay awake. I can hear the others; they’re getting close!”

			Ratu smirked, her eyes closed. “That’s a lie.”

			Mike swallowed the lump in his throat. “Now why would you say that?”

			“Because I was lying to you when I told you the same thing. To give you hope.” She sighed. “You feel so warm against me.”

			“I’m a hot-blooded American, that’s me.” Her skin was freezing. Mike pulled her against his chest, her rigid nipples brushing his skin. “You don’t think they’re coming?”

			“I don’t know.” She buried her face in the crook of his neck. “Mmm…so warm.”

			“I’m glad you think I’m warm.” His teeth chattered. “You should wrap your legs around mine, maximize contact.”

			“Or I could do this.” He felt her legs shift, melding together and wrapping around him like a giant rope. Her body elongated, pressing against his thighs and all the way down to his feet. Her cool skin quickly chilled Mike’s legs, making him feel like he had been submerged in ice water. He pulled the kimono in tighter, hoping to lock in even more heat. As it was, only his face and the top of her head were exposed. The little fireball hovered over them, casting a soft glow on the walls of ice around them.

			“Is that b-better?”

			“Much.”

			“G-good.” Mike squeezed her. “B-but we should k-keep talking.”

			“What about?”

			“A-anything. We c-can’t fall as-sleep. Gotta k-keep busy.”

			“Tell me more about the house. And the others.” Ratu’s voice was quiet, barely above a whisper.

			Mike rubbed her arms vigorously and told her all about how he had come to the house. He would stop frequently, and she would ask him questions. Neither of them spoke for very long, making sure that the other hadn’t dozed off. The ball of fire slowly diminished for a while but eventually stabilized. Mike’s limbs finally warmed up a bit, and Ratu responded by coiling around him even tighter.

			“How much of you is a snake?” Mike asked, his chattering teeth finally under control.

			“My waist down. Why?”

			“Just curious. Can it be any combination? Human head, snake body? Snake head, human body?”

			Ratu laughed at the last one. “I suppose. Naga don’t spend a ton of time experimenting with transformations that serve no purpose.”

			“So why not all snake? You could have wrapped yourself all around me, warmed up even faster.”

			“I could have. To be honest, though, it felt really good to be held by somebody else. I’ve been on my own down here for years, but before I came here, I was always alone.”

			“Why?”

			“All sorts of reasons.” Ratu rubbed her face on his chest, her long hair brushing against his sides. “It made me think of happier times is all.”

			“Uh…” His body finally warmed up, Mike experienced a rush of blood somewhere else. “Yeah, I get that.”

			“Asterion is nice enough but not very good company. And those damn fairies drove me nuts.”

			Shifting coils around his legs felt like giant hands massaging him, causing his cock to twitch beneath his underwear. She raised her head, her eyes meeting his. “I don’t know if we’ll survive this, but even if we don’t, you saved my soul from Baba Yaga. That’s a pretty big deal.”

			“Not really. I mean, you would have done the same for me. You did do the same for me. You dragged me out the exit.”

			“Only because I needed you to destroy the artifact. An act of survival on my part. You took a big risk for my sake, and now I owe you.”

			Mike chuckled. “Don’t worry about it. I just did the right thing.”

			“Interesting.” Ratu moved her face closer to his. “You are an interesting man, Mike Radley.”

			Mike opened his mouth to respond, but Ratu’s lips found his. Her tongue slid along his upper lip, and he realized that it was forked.

			Surprised, he jerked his head back, breaking the kiss. “But…why?”

			“I might die down here with you, and that’s your only question?” Ratu grabbed his face. “Consider this the start of a debt repaid.”

			Mike tried to protest, but her mouth found his again, and they shared a kiss that tasted of green tea. He ran his fingers across her shoulder blades and down her back. By her waist, her skin transitioned completely to slightly bumpy scales. He traced them, marveling at how smooth they were.

			She broke their kiss. “Do you like how they feel?”

			“I really do. They feel soft and strong at the same time.”

			“You’ll find that most women are that way.” Her fingers slid down his stomach, teasing his waistline. Her coils loosened, allowing her hand to finish its journey, gripping his hardening cock. “Oh wow, you’re huge!”

			“You’re being generous.”

			“No. I’ve taken many lovers.” She stroked him firmly. “Was it this big before the soul swap?”

			“Yeah. It hasn’t gotten any bigger.”

			“Amazing. I have to see it.” She slid out of view, and he could only see her form beneath the kimono. As she shifted, she kept letting in cold air, so Mike took his hands off her to hold the fabric in place.

			“Can you even see it in there?” Mike asked.

			“We don’t always see with our eyes,” she replied with a sudden emphasis on her ess sounds. Her mouth was warm against his flesh, but he suddenly realized it wasn’t her mouth he was feeling. She had wrapped her tongue around his cock like a gigantic ribbon, squeezing him like a set of hands trying to wring him dry.

			He groaned and clutched the kimono.

			“I’m thurprithed. Motht men don lath thith long.”

			“Well, I’m not most men,” Mike replied. “I, uh, also had sex earlier.”

			Ratu made a noise. When Mike didn’t respond, she repeated it. He realized she was asking, “When?”

			“Before we got here” was all he said. He didn’t feel the need to tell her with who or how many times. As he fought back a grin, it occurred to him for not the first time how his world had shifted. From being terrified of sex to multiple times a day with multiple partners. It was simply the relationship he had with his housemates, and it filled him with joy. 

			He moaned, giving himself over to Ratu’s magnificent blow job. The pulsing sensation had shifted, and he couldn’t tell what she was doing. He lifted the fabric, but there wasn’t enough light to see by. He pulled the goggles down off his forehead and discovered that one of the many lenses allowed him to see that Ratu had unhinged her jaw and was sucking the entire length of his cock into her mouth, still wrapped up in her tongue. “Oh wow!”

			Ratu winked at him and slid her mouth even farther. Her throat was bulging with the effort, but she didn’t seem to mind in the slightest. Below his waist, she had wrapped him up completely with her lower body.

			She gargled something at him, her head bobbing up and down. Mike let go of the kimono and stared at the icy ceiling. His body temperature had climbed enough that he was no longer uncomfortable, and Ratu was examining every square inch of his cock with her tongue. He felt the pressure build in his cock but tensed up his abdominal muscles and let his mind wander a bit. He was in no hurry to finish.

			Her tongue slid off him, and Ratu climbed along his torso, her head reappearing in the gap he had made in their blankets.

			“Getting cold,” she told him, then wrapped her arms tightly around his chest. She felt chilled again, most likely a result of him watching her suck his cock with the kimono open.

			“Get comfy,” he instructed, pushing up the goggles. Her coils were squeezing him, her scales sliding over his swollen glans. He shivered in delight at the sensation of snakeskin against his cock, and Ratu held him even tighter.

			“Comfy can mean lots of things,” she told him, touching his face. She kissed him again, only slower this time.

			His mouth started tingling, and he broke contact, touching his lips. “What?” He rubbed his bottom lip. It hadn’t gone numb, but it definitely felt weird.

			“Don’t worry,” she told him. “Sometimes I leak a little venom when I’m excited.”

			“Will it hurt me?”

			“Not in the slightest.” She kissed him again, and the tingling sensation spread across his jaw. Her coils squeezed his legs, much like her tongue had done to his cock, massaging the blood through his limbs. He felt like he was making out with a girl in the world’s best massage chair. He kept one hand on the back of her head, the other lovingly stroking her side. He moved it inward, his fingers sliding along the curve of her breast and teasing her nipple.

			Her undulating body warmed him up, and he, in turn, kept her warm. His hard cock throbbed against her skin, and he grabbed her by the hip and pulled her closer, pressing himself against her. The scales beneath his fingers melted away, and her reptilian legs parted around him.

			Ratu broke the kiss, lifting her head and gasping when she pushed herself onto his cock. Her labia were semirigid, but on the inside she was soft like velvet. She wrapped her legs beneath his thighs, and he could feel them meld back together, wrapping around his lower legs once more, pinning him in place.

			“You don’t mind, do you?” she said, settling into a steady rhythm. Every time her coils squeezed, she sank onto his cock and lifted him at the same time, pressing them together like a vise.

			“If you can dish it out, I can take it.”

			“Good.” She kissed him again, and he wrapped his arms around her. He could feel his pulse throughout his whole body, and every time she squeezed, his dick felt extra hard inside of her.

			Mike moaned, rolling his head back and enjoying her doing all the work.

			She licked his neck with her impossibly long tongue. It tickled at his lobes, then wrapped around his throat, giving him a reassuring squeeze. She was panting now, riding him slowly. His neck started tingling from the venom she was drooling.

			The whole scene reminded him of the time he’d had sex with Cecilia in a cave in the greenhouse. A magic item had provided them with light, and they had taken their time. Literal sparks had crossed between them, Cecilia’s magic bouncing back and forth until he had come inside of her.

			Now, here with Ratu, it felt much the same. It started as a cold sensation in his gut, not unlike his danger sense. It quickly migrated to his balls, mixing with the fire that had been stoked, his orgasm building inside of him. Flashes of blue formed at the edges of his vision, and he tilted his head to look between them. Tiny sparks were crossing the gap, shocks that made Ratu jump in pleasure.

			She released his throat, sitting up to look down on him. Her stomach and chest had gone dark, replaced with snakeskin. Mike ran trembling fingers up and down her flesh, feeling the hard nubs of her nipples and squeezing her breasts. He was unable to move from the waist down—she had constricted him completely. 

			“I’m beginning to think that you can’t give as well as you take,” she said, grinning at him. “I can feel you getting close.”

			“You’re the one doing all the work.”

			“Maybe I would rather have it this way. Making you come, over and over, maybe keep you as a toy in my Labyrinth.” There was a glint in her eye that made him nervous, but then she chuckled. “Or not. You’ve lasted far longer than any other human I’ve subjected to this.”

			“Are all naga this cocky?”

			“Yes.” She slid back and forth, making the head of his cock rub against a rough patch of skin inside her. “And we can do this too.”

			Her vagina squeezed him like a fist, rolling from the base of his cock to the tip, then repeating. He gasped, squeezing her breasts, the sensations of hot and cold mixing together in his balls, and radiating out along his stomach. A tiny lightning storm had formed between them now, jumping off Mike and up along her rib cage.

			“What is that?” Ratu sat back to get a better look, positioning herself just right so that when Mike slid straight up into her, that rough patch of flesh slid along the head of his cock.

			“Mmm…fuuuuuuck!” Mike’s orgasm boiled over, and he blew his load. The sparks raced down his stomach and jumped off the head of his cock. He filled her pussy with semen, but the magic kept going, stretching away from him like a rubber band until it snapped and jumped inside of Ratu. Her eyes lit from within as Cecilia’s magic took over. Blue-and-red sparks erupted across her torso, dancing across her breasts and crawling down her stomach.

			“Oh, oh, oh, mmmmmm!” When she came, she uttered an unearthly hiss, her mouth opening wide to expose enormous fangs. Her scale pattern shifted across her face as if it was being projected on her from somewhere else. Her lower half squeezed Mike so tightly he became light-headed.

			The sparks on her body grew smaller, creeping in through the pores of her skin. The fireball above them tripled in size, casting eerie shadows across the cave of ice. Ratu hissed again, her long tongue tasting the air. She looked down at Mike, her eyes more snake than human and her body aglow in blue light. When she let out a gasp, the scale pattern vanished, and her eyes went back to normal. She collapsed on him, holding him closely.

			They lay that way for several minutes, Mike’s heart beating fast. What had just happened?

			“I totally would have gone with you to your sock hop,” she said, breaking the silence. “Whatever that is.”

			“This was way more fun than a middle school dance,” he replied. He had gone to most of the dances, affairs where the boys and girls just looked at each other and drank all the soda that was provided, but only to get out of the house.

			More time passed in silence, and he felt her shapeshift above him. When he rolled to his side, she nestled against him. The expanded ball of fire kept them both warm.

			“That was an interesting trick you had up your sleeve,” she said. “I have no idea what that was. I’ve never heard of it.”

			“Yeah, well. That was my first time doing it. On my own, anyway.”

			“When the sparks stopped, I felt my magic recharge.” She chuckled. “This greatly improves our odds of survival. I wish you had done it earlier.”

			“If I knew I could do that, I would have suggested it.” He saw something shining in the light of the fire off to his side. Mike picked up Ratu’s crown and set it on her head. “Feeling a bit more regal now?”

			“You have no idea.” She pointed at the ball of fire, and it grew even larger. “I thought you were interesting before, but apparently you have other secrets worth exploring.”

			“This isn’t the first time someone has used my sperm to regain their energy. I wasn’t even thinking about it, to be honest.”

			“If you were an ordinary human, you may have prolonged my life, but this…” She summoned another ball of fire, then set it casually in the air to warm them further. “This is something entirely different.”

			“Yes, well, I don’t quite understand it either.” He thought of the shock of white hair inside Baba Yaga’s trap. When this was all over, he was going to have to speak with Cecilia. “Do you suppose it’s the soul swap with Naia?”

			“Perhaps.” She summoned another ball of fire. “I don’t think I can get us out, but I can definitely keep us comfortable. There’s still plenty of air, which means the tunnels aren’t completely collapsed. This at least gives the others time.”

			“If they’re coming.”

			“Yes.” She put her hands against her stomach, wincing. “Starting to get hungry.”

			“No food in those robes of yours?” Mike asked hopefully.

			“No. Leaves crumbs.” She laid her head on his shoulder. “Nothing to do but wait.”

			They stayed that way, enjoying the open flames. He wasn’t sure how much time passed, but he was surprised when a tiny blue light squeezed through a crack in the ice. Spiraling around the chamber first, Cerulea landed on Mike’s knee.

			“We’re here!” she shouted.

			Mike heard the sound of metal on ice. He hurried to get his clothes back on, and Ratu snapped her fingers, her kimono shrinking to the appropriate size and covering her body. When Mike pulled up his pants, something hit the ground. Kneeling, he picked up the gear key that had fallen out of his pocket.

			“Listen!” Ratu fiddled with her sleeves, watching the caved-in tunnel entrance. Voices could be heard on the other side, and then the tunnel blew itself apart. Large chunks of ice floated through the air, then landed on the edges of the cavern. Beth skipped in, her eyes the color of ink. Clearly it was Jenny’s turn to drive.

			“All the king’s horses, and all the king’s men, dug through the ice to find you again.” Grinning, she did a pirouette for Mike as the others stepped through the entrance. He walked to greet them but stumbled when Tink slammed into his midsection, knocking him back down.

			“Husband scare Tink,” she whispered. “Husband must never scare Tink again.”
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			THE COMING STORM 

			Daryl knelt on the floor of the car, contemplating the large patch of skin that had been blasted off the side of Kali’s ribs. He gave the skin a tug, causing her to wince. Her fists clenched, and she hissed.

			“You always impress me,” Daryl told her, pulling a scalpel from the small kit on the floor. “Anyone else would have passed out from the pain.”

			“I don’t feel pain.” Her eyes bulged from her head, many of the veins burst from the lightning blast.

			Daryl used the scalpel to make a large cut across her torso, removing the ruined flesh.

			“Just anger.”

			“If anger keeps you from throwing up in my car, then so be it.” He tossed the scrap of skin in a plastic bag. “I’m going to have to regrow it. I’m afraid you’re gonna be mismatched for a while.”

			“The new skin will fade eventually,” she said.

			Daryl touched the edge of her wound with his wand, muttering under his tongue. Her tattered flesh scarred over, then grew. Daryl directed the growth with his wand, careful not to let any of the edges get away from him. The skin there would be extra sensitive for some time and would be a lighter color than the rest of her for at least a couple of months.

			“For one who specializes in death, you are very good at fixing that which lives.”

			“My mentor told me once that to truly understand how something works, you must take it apart first.” A slight grin crossed his lips as he scrutinized a gash by her hip. “Let’s get those pants off you.”

			Kali obliged, sliding out of her clothes. The town car stank of sulfur, the result of so much burnt hair on her body. The wound on her hip widened, revealing muscle tissue and a small patch of bone.

			“You have no idea how grateful I am that you don’t bleed.” He pulled a set of surgical wands out of his pocket. Digging through them, he picked an appropriately thin one and went to work stitching her muscle back together over her leg.

			“Leave no trace,” she said, watching him work. She would have eventually healed on her own, but he could do in minutes what it would take her days or weeks to do. “Main ingredient of the most powerful hexes is a piece of the victim, and I am nobody’s victim.”

			“I don’t think that’s true today. Explain to me one more time how this happened?”

			“I almost broke the geas.” Kali scowled. “At least, I almost broke another layer of it. It was a crucial moment, and they distracted me.”

			“By turning the sprinklers on you?”

			“I don’t know how they did it. But I bet the nymph was involved.” She wiggled her fingers. “If I get in there first, I might tear her face off with my bare hands.”

			“What a waste of a perfectly good nymph.” Daryl halted the growth with the tap of his wand, the gap in her skin almost half an inch across. Using his fingers, he pushed the wound closed. Her skin looked like a burning fuse, the wound cauterizing and healing within a couple of seconds. “Tell you what, I’ll trade you something in exchange for the nymph. If, that is, you beat me to the prize.”

			“We’ll see.” Kali lifted her arm. “I need your phone.”

			“What’s wrong with yours?”

			In response, Kali pulled it from the pocket of her pants and threw it at Daryl’s feet. The metal frame had been melted, the screen shattered.

			“Damn.” Daryl pulled out his phone and handed it over. “Who are you so eager to call?”

			Kali ignored him, looking at the screen. “You have several missed calls from Sebastien.”

			“Yeah, he’s pissed. Something about his homunculus won’t reform, and this is all our fault somehow.”

			“We were supposed to work together,” Kali said, dialing a number. “Maybe that should be the way we do this from now on.”

			“You all got a turn,” Daryl said. “It’s only fair that I see what my doe-eyed meat puppet can accomplish. If she fails, then we put our heads together.”

			Kali held the phone to her ear. A few seconds later, she flinched, and a dark presence washed over the interior of the car, even from so many miles away.

			Daryl shivered, realizing she had called the high priest.

			“She’s here,” Kali said. “The succubus is in the house with the others.”

			Daryl stopped what he was doing, watching Kali. Eventually, she handed the phone back to Daryl.

			“What did he say?”

			“He is coming.” Kali let out a deep breath. “Here. To the house.”

			“Shit.” Daryl looked at the phone. “And you’re sure? The succubus is here? You saw her?”

			“I did.”

			“Fuck. Then I don’t have a lot of time.” Daryl resumed working on her leg. “If he shows up and finds out we’ve been fighting each other on this, he’ll have our heads. The less we tell him, the better.”

			Kali nodded. “All he needs to know is that we spotted the succubus and have had some trouble.”

			“Glad we agree.” Daryl took a break from knitting her wound shut to send a text to Dana. “Let’s see if I can speed things along.”
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			Dana sat in one of the reading chairs in the office, facing Lily, who sat on the desk. Through the window, she could just see the hood of the town car through the gap in the wall at the edge of the property. She had come here from the fountain, intent on asking what Lily had in mind, but the succubus had been staring out the window with an intense look of fear.

			In Dana’s pocket, her phone buzzed. Out of habit, she pulled it out to reveal that she had a new text.

			Feeling hungry? Results soon or you starve.

			Shit. She read the text again and swallowed the lump in her throat. What would happen to her when she starved? She looked up at Lily and then back at her phone.

			“He just texted. Apparently I need to provide results or I starve,” she said, then put her phone away. 

			“That’s Daryl for you.” Lily’s hair swished dramatically across her face when she turned her attention to Dana. “He’s done some pretty sick shit in his time.”

			“Like this?” Dana asked, indicating herself.

			“Oh, he’s done much worse.” Lily shook her head. “I’ve seen and heard things that made my stomach curl.”

			“Worse than risking my immortal soul?”

			Lily nodded. “Remember the Holocaust? The Nazis were delving into the paranormal, trying to find any angle they could to get a leg up. Well, at one point, Daryl offered to be of service. To a man like him, the opportunity to explore his abilities on a large scale was too tempting an offer to pass up. He did exactly one experiment with a room full of Jews. Just one. It was so disgusting that even the Nazis decided it was too much, that he was too much of a risk.”

			“Wow, seriously?”

			“Yes. For him, it’s not about morals. It’s about seeing what people will do, experimenting with what makes them human. While you may begrudge your current state, remember that there’s a chance we can fix it and you will walk away intact.” She sighed. “If not for his ability to undo bodily harm, his proclivities would be seen as a threat by the others in the society.”

			“They aren’t worried he could turn on them?”

			Lily laughed. “Not with my former master in charge, no, he wouldn’t.”

			“Your former master?”

			“That is a story for probably never.” Lily shivered, then turned away from the window. “I don’t like talking about him. It’s like splashing the edge of a pond with a crocodile underneath. If you make too many ripples, he’ll leap out and snap you up in his jaws.”

			“Then he is the leader of the society? What do they even want with this place?”

			“In terms of leadership, the society acts more like a boardroom than a dictatorship. However, he controls so many shares that they defer to him. Doesn’t hurt that he founded the place.”

			“Is that why you know so much about them? Have you been with them this whole time?”

			Lily laughed without humor. “Yes, I have. For them, keeping to the shadows is of the utmost importance. I remember when magic used to be commonplace, a skill that could be paid for like that of a plumber or an electrician. Over the years, magic has died out almost completely, and one of the main reasons is people like the society. They harvest it and keep it like gold, locking it away for their private use. You’re only a tool, much like I was. They would let me out to feed on selected targets, people who would pass away in the night from a heart attack, their souls sucked from their bodies. Centuries of doing someone else’s dirty work and reaping no rewards of my own. Do you know how lonely it gets, stuck inside of a gemstone prison?”

			“You sucked out souls?” Dana’s eyes were wide. “What happened to them?”

			“They’re in here.” Lily tapped her chest. “Damned for all eternity. I’m a demon, a creature of chaos. I feed off them until they are withered up, forced to do my bidding in the Dreamscape.”

			“Why don’t you let them go?”

			Lily’s mouth opened, but no sound came out. She looked down at the floor, deep in thought for several moments before answering. “If I do, I die. And then I end up in the same boat as you. Allowed to cross over and go straight to Hell.”

			“But you’re a demon. Didn’t you come from Hell?”

			Lily kept her eyes on the floor, her lower lip trembling. “I wasn’t born a demon.”

			“Then you were born…human?”

			Lily nodded. “Your fate and mine are very similar in many ways. I was once mortal and made a choice out of naivete that has haunted me to this day. Yes, I am a demon, and I have done wicked things. But the nature of eternity is that we often live to regret the things we have or haven’t done.”

			“So you are like me. Trapped.” Dana shook her head. “I’m so sorry.”

			“Don’t feel sorry for me!” A pair of wings sprang out of Lily’s back, flapping momentarily before vanishing. Dana took a step back, and Lily’s face immediately softened. “Shit. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snap at you. I don’t want your pity. That’s what I meant to say.”

			“Well, you can have it anyway.” Dana moved closer to the succubus and sat on the desk next to her. “I can feel him from here, you know. It’s like a sick feeling in the back of my throat. When I look out there, I know that that is the bastard who killed me and made me this way, and don’t take this the wrong way, but I’m glad you’re so mad about it. My emotions are just so numb right now, and I should be far angrier. It makes me happy, kind of, that you can do all the hating for me.” Dana moved her hand on top of Lily’s and gave it a squeeze. “That being said, I am feeling very murderous right now.”

			Lily looked at where their hands touched, then raised her gaze to look into Dana’s eyes. There was a brief flash of light in them, and the scent of sulfur permeated the room. 

			“No.” Lily shook her head. “No. Forget I even said that.”

			“What? Why?”

			“There’s still a difference between us. All those bad things I did were because of a stupid choice I made long ago. You didn’t get to choose to become a zombie, but you do get to make all your choices from here on.”

			“But how is that fair?” Dana took her hand away. “You don’t get to decide that for me.” When she pushed herself off the desk, her feet slapped against the wooden floor. A sharp pain tore through her stomach, and she gasped, falling to her knees.

			Lily was immediately at her side, helping her to stand.

			“We need to get you to Zel right away,” Lily told her. “What the fuck is taking Mike so long?”

			“I don’t understand. What’s happening?” The pain ripped through her again, causing her to gasp. It subsided, allowing her to walk on her own. She pushed away from Lily to go into the bathroom down the hall instead. Wondering if she would be sick, she started to lean over the toilet when she saw her reflection in the bathroom mirror.

			Her hair was going gray.
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			The slow, slippery climb out of the frozen lake had left Mike tired enough that he started dozing on the long walk back to Ratu’s lair. Asterion carried the naga in his arms, and Mike couldn’t help but be a little jealous of her royal treatment. They followed Asterion back to Ratu’s lair, and Mike sat down at the nearest table and stretched his legs.

			“I’m fucking exhausted,” he said, rubbing a sore spot on his knee.

			“Or are you exhausted from fucking?” Abella asked.

			“Ha ha.” Mike rubbed his face and lightly slapped his cheeks. “I didn’t think nearly freezing to death or being chased by a Russian witch would make me so tired. And you’re probably right about the other thing.”

			Abella smirked. “Just imagine how tired you would be without your magic.”

			“My magic?” Mike was immediately awake.

			“You know, from the soul swap with Naia. Nymphs get their energy from sex. I’m guessing you do too. Naia told me once that it’s like dipping a cup into a river to drink some of it. So whenever you have sex, you take some of the other person’s energy.”

			“But that doesn’t make sense. You took my energy that time on the cliffs, not the other way around.”

			“Sex is about giving and taking. It should be an even swap, but a nymph can shift the scales dramatically and take extra, weaving it into magic.” The gargoyle shrugged, her heavy tail shifting behind her. “You would have to ask her about it.”

			“I may have to.” Give and take, Mike thought. He pictured Cecilia in the cave with him once more, the two of them creating a magical feedback loop. Pondering this bit of information, he stretched until something in his shoulder popped.

			The others quickly joined them, and when Ratu walked over to sit down, she looked like she was limping.

			“You okay?” he asked. 

			“I will be. I almost froze to death, you know.” She winked at him and then looked at Asterion. “It should be ready in my room. Please bring it.”

			“Bring what?” Mike asked.

			“We’re going to have some tea,” she said.

			“We’re going to pass. I need to get back right now, so if you don’t mind, I just need directions out of here.” He stood and let out an involuntary grown.

			“Nonsense. You are in poor shape, and the tea will help. You need your wits about you if you are to face the problems up above.”

			“And we need a plan,” added Beth.

			“So what’s the plan? Go home, boot the witches, go to bed?” He grinned, but nobody laughed. Asterion reappeared holding a silver platter with a tea set. He handed cups out to everybody, and Ratu poured the tea for them.

			Mike pulled a cup toward him and sniffed it. “This stuff is caffeinated, right?”

			Ratu smirked. “In a manner of speaking. Once you have finished your tea, Asterion will lead you and the others to the front gate. I will remain here. While I believe that the artifact is indeed destroyed, I have to be certain its magic has not affected anything near the lake.”

			“Affected how?”

			“If the object’s magic didn’t leak into the surrounding area, we are fine. If it did, then literally anything you can think of could have happened, and it can migrate to the house itself. I need to explore the area to make certain the Labyrinth is still safe and will do so once Asterion has returned from leading you out.”

			“Once we are outside of the Labyrinth, we can use the viewing pool just outside of the gate to return quickly,” Sofia added. “It’s a shortcut to the house.”

			“I’m familiar with it,” Mike said. He had tackled Jenny into it last week when she had tried to hide from them in the Labyrinth, and it had been a one-way trip straight to the house.

			“Anyway, once we’re back, you should be able to use the goggles to activate the home’s defenses.”

			“Great.” Mike sipped his tea. It spread warmth through his chest, chasing away not only his fatigue but the sore spot in his knee. Letting out a sigh, he slid down in his chair a bit. “The last couple of days have been awful.”

			“I’m afraid you will have many days like this,” Sofia warned him. “It is true that there will be times of peace. But there will also be times of hardship.”

			“I’m ready for some peace.” Mike sipped the tea again, smacking his lips. “Peace and quiet. And I have all of you to help me now.”

			“Indeed.” Ratu grinned. “Perhaps I will stop by sometime?”

			“We would love to have you. So can we go now?”

			“Once your tea is gone.” Ratu sipped at her own cup and sighed. “You will have to take one of the longer routes to get out, I’m afraid. That way, you avoid any madness that may have been left behind.”

			“Uh-huh.” Mike looked at his cup, licked his lips, and then drank the rest of the tea. He set the cup down on the table and stood. “Well, looks like I’m ready.”

			The others followed suit and rose to join him.

			“I wish there was more I could do to help,” Beth said, standing up from her chair. Jenny’s head was poking up out of her backpack, but Mike couldn’t tell if the doll was awake or not. “I feel like the outsider here.”

			“Uh, well, yeah, I get that,” said Mike. “You kind of got sucked into this whole mess when I gave you Jenny. I’m really sorry.”

			Beth waved a hand dismissively. “Don’t worry about it. It’s my job to help you settle in, remember? And if that means getting rid of a coven of witches who are camped out on your lawn because they want to steal your house from you, then count me in.”

			Mike laughed. “Well, the good news is that we at least know where we are going. So that’ll be a nice change.” He walked up to Asterion and gave him a mock salute. “Lead the way, big guy.”

			Asterion grunted in response and then took them out of Ratu’s chamber. Mike paused briefly to wave at the naga on his way out.

			“Try not to die,” she told him.

			He smiled in response, then turned away from her and jogged to catch up with the others.
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			“This is not good.” Dana’s eyelids were being held open by Zel, who was examining her face under the brightest light bulb in the garage. The centaur let go, then made some more notes in her notebook. Dana was sitting in a chair that Lily had borrowed from the dining room.

			“What’s wrong with her?” Lily asked.

			“She’s dying.” Zel’s tail swished, her pencil furiously scribbling.

			“I thought I was already dead.” Dana looked at Lily. “Or undead. However you put it.”

			“Technically, you’re mostly dead.” Zel rummaged through her saddlebag. “Human cells live, replicate, and die. Over and over again until the whole body dies. You take in food, water, and air, the cells get energy, they keep living, the process continues. You, however, are now dead. Your body won’t digest food, and you don’t need to breathe, so your cells have to replenish themselves in some other manner.”

			“Like human flesh?” Dana really hoped it wasn’t human flesh.

			“Aha!” Zel pulled a book out of her bag and opened it. “Yes, you do, but why? Zombie legends state that a zombie eats with abandon, and there is usually some kernel of truth in every tale. What is it about living flesh that sustains a zombie?”

			“I don’t see the point of these questions,” Lily added. “If zombies eat human flesh, then we need to figure out where to get her some.”

			“Daryl told me I might go feral.” Dana held out her hands. Her skin had gone very pale. “I don’t want to go feral, and I really don’t want to start eating brains. I guess this is what he meant when he mentioned starving.”

			“Of course!” Zel slammed her book shut. “The brain is the seat of consciousness for a mortal. By consuming a brain, you take in that person’s essence.”

			“You mean like eating their soul?” Dana shook her head. “I don’t want to do that.”

			“No, not their soul. Think of it like life force. Humans shed this stuff like hair. It’s in their blood and their breath, but it will be most concentrated in the place where soul and body are linked.”

			“So the brain.” Dana hung her head. “Shit.” The pain in her gut was intensifying and caving in on itself.

			“I bet you are experiencing the beginnings of hunger.” Zel was digging through some of her old journals now. “Zombie hunger will likely be worse than normal. Your whole body is degrading at the same time, meaning you will need a rapid influx of something to sustain you before you eat whatever you can get your hands on. I’m afraid it will take some willpower from you to buy us some time. You need to avoid the urge to…snack.”

			Lily looked at Dana, then at Zel. “Is there anything you can do for her? ’Cause I don’t mind grabbing her a jogger or something.”

			“No. I’m not eating anybody.” Dana scowled. That would mean crossing a line, and she refused.

			“I might be able to mix her up something to buy her more time.” Zel pulled out a notebook. “If my theory holds up, I might have something that will help.”

			“You do that. I think I might have an idea too.” Lily knelt so that she was eye level with Dana. She took Dana’s hand in her own, leaning in close. The smell of cinnamon and sulfur washed over Dana, making her stomach growl. “I need you to hold on for a bit. Can you do that?”

			“Yeah. Where are you going?”

			“Out.” Lily gave her a quick hug. “I’ll tell you more when I get back.”

			“Okay, thanks.” Dana watched Lily leave, determination written on her face. Looking back at Zel, Dana watched the centaur pulling various vials out of the tool bench she had commandeered. A veritable apothecary was constructed on the bench, Zel identifying different compounds. After watching the centaur for several minutes, Dana felt another pang in her stomach, this one worse than the rest. Determined to take her mind off her hunger, she stuck her hand in her pocket for her phone. Maybe a few rounds of Sweet Smasher would help keep her mind off how hungry she was.

			Her fingers curled against the bottom of her pocket. Baffled, Dana stuck her hand in her other pocket. It was empty too. Standing up, she looked around, wondering if she had set it down somewhere.

			“What’s wrong?” Zel asked, concern on her face. She was holding a vial of something that looked like tree sap in one hand and a pine cone in the other.

			“My phone is gone,” she replied.
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			“Progress.” Daryl patted Kali on the knee, tucking away his phone. “For what it’s worth, you did a far better job than Sebastien. He barely got in the door.”

			“What are you talking about?”

			“My plan worked. She just texted me that she’s on her way out with something I desire.” He opened his car door. “I’ll be back in just a few minutes. Don’t go anywhere.”

			“I should come with you,” Kali said.

			“Absolutely not. With the succubus here, the high priest’s attention will be elsewhere, meaning I will have some extra time to sort out what she is bringing me.” Daryl stepped out of the car, tossing a dash of powder across the roof. “And if you do get out, your wounds will undo themselves. Won’t stop you, but it will wreck your day.”

			“This is a betrayal!” Kali yelled, but Daryl shut the door in her face. If what Dana had told him was true, he was about to become the most powerful member of the society.

			“You were right,” he said, thinking of Sarah. “You were right this whole time.” He pulled out his phone, checking the text one more time while walking up the front walk.

			Mike has a book. Calls it a grimoire? Has an apple on the cover. I’m sneaking it out—meet me on the front step in ten minutes.

			It took every fiber of his being not to skip. He and Sarah had had many conversations about what powerful artifacts the house could be hiding, but the grimoire of Morgan le Fey, the most powerful sorceress in history, was a veritable goldmine. Rumored to have been part fairy, Morgan had possessed spellcraft that was near the level of a divine being, and rumors had abounded for centuries that she had written her methods into a spell book so simple that even an ordinary human would be able to cast some of the most complex spells.

			It all made sense now. How Mike had managed to stymie the efforts of the society, make Sarah disappear, and even soundly defeat a sand golem with no preparation. It was like having a gun in a knife fight.

			But what was possible in the hands of the magically adept? Sarah had told him that the knowledge of even a single page could bring an army to its knees, could change how magic itself was understood. Out of all the possibilities, this was the one that held so much promise for him! Even an hour alone with the book would be all the time he needed to transcend to a higher plane of knowledge, to understand himself on a fundamental level, to achieve true immortality without forfeiting what was left of his soul!

			He had broken into a cold sweat. Standing just in front of the steps of the house, he was surprised to suddenly notice the car that had been crashed there earlier. Kali had mentioned it, but it must have slipped his mind. Waiting patiently, he heard the front door open.

			Dana stumbled out, her face a mask of pain, clutching a massive book against her chest. It was easily the size of a suitcase and clearly heavy.

			“Come, let’s get away from here,” he said, waving her down the steps.

			Dana stumbled, gasping in pain and crashing to the ground at his feet. “Please,” she begged. “Make the pain stop.” She was already beginning to turn, her hair having faded to gray.

			“Oh, silly girl.” He knelt by her. “You have given me a wonderful gift. For this, I must thank you.”

			“Bring me back to life. Please.” Dana’s blue eyes had faded to gray, her life force dimming. “I did what you asked.”

			“I have no intention of any such thing.” Daryl grabbed the book and pulled. Dana wasn’t very strong, but she clung to the book like a drowning rat to a log.

			“The hunger, then. Make it stop.”

			“This is just the first step. If you want the hunger to stop, then give…me…the book!” He’d tugged between his words, but it still wouldn’t slide free. “Let go of it before they hear you!”

			“You said you would let me die. I want to see Alex again.” Dana was sobbing now, holding the book even tighter. “Please, let me go!”

			“I will let you go when I am done with you!” Daryl had rolled her over enough to see that the book was glowing in her arms, scattering blue light. He started punching her, knowing that she wouldn’t feel any pain but hoping she would take the hint and give him what he wanted.

			She slapped back at him, striking him weakly on the head and neck.

			“And this book is just the start, so let go, goddamn it!” With a powerful yank, he fell over backward, the heavy grimoire lying on top of him. After scrambling to his feet, he ran back toward the car. His heart was pounding, his limbs trembling in excitement. He had done it! He had stolen what the house had protected for so long.

			Stumbling, Daryl was suddenly aware that the stone lions guarding the front walk were still very far away. Blinking rapidly, he took a few more steps. His legs were numb. Tilting forward, he crashed into the front walk, the breath leaving his body and the grimoire tumbling free of his grasp.

			Gasping for air, he tried to reach the book. Soft footsteps moved toward him, Dana’s tennis shoes coming into view. She pushed the grimoire toward his face, then knelt in front of him.

			“You’re not you when you’re sleepy,” she said, a sadistic smile stretching across her face.

			“What?” He bit down on his tongue, struggling to stay awake. “What happened?”

			“The hunger. How do I get rid of it?”

			“I was…using my magic to…” The words fell from his mouth, shattering on the cold concrete below him. “You’ll have to…eat. Can’t stop…transformation.”

			“What do I need to eat?”

			“Flesh…living…” He could barely keep his eyes open. His magic was uncoiling inside him, forcing adrenaline into every muscle in his body, but he still couldn’t move.

			“Can you reverse it? Can you make me human again?”

			Daryl let out a laugh. “No. One-way process.” He laughed again. “You’re stuck.”

			“And so are you.” A scorpion tail appeared behind Dana, looming over her shoulder like a sinister shadow. Daryl’s mind rewound time to when she had been trying to defend herself, slapping away his assault. He had been a fool.

			Dana’s eyes flashed yellow and red, her features melting away to reveal Lily, the succubus. “Last chance. Can you turn her back?”

			“No.” He smirked. “And even if I could, I wouldn’t, you dirty, used-up cunt.”

			“Then you’re no use to me.” Her tail whipped around, striking him several times. He laughed, his magic strengthening him even farther, his fingers curling up beneath him.

			“Even if I fall asleep, I can escape the Dreamscape,” he told her. “Your power is no match for someone like me. Stab me, shoot me, cut off my head, and I will find my way back. My consciousness can occupy any cell in my body, heal any wound, and regenerate from any injury. All I need is time.”

			“Oh, I don’t need you to sleep.” Lily stood, the heels of her boots clacking on the sidewalk. “I only need you to blink.”

			Blink? Daryl didn’t understand, but the fresh infusion of her venom assailed his senses, and he felt fatigue crawl over him like a blanket. He was still pondering what she had meant when the grimoire unfolded a pair of legs from beneath its cover, crawled near his face, and opened its pages, revealing sharp teeth and a tongue that lolled from side to side.

			He blinked in disbelief, and a loud pop sounded. When he opened his eyes, the book was now large enough that the tongue could wrap around him and pull him into a fearsome maw that consisted almost entirely of teeth. As the mouth closed, the succubus cheered on his demise. A necromancer could survive many things, but being devoured alive?

			The answer was no. Daryl screamed as thousands of teeth bit into him and chewed.
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			The smell tickled at Dana’s nose, turning into a flood of fragrances. It was heavenly, like baked cookies or burgers cooking on a grill. She sniffed heavily, the smell permeating her entire being, the hairs on her arms standing straight up in excitement. She breathed heavily from her mouth, swallowing the drool that threatened to leak free.

			It was blood. Warm, delicious blood, and lots of it. Smacking her lips, she looked at Zel, who wasn’t paying attention. The ball of anger in her stomach was becoming something else, spreading through her whole body like wildfire. She rose slowly, then moved toward the centaur, contemplating the new smells that came off her. The forest, leaves, and alfalfa were the heaviest, but beneath them all was the scent of steak.

			Dana charged, a howl escaping her lips. Zel looked over her shoulder, her eyes wide in fright when Dana leaped through the air, her mouth open wide.

			Zel’s rear legs kicked out, catching Dana squarely in the chest and knocking her across the room. It didn’t hurt, but Dana’s rib cage no longer felt quite right. She got back to her feet and ran out the door into the backyard. Naia stood in the fountain, speaking quietly to a songbird. 

			Dana growled, the sight of Naia’s skin reminding her of the white meat of a chicken. Thoughts of gravy and dripping fat reignited her hunger, and she rushed at the fountain. The bird took off when Dana’s feet splashed in the water, and she tackled the nymph, her teeth sinking into soft flesh.

			Naia turned into water and disappeared, then reappeared on the edge of the fountain. Dana splashed toward her, consumed by the idea that a nymph would probably taste like water chestnuts.

			The water swirled beneath her feet, dragging her down, and she tumbled around in the fountain, clawing for any sort of purchase. One hand snagged the rim of the fountain, and she yanked herself free and rolled onto the ground.

			“Stop her!” Zel had appeared in the doorway of the garage but immediately pulled it shut when Dana ran at her. All she could smell was flesh and blood, her other senses being drowned out by the solitary thought that she was hungry. Screaming, she slammed herself into the door, dust shaking free of the frame.

			Lily appeared in the back door of the house, a large book covered in blood tucked under one arm. “What’s going on—hey!”

			Dana crossed the distance between them, her eyes on the soft flesh of Lily’s neck.

			Lily’s powerful tail knocked Dana to the ground, then wrapped around one of her ankles, lifting her in the air. Snarling and lashing out, Dana was dragged back to the garage.

			“Do we have any rope?” Lily asked Zel.

			“I think we can find something. But we need a chair to tie her to, and I don’t think the one we have will work.”

			“Problem solved.” Lily tossed the tome into the corner of the room and turned away from it. Dana tried to look, but Lily’s tail twisted her around. One second it was a book, and the next it was a giant chair made of solid metal. The chair sprouted legs and crawled toward them like a spider.

			“She’s gone mad with hunger, but I don’t know why.” Zel helped Lily strap Dana into the chair. Lily was clearly an expert with ropes—she quickly bound Dana to the chair, immobilizing her.

			“That’s my fault. I think I may have made things worse. Daryl’s magic was sustaining her.” Lily was watching Dana with a sad look on her face. “But on the plus side, I want you to know that you’ll never have to worry about him ever again. He’s dead. I fed him to the mimic.”

			“Gah!” Dana lunged forward in her chair, making it tip. The chair sprouted extra legs again and pushed her back upright. She slammed her teeth together, wishing that Lily would come close enough, just for a taste.

			“You’ve got to have something,” Lily said to Zel. “Otherwise, I’m going to go grab the first unlucky bastard I come across. She looks terrible.”

			“As a matter of fact, I did have an idea.” The centaur held up a small vial of a pearly white substance. “It’s something I made for Mike earlier to restore his energy. I didn’t think it would work on her at first, but the main ingredient has what she needs.”

			“Hurry up, then!” Lily got behind Dana. Her tail wrapped around Dana’s neck, tilting her head back. “I’ll hold her, you give it to her.”

			“Try not to spill any. This is my last batch.” Frowning, Zel tilted the concoction into Dana’s mouth. “If this doesn’t work, I don’t know what will.”

			The taste was exquisite. It reminded her of bacon jerky with just a hint of something bitter in the background. The pain in her stomach receded, and her brain took over her body once more but only barely. Dana stretched her neck as far as it could go and licked the rim of the vial. 

			“I guess she likes it.” Lily scooped the dregs off Dana’s lips and into her mouth. Dana sucked on her finger, making sure to take it in.

			“More. Do you have any more?” Dana looked around the room.

			“Not currently. If you give me time, I can replenish my stock.” Zel was writing in another journal. “But I think we’re going to leave you tied up for a bit.”

			“Hey,” Lily said, leaning in to examine Dana’s face. “Her eyes are back to normal.”

			“But not her hair or skin. The mental faculties are first to return, though the subject is still hungry.” Zel turned the page, drawing something. “What I gave her wasn’t enough, but it did serve to restore her mind.” She held up the vial, then wrote something else. “We know a minimum amount, which is good news.”

			“If we had enough of this, could we turn her human again?”

			“Doubtful. We’ve charged the cells, but that does give me an idea.” Zel tucked her journal in one of her bags and pulled out another one. She made a couple of notes, then tucked it away. “I’ll need access to the Library that Naia was telling me about, but that’ll have to wait until the others return. Until then, I’m going to get everything else ready so we can mix up a new batch right away.” The centaur moved to the back of the garage, where her makeshift lab had been set up.

			“I hope they come back soon.” Lily brushed a hair out of Dana’s eyes. “Hang in there, okay?”

			“I’ll try.” Dana closed her eyes, doing her best to think about anything but food. Her mind swirled in circles, picturing everyone she had met in the last twenty-four hours. Thinking of them reminded her that each had their own scent, something that made her stomach rumble. The banshee smelled of lightning storms and peppermints, and the nymph reminded her of seaweed wraps full of rice and avocado. From here, she could smell the cinnamon and spice of the succubus, making her think of spiced cider in the fall and Thanksgiving dinners.

			“Getting hungry?” Lily asked.

			Dana opened her eyes to see that the succubus was using her tail as an impromptu stool. “Yeah. How can you tell?”

			Lily leaned forward to wipe drool off Dana’s chin. “Would it help if I gave you something better to do?” She held out Dana’s cellphone. “Maybe you have some games on here or something? Check some emails, stream a movie, maybe? Also…sorry I took it. I needed to lure Daryl away from the others.”

			“You killed him, didn’t you?” Dana took the phone.

			“I did.”

			“But why? You told me to forget about it.”

			“You’re right. Killing another person places a terrible burden on your soul. And while you may be numb to it now, I don’t think your heart could take it if you become human again.” Lily laughed. “I, however, had no problem feeding him to the mimic. Bastard won’t come back from that.”

			Dana shook her head. “That still wasn’t your call. But…thank you.”

			“You’re welcome.”

			Lily slid the phone under Dana’s hand, and she unlocked it with her fingerprint. A picture of Alex appeared, a photo of her on her motorcycle. Dana had taken the picture on their last trip, when they had ridden up to some cliffs overlooking the lake where they were camping. Over Alex’s shoulder was a beautiful blue horizon scattered with rays of light that had fallen through holes in the clouds above. In her mind, Heaven looked more like this anyway.

			“You miss her.”

			“Yeah. I do.” Dana didn’t have to ask how Lily knew. She could feel the tears dripping off her chin.

			“I used to have someone like that. But that was a really long time ago.” Lily sighed. “Between having a broken heart and being a soul-eating bitch, I barely remember those feelings anymore.”

			“Is that what’s waiting for me? If I can’t fix this?”

			“Honestly? I truly hope not.” Lily scooted closer, putting her hand on Dana’s leg and squeezing gently. “I wouldn’t wish my fate on anyone who didn’t deserve it.”

			“Thank you.” Dana grabbed Lily’s hand and squeezed back. Shutting her eyes again, she did her best to think nonhungry thoughts. Inevitably, her mind brought up the memory of the liquid that Zel had given her. The taste of it lingered in the back of her throat, and she smacked her lips. It had felt so warm sliding down her throat, and even now she could feel that same warmth radiating out from her belly.

			Minutes passed, and she became aware of the delicate fingers on her thigh, squeezing her flesh ever so gently. She opened her eyes and stared at those fingers, marveling at the sensuality that had been carved into every joint. She took the hand in her own and squeezed it. When it squeezed her back, the warmth radiated out again, focusing along her upper thighs.

			“Hey, Zel?” Lily was looking at the back of the garage. “That stuff you gave her? Would it have any side effects?”

			“None that I can think of.” Zel emerged from the shadows of her lab. “Why do you ask?” Zel’s nose suddenly wrinkled up. “That smells like human arousal.”

			“Yeah, it does. How are you feeling, Dana?”

			“I feel pretty good. Just trying to keep my mind off food.” She was rubbing Lily’s arm now, her gaze wandering across Lily’s chest. The warmth in her upper thighs was pulsating now, moving up to her hips, then back down to her knees. The logical part of her brain said that she should be concerned, but without a heightened sense of fear, it couldn’t be heard over the pleasant sensations in her legs.

			“What was in that substance?” Lily asked, a cold edge to her voice.

			Zel sighed. “A concentrated version of Mike’s semen.”

			Lily’s head whipped around. “Excuse me? Why the hell would you give her something like that?”

			“He’s a human who has been exposed to Mandragora spores at least twice and survived. And I’ve already documented that his essence has magnificent restorative properties. Based on the theory that zombies are actually eating life force rather than flesh, I assumed that his semen could be used as a food source.”

			“Wait, semen?” Dana’s euphoric cloud popped. “I ate…semen?”

			“Yeah. Yeah, you did.”

			“That’s…” Disgusting, horrible, vile. These were all words that she wanted to say, but there would be no emotion behind them. Being a lesbian meant that she had successfully avoided the stuff her entire life. She expected her gag reflex to suddenly activate, but apparently that wasn’t going to happen either. “…gross.”

			“No grosser than actually ripping flesh off a living being with your teeth.” Zel knelt in front of her and held open her eyelids. “Yeah, her pupils show all the signs of sexual arousal.”

			“But why?” Dana asked.

			“I posit a new theory.” Zel stood, already scribbling in her notebook. Dana hadn’t even seen her pull it out. “Upon the consumption of sufficient life force, a zombie can regenerate the dying cells in their bodies. Just as different parts of the body can contain different levels of spiritual energy, such as the brain and heart, the zombie will absorb any additional energy that those parts may contain. Ergo, the old saying ‘you are what you eat’ seems to apply in this situation.”

			“Wait. I’m horny because I ate spunk?” Dana clenched and unclenched her hands.

			“No. You’re horny because you ate Mike’s spunk.” Lily rolled her eyes. “I don’t know about Mandragora spores, but I do know that Naia took a piece of his soul in exchange for a part of hers. You aren’t just getting his energy. You are getting a dose of her magic as well. Why do you think everybody who lives here is so eager to bang him? He’s a walking aphrodisiac.”

			Zel blushed and looked away.

			“So what can I do?” Dana shifted in her seat, suddenly aware of how tightly she had pressed her thighs together.

			“Zel, can you excuse us?” Lily’s features had softened.

			“Yeah. I could use some fresh air anyway.” Zel disappeared through the door, the sounds of the fountain drifting in before it shut behind her.

			“It’s getting worse.” Dana shifted in the chair. The restraints didn’t allow her to move very far. “Maybe you could untie me and give me a little privacy?”

			“And let you run amok biting everyone? Not a chance.” Lily leaned closer now, her scent washing over Dana. It was almost like the succubus had activated it. “But if you wanted, I could lend you a hand.”

			“I…well…” Staring deep into the succubus’s eyes, she couldn’t help but wonder what her lips would feel like pressed against hers. Shutting her eyes, she turned her head away. “I can’t. You’re pretty, and I want to, but—”

			“Is it because of me?” The voice hit Dana right in the heart. Opening her eyes, she saw that Alex was sitting in front of her.

			Dana gasped, and Alex kissed her. Their fingers locked together as Alex explored Dana’s mouth with her tongue, licking gently at her lower lip. In that moment, logic and reason were replaced with desire, and Dana no longer cared. Losing herself in the illusion, she arched her back, trying to press herself into Alex.

			“I’ve always wondered what it would be like to tie you down,” Alex said with a grin. “To have my way with you until you beg me to stop.”

			“Please don’t stop.”

			“I haven’t even started yet.” Alex ran her fingers along Dana’s shoulders, one hand sliding down to squeeze her breast. Dana gasped, and Alex teased her until her nipples were hard enough to become visible through the fabric of her shirt. “If I remember correctly, someone didn’t get off last time we saw each other.”

			“That wasn’t real,” Dana whispered.

			“Well, this is as real as you want it to be.” Alex’s eyes flashed, her pupils briefly turning yellow. “A succubus can be anybody that they’ve seen; it’s that simple. Whether it be from a dream, a memory, or even a photograph.”

			“Let it be real.” Dana moaned when Alex squeezed her breast, lifting her head away so that Alex could kiss her way along her collarbone. Alex gently licked the exposed flesh, sending a rush of heat down to Dana’s stomach. Her hunger was consumed instead by the sensations on her body, her mind finally taken off food.

			Strapped to the chair, Dana lifted various parts of her body, hoping to get Alex’s attention. Alex licked, sucked, and kissed her way across Dana’s body, lifting her shirt to get at her breasts. A hand slid into the waistband of Dana’s pants, a single finger teasing the folds hiding her clit. Dana opened her legs, finally able to smell her own arousal with her enhanced senses. 

			“Please.” Dana pushed her hips into Alex’s hand. “I need to feel you inside me.”

			One finger teased her opening while a thumb pressed down on the skin around her clit, sending a sexual SOS to Dana’s spine. Wiggling back and forth on the chair was only making it harder. Shifting her weight backward, she waited until that finger was in the right spot before suddenly shifting forward, causing the finger to penetrate her.

			“Ah!” Dana lightly bucked her hips, a very small orgasm rocketing through her legs and making the chair tip. Its extra legs spread out to catch it, and when it tilted back to its original position, the sudden impact with the floor caused the finger to go in even deeper.

			“Yeeeeeeeees,” Dana panted, gazing deep into Alex’s eyes.

			“Do you want more?”

			“Please, pretty please,” she begged. That single finger moved in tiny circles, causing her opening to relax. Tiny moans escaped her mouth, and when the second finger slid into place, she whimpered. The fingers curled up, pressing expertly against her G-spot. Alex kissed her, nibbling on her lips. Fingers moved inside of Dana, Alex’s thumb still pressing down on her clit, and a hot pressure built between the two points.

			The chair started rocking on its own. The mimic was using its legs to press Dana’s hips up, giving Alex a better angle. Dana bit her lower lip, grunting with pleasure. Alex kissed her breasts, then bit playfully under her nipples while caressing her face with a free hand.

			“I wish I could touch you,” Dana said.

			“Maybe when you’re less bitey.” Alex winked. “I have all sort of tricks I could show you.”

			“I would like—AH!” Alex had pushed a third finger in and was now pulling up on Dana’s G-spot, causing the chair to rock. They kissed back and forth, Alex’s fingers working magic inside of her for several minutes. The universe slowly shriveled down until it was just barely the size of the room. All that mattered was that she was with Alex.

			Dana’s moan turned into a loud cry as her orgasm pushed against the dam. Alex’s eyes flashed, and her fingers expanded inside of Dana, filling her up and stroking her G-spot. Dana’s cry became a high-pitched wail as the sexual tension in her legs snapped like giant rubber bands into her core. Alex pressed against her, nibbling at her lips, her neck, her ears. Dana’s orgasm rolled through her body, followed by a flood of tears. Dana pressed her face into the crook of Alex’s neck, taking in her scent one last time.

			She cried this way for a while. At some point, Lily turned back into herself, still holding Dana against her chest. 

			[image: ]

			Kali stood next to the town car, her eyes on the top of the Radley house. She could smell familiar blood on the air, and it didn’t bode well for Daryl.

			Screeching tires behind her made her turn around. Sebastien stepped out of the large white van he had borrowed, his face twisted in anger. The side doors opened, and six other versions of himself stepped out, each one limping on a cane.

			“I have not seen this trick before,” she told him, inspecting Team Sebastien. As one, all their faces shifted into sneers.

			“I didn’t have time to put anything else together,” the Sebastien who had been driving explained. “And you certainly weren’t any help. All you had to do was push the sand back together and I could have been here hours ago!”

			“They used a hose on me.”

			“Well, that explains why I couldn’t reform.”

			Kali didn’t bother correcting him.

			“Is it true? He is coming?”

			“It is. And if we can crack this egg apart before he gets here, he will have his succubus back and we will have his appreciation.” Kali looked at the sky. “I have a plan, but I need your help.”

			“What about Daryl?”

			“He is dead.” Kali walked to the opening in the stone wall. “These people found a way to kill him.”

			“Shit.” Team Sebastien followed her, their movements identical. They reminded her of toy soldiers marching into battle. “What do you need from me?”

			“I think I found a way to crack the spell on the house, but I will need you to hold their attention. The spell is very unstable in its final stages, and I do not want a repeat of last time.” She held out her hand, and the large snake slithered out from its hiding spot behind the wall. It had carried her to safety earlier. “I do not think there are many of them, but I believe that you have that covered?”

			“I am my own army.” They formed a line behind her. “Just tell us what we need to do.”

			“We have little time.” Kali opened the snake’s mouth and stuck her arm in nearly to her elbow. Feeling around, she grabbed onto the canvas strap inside and gave a pull. The snake’s throat widened as she pulled her duffel bag from its dimensional pocket and then up and out of the snake’s throat. Stroking the reptile lovingly, she then set the bag down and unzipped it.

			“I smell a storm coming,” she told Sebastien. After stripping off her clothes, she opened the duffel bag. “And when it comes, only the strongest will survive.”
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			IN THE EYE OF THE STORM 

			Mike stood at the edge of the reflecting pool with the others, all of them waiting for Beth to bid a proper farewell to Asterion. The two seemed unusually friendly, but Mike figured it was because Beth was so nice to the beast. Once Beth rejoined them, Mike looked at everyone.

			“Ready?” he asked.

			When they all nodded, Tink counted down from three and everybody jumped in at the same time.

			That was when Mike remembered that the magical shortcut would take them all to the downstairs closet. Not until the water soaked through his shoes did it occur to him that they weren’t all going to fit inside of it.

			The closet door blew off its hinges, the tide of water scattering everyone across the floor. Mike was able to grab the doorframe, sliding sideways out into the front room. He stuck out his arm and was able to grab Beth, pulling her out of the way. Abella, Tink, and Sofia crashed into the wall opposite the closet, knocking loose chunks of plaster. Tink was crushed between the others, and the stream of profanity was quite colorful.

			“Bad words!” shouted Carmina.

			“So many bad words!” said Cerulea.

			“You’re grounded!” added Olivia. The fairies were flying circles above the others, shaking off water. Mike let go of Beth, who stood and wrung out her shirt.

			“That’s an interesting way to travel,” she said, taking off her shoes to shake them.

			“Yeah, well. The house is old and all.” Mike carefully stood, approaching the monster pile by the wall. He helped Sofia stand up first, then lifted Abella’s tail so that Tink could crawl free. The wood beneath the gargoyle was badly scratched by her talons.

			“Sorry,” Abella said.

			Mike gave her a playful swat on the butt. “Don’t worry about it. Hey, we’re home!” He walked into the living room, looking out the window. “Hey, the witch is gone!”

			“She has been for a while.” Cecilia phased through the wall, her hair floating around her. The temperature in the room dropped, and Cecilia threw herself into Mike’s arms, the water on his clothes frosting over. “I missed you, cuisle mo chroidhe.”

			“I missed you too.” He kissed her forehead, causing a spark to jump between them. “Anything to report? Why did she leave?”

			“We blasted her with water from the fountain in the middle of her spell. She was struck by lightning and crawled away.”

			“So she’s gone?”

			“No.” When Cecilia shook her head, her hair floated outward in slow motion. “She’s hiding in a car out by the street. We think she is waiting.”

			“For what?”

			“Nobody knows. We have another problem though. Come.” Cecilia pulled him by the hand, leading him into the backyard.

			Naia’s eyes lit up at Mike’s arrival, her fountain squirting water in the shape of a heart.

			“Naia.” When he said her name out loud, it finally felt like he had come home. He embraced the nymph. “What’s going on?”

			“We have a guest,” she said, pointing to the garage. “She needs you.”

			“On it.” He gave her a grin and stepped through the door. The first thing he noticed was the smell. It was subtle but reminded him of cloves. The lights had been turned down, and it was hard for him to make out the figure strapped to the chair. Her gray hair was fanned across her shoulders, her pale skin similar to Cecilia’s. She lifted her head, and Mike felt like he recognized her from somewhere.

			“It’s about time.” Lily stepped out of the darkness. “You really know how to keep a girl waiting.”

			“Who is this? Someone from the society?”

			“One of their victims.” Lily stroked the stranger’s face. “Don’t you recognize her?”

			“I feel like I should, but…” Oh no. He suddenly knew who he was looking at. He stepped closer. “Dana? Is that really you?” She looked like a much older version of the girl he’d known, or at least a sicklier one. What had happened?

			Dana nodded but said nothing. Her lips looked dried out, like she hadn’t had any food or water for days.

			“What’s wrong with her?” Mike asked.

			“It’s taking everything in her not to lunge at you.” Zel walked to Mike’s side. “We don’t have a lot of time. We need some of your semen.”

			“Wait, what? Why?”

			“Because she’s starving. She needs to eat.”

			“But why that?” Mike knew it was a dumb question the moment he’d asked. Didn’t it always come back to his sperm?

			“She’s a zombie. She’s about to go feral and—” Lily’s voice vanished beneath the sound of a gong, followed by thunder. They all looked up as dust fell from the ceiling of the garage.

			“Fuck, not again.” Lily looked at Zel. “Stupid bitch out front is making trouble. Romeo, what are the odds I could get you off in a hurry?”

			“I’ve…blown a few loads lately.” If he was being honest, he didn’t think he could get it up knowing that some woman was on his front lawn trying to crack apart his magic house. “Could she eat something else? To tide her over until we take care of our other problem?”

			Zel frowned. “We could try your blood. It might sustain her for a bit, but you’d have to be quick.”

			“Do it.” Mike held out his arm. “Just not too much. I have a feeling that being light-headed won’t help me.”

			He barely saw the flash of Lily’s tail, but it left a large incision on his forearm. Pain made him grit his teeth, and he made a fist when Zel held a bowl under his elbow to catch his blood.

			Dana shrieked, rocking the chair back and forth. The chair sprouted new legs to keep her in place, but Mike didn’t question it. When Zel had gathered enough, she applied a blue fluid to Mike’s arm. The wound closed up and scabbed over. Lily held the bowl over Dana’s head, her tail pinning her in place long enough to get the fluid in her mouth.

			They all held their breath. Dana swallowed it all, then held her hands up for the bowl. Lily gave it to her, and Dana licked it clean.

			“How does that feel?” Lily asked.

			“I’m still hungry.” Dana frowned at the empty bowl. “But I feel a bit better.” Another blast of thunder knocked more dust loose. “Go. Take care of the bitch on the lawn. I can wait another hour or so.”

			“Dana.” Mike said her name so quietly even he barely heard it. How had she gotten caught up in this?

			He walked into the backyard, where Naia waited for him.

			“There.” Naia pointed at the sky, where a glowing crack had formed. “She weakened it earlier, which means it will be easier for her this time.”

			“What do I need to do?” Mike touched the goggles on his head. They fit him perfectly, but he felt wrong wearing them. In his mind, they still belonged to Tink. 

			“There are three runes that the Caretaker must activate out in the front yard. You need the goggles to do it correctly. Otherwise, the house will kill you. Simple as that. Once you have activated all three runes and established yourself as the new Caretaker, you need to use some sort of control box in the yard to turn them on.”

			“Like a console?”

			“Sure. Once that is there, you will know what to do.”

			“Not gonna lie. This should have been a day two kind of discussion.” Mike blew her a kiss. “Maybe I’ll punish you for it later.”

			“You had better be alive to punish me. Now go!” Naia splashed him, and he ran back into the house to find the others. They had gathered in the front room, all of them looking at the yard. Cecilia phased through the wall, startling him.

			“You need to come see this,” Cecilia said, then disappeared again.

			Mike put his hand on the knob of the front door and took a deep breath before turning it. When he opened the door, a gust of wind blew in, rattling the windows. Another peal of thunder shook the house, making Mike cover his ears. Abella held her ears in pain, squatting down just inside the door.

			“Holy shit.” Mike stared up into the swirling vortex of air, a funnel cloud that slowly descended toward the house. Near the edge of the yard stood Kali. She was topless, wearing a skirt decorated with stones and feathers. Around her neck was a long rope decorated with shrunken heads. She shook a large stick, her mouth open wide as several different voices chanted.

			“You’re fucked.” Lily grabbed Mike’s shoulder, turning him around. He wondered if she had followed him from the garage. “That’s her ceremonial garb. That’s what she wears when she goes all out.”

			“We have to stop her.” Mike took a step toward the front yard but was yanked back by Lily’s tail. The grass at the bottom of the steps exploded, showering the porch with dirt. Snakes of all shapes and sizes writhed across the yard, but the ones at the bottom of the step had their eyes solely on him.

			“You can run. That’s about it.” Lily ducked when a panel ripped itself free of the house, the chunk flying over her head. “I don’t care how powerful this place is, she’s going to take it down.”

			“Naia.” Mike glared at Lily. “Naia can’t run, and I won’t leave her behind. I won’t leave any of them behind.”

			“How romantic.” Lily stepped back into the house, and Mike followed. “And I suppose you have a plan?”

			“I—” Mike was cut off by a thunderous boom. The multicolored lights from the geas cracking cast ominous shadows through the front room. His housemates were all looking at him, expecting an answer. He looked out the window just as rain came, large drops glazing the glass. Across the yard, slow shapes lumbered along the edges, hiding among the bushes. “What are those?”

			“Hmm.” Sofia moved to the window, squinting. “It looks like several men. Identical in stature, each one wearing the same white suit and walking with a cane.”

			“That would be Sebastien. The guy who sent the homunculus made of sand.” Lily shook her head. “Kali by herself would be more than a match for you. But with him helping, she has the power of an entire coven on her side.”

			“All we need to do is activate the house defenses, yes?” Mike turned to Tink. “Once I activate the console, how long until the defenses turn on?”

			“Fast.” She nodded, her ponytail bobbing.

			“What are the defenses?”

			“Lion statues.” Tink let out a small roar and pawed at the air. “Smash any who cast bad spell, but must activate from…from…” She scratched her head. “Tink forget word, but husband know right away. Goggles tell.”

			“Okay, so the goal is to turn on the lions, activate a whatsit, and then go turn it on.”

			“You’re so naive!” Lily grabbed Mike by the shoulders and shook him. “How are you going to get past the snakes? Or the storm? Or the pissed off vodou priestess with all her little oogey-boogeymen?”

			“Or the Colonel Sanders chorus line from Hell? Honestly? I don’t know. But this isn’t about me being in charge. This is about all of us working together.” Mike looked at each of them. “We just escaped from a Labyrinth. Yesterday, I got into a fight with a child-eating witch while trying to incinerate some elder god’s foreskin. Every step of the way, I had somebody’s help. And I know we can figure this out if we all play to our strengths. So instead of worrying about what we have to face, let’s take a moment to focus on what we have.”

			Another blast roared through the house, and pictures fell off the walls. Everyone looked outside, the sky now a technicolor hue.

			“She’s using her spirits to multicast,” Cecilia said. “Their voices add to hers. She summons a storm to keep us within while she makes trouble without.”

			“Which means she is worried about what we are planning.” Mike put his hands on the window, then slid the goggles over his eyes. He could see the faint blue lines that made the triangle in his yard with the circle in the middle. Unfortunately, the circle wasn’t very far from where Kali stood. “I need to activate the runes that Naia mentioned before I can summon the console. The first spot is on the porch steps, so that one is easy. However, the other two are at the base of the lions, by the entrance. I have to connect the magic of the house to the lions. Apparently they are part of the defense mechanism.”

			“How do we get there?” Beth asked.

			“I’m the only one who needs to get there. Let’s see—yard full of snakes, strange storm overhead, douche in a white suit…” Mike’s train of thought derailed when another boom shook the house.

			“Wait. I’ve got it!” Beth touched Tink on the shoulder. “I need a pen and paper, quick!” Tink disappeared, then quickly returned. Beth drew a rough map of the yard and explained her plan.

			“That’s absolutely insane,” Mike said. “It puts everyone here at risk, including yourself, and has a very low chance of succeeding.” A grin spread across his face. “And I think it will work.”

			Beth beamed, and they huddled up, speaking loudly to each other over the roar of magic gathering outside.
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			Through the eyes of her serpents, Kali watched the storm on the lawn from various vantage points, which included her own body standing in the middle of the yard. Fearing outside interference, she had placed them all along the street, knowing that their thermal vision would see any living thing that came near her. Up above, the vortex swirled, lightning arcing through the clouds. The geas resonated with her magical blows, her magic taking years off her lifespan to manage the tremendous energy required to keep up the storm while cracking the protective barrier of the house. She had centuries to burn and could always acquire more.

			However, from the street, the storm was contained. The skies grew darker with every crash of magical thunder, but the magic of the home somehow contained the maelstrom, giving the appearance of a thunderhead building up above. A neighbor four houses down was out mowing, oblivious to the magical battle nearby.

			“The perimeter is clear,” Sebastien told the snake riding his shoulder, his words magically reaching Kali’s ears. He was over by the garage, crouched out of sight. It was difficult to maintain a consciousness that permeated so many beings, but the spirits around her neck were helping her. The large python near her feet kept watch on her physical body, making certain she wouldn’t be interrupted. Another distraction during the dangerous part of the spell could finish her off, and she intended to live until tomorrow.

			Behind her, in the bushes, another Sebastien waited. In case the snakes failed, it was his job to protect Kali long enough to finish her spell or escape.

			The snakes hissed as the front door of the house opened. Through their eyes, she saw Mike Radley emerge, a ridiculous pair of goggles on his head. He stood at the top of the stairs, weird lenses sliding back and forth across his eyes. He waved his hands in the air. The spectral trail of his fingers activated floating runes, symbols that danced away from him and sunk into the ground, vanishing from sight.

			The snakes gathered at the foot of the steps, hissing. Kali sensed their anger at the magical barrier that prevented them from swarming the house and attacking her enemies. Once the geas was broken, she intended to send them in to incapacitate the occupants of the home with their venomous fangs.

			She would let the high priest decide what to do with the occupants of the home. She shouted into the sky with one of her many voices, causing thunder to answer her. The light rain whipped itself into circles, but Kali knew better than to flood out the home—she feared giving the nymph any more water to work her magic on.

			The snakes slithered across each other, bouncing off the barrier on the steps. A large figure stepped in front of Mike, gazing across the yard. Kali couldn’t see who it was at first, but with another crack in the geas, the woman came into focus. Nearly eight feet tall with a single eye, the cyclops swung a blade that unfolded itself. In disbelief, Kali watched the cyclops step into the yard and casually behead the snakes closest to her without even looking, the blade whipping about and catching them midstrike.

			The swarm moved toward her, and her movements became a dance, her eye glowing with its own inner light. Mike followed close behind, and no matter how many snakes moved toward her, she always pushed Mike out of their way, her sharp blade bringing a quick end to the slithering beasts.

			Kali’s face twisted in concentration, and she pumped energy into the storm up above.

			The blast of lightning blinded her, even through her closed eyes. When her vision cleared, she saw that the bolt had scorched a large mark in the yard, burning snake and grass alike.

			Several yards away, Mike stood in the open, his fingers making more trails of light in the air.

			“How?” she demanded of the storm, grabbing one of the heads on her necklace. How had they been fast enough to dodge a bolt of lightning? It made no sense. She summoned the Iwa hidden within the skin pouch, a spirit being made of teeth and fangs, then hurled it at her prey with the mental command to attack. 

			The Iwa’s spherical body expanded as it flew through the air until it was roughly the size and shape of a rottweiler. It opened its mouth wide, revealing fangs like a sinister Pac-Man, and reached forward with claws that were tipped with inch-long talons. The cyclops placed herself between Mike and the Iwa, killing a couple more snakes before raising her blade defensively. The snakes were closing in, hissing in anger, and the Iwa let out a high-pitched shriek as it closed the distance between itself and Mike.

			A rock struck Kali in the shoulder. Growling, she turned her attention back to the house. Beth, the estate agent, stood on the stairs, but something was wrong. Her eyes were the inky black of a moonless night, and the large stones below the porch were levitating into the air, then flinging themselves. A goblin jumped the railing behind her, moving left and toward the garage that sat slightly behind the main house.

			“Keep going,” Sebastien said, placing two of himself between Kali and Beth. His sandy body easily absorbed the blows of the stones, reforming after every strike. The snakes had moved away from the porch to avoid the cyclops’s blade, allowing Beth to descend and fire from along the trellis. Beth and the goblin were moving toward the garage, and Sebastien closed in on them. Kali’s attention shifted as she noticed Mike through the eyes of her snakes. He was running toward the stone wall at the edge of the yard, and the cyclops was calling out his name.

			The Iwa dived at the cyclops, causing her to stumble and roll out of the way, her sword coming up defensively. She wouldn’t reach Mike in time.

			“I have you,” Kali hissed, commanding the snakes to attack. She could taste his flesh in her mouth with every strike, her heart pounding in exhilaration as the venom flowed freely from their fangs. They constricted around his body, pinning him in place. Sebastien sprung from the edge of the yard, using his cane to push Mike against the ground.

			“Oh God!” Mike screamed in agony, rolling in the grass. Kali’s mind moved into the serpent on his chest so that she could see the defeat in his eyes. “It hurts so much, oh God, it hurts! I’m so fucking hard right now!”

			What? 

			Mike stuck out his tongue at the snake on his chest, his eyes flashing yellow. “Wanna see my boner?” A scorpion’s tail burst free of his pants, striking Sebastien hard enough that he exploded into sand. Mike shifted into something smaller, becoming a little girl in a gymnastics outfit, wearing thigh-high boots. The snakes fell free of her smaller form, and Lily sprang out of the way just as hundreds of pounds of solid stone crashed into the ground, smashing the mass of snakes that had been there.

			Kali cried out, her hold on the spell faltering when the connection was violently severed from so many snakes at once. The cracks in the sky glowed, and the rain she had been holding back started to fall. Shaking her head, she opened her own eyes to see a woman with large stone wings stand up from the impact crater in the grass. Snake mash fell from her stony skin, and her glittering dark eyes radiated hatred.

			The gargoyle flicked a snake head off her shoulder, then flared out her wings. This scattered snake chunks everywhere, and Lily (who stood nearby) cried out in disgust.

			“Rock beats slithers.” The gargoyle grinned, and Lily groaned.

			Kali saw movement back at the house and turned to see that the goblin had pushed open the garage door. Out came a woman and Mike on a horse.

			No. It was Mike riding a centaur, his arms wrapped tight around her midsection. Stunned by this development, Kali watched the centaur race along the outer perimeter of the yard, taking a wide turn to leap over the nearest Sebastien and cave in his skull with her hooves. He collapsed into a pile of sand, the grains vibrating as he struggled to pull himself together. He had warned Kali that the regenerative properties of his homunculi would be slower with his presence spread so thin, and now she was seeing it in action.

			“After them!” She yelled the command with her mouth and her mind. The snakes shifted directions but couldn’t keep up with the centaur. She looked into the maelstrom above, commanding down bolts of lightning to chase them.

			The centaur was now dodging back and forth, Mike tilting dangerously from side to side. The Sebastiens chased after them, but one of them got captured by Lily, who tangled up his feet with her tail. She had returned to adult size but now wore a mixed martial arts outfit replete with hot-pink gloves that matched her boots. She forced Sebastien to the ground, then used an armbar hold on him, stretching his arm backward until it snapped. He exploded into a small sandstorm, then re-formed a few feet away.

			The sky split open up above, and a technicolor hole formed in the geas. Through her multivision, Kali could see the storm clouds escaping into the real world, the guy mowing his yard running inside in alarm. She commanded the snakes scattered through the yard to return—she needed them by her side.

			The Iwa cried out in agony. The cyclops had slowly retreated from it, and the spirit was now closer to the gargoyle. Still covered in the blood of the snakes she had crushed, the gargoyle put the being into a headlock and smashed her fist repeatedly into its face. The cyclops speared it from behind with her blade, the finishing blow causing the spirit to flee back to its plane of existence, its contract with Kali officially broken. The smell of damp mud and ozone filled the air.

			“No.” Kali’s voice was barely a whisper, and she pulled two more heads from her necklace, summoning the dangerous Iwa trapped within. They unfolded from their leathery spheres into angry orbs of madness, ready to rip and tear.

			How had this happened? Somehow, despite her planning, she hadn’t been prepared for Mike’s counterattack. He had somehow organized these creatures into a well-oiled machine, and together they had put her on the defensive, no longer able to continue ripping apart the home’s protective spell.

			“Take him down!” she yelled, then cast away the angry Iwa. They rocketed through the air, but one was tackled by the gargoyle. Kali commanded the winds to pick up, the turf around her ripping into the sky. The gargoyle rolled across the yard, punching the Iwa in its angry, howling mouth. The cyclops moved to assist, so Kali set the lightning on her once again.

			A funnel cloud had formed, the swirling mass threatening them from above. Kali used her magic to hold it together and maintain a feedback loop. She was bolstering the storm’s fury with spellcraft, much like pushing a child on a swing. Utilizing its energy for magic was child’s play, but if the funnel fell, it would ruin everything. Shingles ripped off the roof and spun through the air. 

			“Fuck!” One of the Sebastiens exploded into sand when a car tire blasted through him. The other Sebastien ran toward the porch, holding his cane like a sword. At the car, the goblin was busy removing another tire for Beth to throw. Beth was pirouetting, her pointed fingers guiding shingles down from the sky that smashed into Sebastien and kept him from getting any closer.

			Where on earth had Beth obtained the ability to do that? Kali gathered her snakes around her to keep an eye on the yard in every direction. With Sebastien occupied, she monitored the heat signatures of the combatants all around her. Nobody would be able to get close without her seeing them coming.

			Summoning up a wicked wind, she was able to deflect the next projectile that came her way. The technicolor hole in the sky was already shrinking, her attention pulled away for too long. She took the last two shrunken heads from her necklace and threw them to the ground, commanding the spirits within to protect her. The gargoyle stuck her hands inside of the monstrous maw of the spirit she had been wrestling with, then ripped it apart. The cyclops was fighting Sebastien, who had drawn a sword out of his cane. Sebastien had decades of sword mastery, yet the cyclops easily dodged his attacks, slashing away at his limbs.

			The gargoyle was headed toward Kali now, and one of her spirits met it head on. The combatants snarled and rolled across the yard, tearing up the turf beneath their slashing claws. Lily was trying to fly toward her, but the wind tossed her out of the sky, and she crashed into Beth. The goblin swung a small club at Sebastien’s knees, causing his legs to explode and send sand everywhere.

			The centaur had reached the far side of the yard. Pinned in by the fence, her back hooves lashed out and knocked the spirit chasing her to the ground, and she galloped away. Undeterred, the spirit managed to grab Mike by the back of his shirt and pull him off the centaur.

			Finally. She sent the mental command to the spirit not to kill him. The spirit obeyed, pinning Mike to the ground so Sebastien could reach him. He drew his blade, pressing it against Mike’s chest.

			“Everyone, stop, or I’ll…” Sebastien’s eyes grew wide as Mike’s body unfolded like a piece of origami. Arms and legs covered in blades whirled around, reducing Sebastien to a pile of sand.

			Kali’s mind jumped into a snake long enough to see that this Mike was, somehow, a mannequin dressed in his clothes. The mannequin’s limbs folded down, and it crawled like a crab, slashing the ground with multiple blades that protruded from its body.

			“Where? Where is he?” Her consciousness spread out across the yard, her remaining snakes swiveling their heads. The rain had grown thick enough that the others had become lost in the storm. Frustrated, Kali looked through the eyes of her snakes and called down lightning on anyone emanating heat. The cyclops was able to dance away and quickly returned to the porch. The goblin pulled Beth to safety, and the centaur took shelter back in the garage. The gargoyle had pinned the Iwa to the ground, and Lily was caught up in a vortex of wind that caused her to tumble through the air.

			“Where! Where are you?!” Kali shrieked.

			Colored runes appeared all across the yard, focusing on a point twenty feet in front of her. The ground split open, revealing a large stone sundial that rose from beneath. Giving up on her snakes, she looked to the skies, wondering if he was about to descend from up above. Where was he going to come from?

			The remaining Sebastiens looked to her for guidance, pointing at the sundial and yelling, their voices lost in the wind. She turned to see that another Sebastien was running toward her, his head bowed low. The hole in the geas had grown even smaller, and the storm was beginning to rage out of control. The situation was devolving quickly, and she still couldn’t figure out what Mike had planned for her.

			Sebastien ran past, dodging the lone Iwa by her side, then put his hand on the sundial. It suddenly occurred to her that this Sebastien didn’t carry a cane, nor did he have a mustache. Her jaw dropping in surprise, she sent the spirit barreling toward him, to stop him at any cost, and was shocked when a banshee stepped out of his body, her hair wild and her blank eyes wide with rage. She let loose a scream that could be heard above the roar of the storm, a scream that tore the Iwa to shreds. Kali grabbed her ears in pain, desperate to block out the sound.

			“What?” What had just happened? She commanded the snakes, the remaining spirits, anything, to stop him.

			Mike lifted his head, his lips blue with from the cold and his goggles aglow with runes of their own. He was dressed like Sebastien, which had fooled her, and had somehow bypassed the heat vision of her snakes.

			“It’s time for you to get the fuck off my lawn,” he said, then grabbed the sundial and gave the whole thing a twist.
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			When Mike twisted the sundial, the protective magic of the house ripped through his core and then outward like a shock wave. Kali flew through the air and crashed to the ground next to the large snake that had watched over her. Then the lions on the entryway leaped down onto the grass, their manes ablaze with blue fire as they chased down each Sebastien and swatted him into nothingness. The remaining Iwa tried to flee but were torn from the sky by one of the lions and ripped apart. Kali struggled to stand as the other lion approached her. 

			Beth’s plan had worked perfectly. While the others had diverted Kali’s attention, Mike had been able to finish activating the runes while disguised as Sebastien. He had ridden into the yard while hanging from Zel’s side, hidden from view when they had burst out of the garage, and then had fallen off by the bushes.

			Once in the yard, the true genius of the plan had been allowing Cecilia to hide inside of him, the cold from her magic masking his presence from the snakes. Getting to the lions had been easy, but activating the runes had not. Even with the goggles on, it was much like trying to catch a specific bee from a hive, and now that the sundial had been activated, it was finally over.

			He had won.

			The lion stopped long enough to eat Kali’s anaconda, then leaped toward the priestess. Kali was abruptly yanked away from the lion by hundreds of shadow arms that pulled her across the lawn and out onto the street. The lion gave chase but stopped at the boundary of his house, then paced, its stone visage locked on the dark figure that had appeared there to catch Kali in outstretched arms.

			The stranger wore a black suit and knelt to set Kali down on the wet asphalt. Up above, the storm broke itself apart, and rain fell across the yard. 

			Mike thought that the man was black at first but realized quickly that the light seemed to bend away from him, his Middle Eastern features hidden away in the shadows. Even the rain itself bent away from him, leaving him dry.

			“I see that we have failed once again.” His voice was pleasant but somehow sucked the warmth out of the air.

			Mike, still frozen from having Cecilia riding shotgun inside of him, somehow felt colder even hearing it.

			The stranger shook his head, his dark curls unmoving.

			“And who are you?” Mike asked.

			“You may call me Amir. If you would like to invite me in, I would be happy to speak with you.”

			“Do you think I’m dumb?” Mike fiddled with the goggles, curious what the man looked like using its different settings. Through the goggles, Amir may as well have been a shadow. He had no heat signature or even a heartbeat. Amir’s magic was somehow invisible to the goggles’ power. “There’s no way in Hell that I’m inviting you in, and I am not giving you my house.”

			“The house is an issue for another time. I only want what is mine.” Amir’s eyes fell on Lily. She had bounced off the stone wall and was currently caught up in the damaged branches of the hedge Mike had hidden behind when he’d fallen off Zel. Her eyes were now wide in terror, and her now frantic struggle to get free had only further entangled her, so she started tearing through the branches with her claws.

			“Nothing here is yours,” said Mike.

			“I beg to differ.” Amir’s eyes locked on Mike. “I will offer you a one-time deal, Mr. Radley, but you will only have moments to make it, so please, hear me out. I am a patient man. I am patient enough to simply wait until you have passed away, leaving this place to the next Caretaker. I am patient enough to convince the others that this fight we have with you is not worth the toll it has already taken on my colleagues. I am patient enough to admit defeat and return again when you have been long dead in the ground.

			“However, I have no patience for disloyalty. That succubus belongs to me, and I will have her back. Hand her over to me, right now, and we will go away.” Though his face was dark, his teeth were bright, making him look like a sadistic shadow.

			Mike watched Amir, then looked at Lily. She scrambled out of the bush, her dark eyes on the stranger at the edge of his yard.

			“I don’t know that you really have any bargaining power,” Mike said. “With this sundial, I can keep you out of here for the rest of my days.”

			“Indeed. But you will be under house arrest. I will wait for you to step away, and I will kill you. A lifetime of being stuck in that tiny little home, wondering when we will try again. Paranoia at every hour of the day. Or you could return my property and have your freedom and my word that we will never bother you again. It seems to me that you are getting the better end of the bargain.”

			“Mike.” Lily’s voice shook. “He means it. He won’t just kill you either. He’ll make you suffer.”

			“What? Do you want to go back with him?”

			“She does.” Amir held out his hand. “Even if she doesn’t know it. Return her to me, and I will take Kali and Sebastien away and leave you in peace.”

			Mike chuckled. “I wagered my soul to gain her servitude. She can’t break the deal.”

			“But you can.” This time, when Amir held out his hand, Mike could see the shadows clinging to him. It was like he had been poorly Photoshopped back into the real world, the extra dark lines around his body the main indicator. “Now hand her over. I won’t ask again.”

			Mike sighed. He walked to the edge of his yard, the stone lions at his side. They were an extension of the house and, while activated, he could feel them in his mind, eager to obey a direct command or act of their own accord. Unfortunately, he knew they couldn’t pass the boundary of the house, which meant he couldn’t just sick them on Amir and end this right here and now. 

			When Mike was about ten feet away from the boundary, he stuck his hand in his pocket. Amir’s smile grew impossibly wide.

			“You know what? Maybe she is too much trouble.” Mike frowned. “Wait, hold on.” He pulled his hand out of his pocket and felt around on the outside of his pants, then looked around. The dagger and its sheath was tucked into his back pocket, and he casually closed his fingers around the hilt. “That’s so strange. Where did it go?”

			Amir’s smile faltered. “What happened?”

			“Well, sometime between yesterday and today, I ran out of fucks to give.” Mike grinned sheepishly. “Guess you’re just going to have to be patient enough for me to grow a new one, or something.”

			Amir’s eyes narrowed, and the ground shook, but Mike held his ground, his eyes never leaving Amir’s. The rain had finally stopped, and the sun was coming out, but the tension in the air was suddenly so intense that he tightened his grip on the dagger.

			“You are a dead man, Mike Radley.” Amir knelt to pick up Kali, then lifted her easily. “You should have taken my offer.”

			That cold feeling spread in his gut, but he was ready. An arm made of shadows quickly crossed the space between them and seized him by the shirt collar. Mike swung up his arm, the dagger clutched tightly in his fingers, and severed the shadow limb. It tumbled onto the ground and shattered, freezing the grass around him. The edge of the geas sparkled momentarily, and when Amir sent another shadow limb in to grab Mike, it exploded on the edge of the geas and ran like wet ink down onto the ground.

			“Do you want me to check my pockets again, Amir?” Every fiber of his being told him to run away and hide, to flee from this man, but he felt it deep within his being, that voice of reason that said if he turned his back now, Amir would kill him.

			Amir chuckled and handed Kali over to a bundle of shadow arms that cradled her like a child.

			“We have no more to say to each other.” Amir walked backward onto the street, the shadows following him. Someone had left a large, ornate rug just sitting on the asphalt. Mike’s jaw dropped when it lifted Amir and Kali into the sky and flew away, Amir’s dark eyes never leaving his until they were gone.

			“Mike.” Lily was at his side, her hand on his arm. “You should have given me back. Now they’ll never stop. He’ll never stop.”

			“I don’t expect that he will.” Mike let out the breath he had been holding, his limbs suddenly heavy. “Dude scares the shit out of me. Shadow arms and a flying carpet? What the actual fuck?” He looked at his front yard. “Shit. It’s going to take days to fix this.”

			Lily laughed. Mike liked the sound of it.
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			Satisfied that Amir wasn’t going to show his face again, Mike set the lions back on their pedestals. They assumed their original forms—simple stone statues—once up there, but he could feel their magic burning in his blood still. The sundial had rotated slightly—of all the magical artifacts he had seen so far, he found it ironic that the most powerful defensive magic he had seemed to function like an egg timer. He had only partially twisted it, so he paused long enough to twist it the rest of the way.

			Twenty-four hours. In the next twenty-four hours, he would have to twist it again to keep the lions activated. Part of him secretly hoped that the society would show back up, magic blazing, only to get crushed by the lions.

			Celebrations were brief. Tink took the goggles from Mike, then swatted him on the ass before inspecting the damage to the house. Sofia was using the garden hose to wash the blood off Abella, and Beth sat with Cecilia on the front swing, her head in her hands as she woke back up. Lily had vanished shortly after Amir had, and he hoped that wherever she was, she was doing okay. The mimic was still in the yard, a macabre scarecrow wearing one of his favorite shirts torn to bits. He picked it up and carried it through the door. Not knowing where else to put it, he leaned it against the wall.

			He walked through the house into the backyard. Dana and Naia sat in the middle of the fountain. Dana was smiling but still looked sickly. She had remained behind with Naia, just in case Mike’s blood hadn’t worked.

			“That was quite the commotion,” Naia said. “But it’s gotten pretty quiet. I take it you activated the defenses?”

			“I did.” Mike sat on the edge of the fountain. “The lions made very short work of the situation.”

			“Any intruder using magic against the house or the Caretaker will be taken care of. It doesn’t work on people who have been invited in, though, so you have to be careful. I wish I could have told you sooner.”

			“It’s all part of the journey, isn’t it?” Mike thought back to the last couple of days. Maybe it was a weird thing to think about, but he felt almost like every challenge was part of a path that had been set before him. He briefly thought of his vision, moving game pieces across a board, then dismissed it. He was ninety percent sure it had been a hallucination, a dream that had chased him into the real world. “And you?” he said to Dana. “How do you feel?”

			She shrugged. “I don’t feel like I’m going to tear your face off, but I don’t feel good either. Kind of cranky, mainly.”

			“I am so, so, so sorry you got pulled into this. You need to tell me what it is I can do to help make this right.”

			“She still needs something from you,” Naia said. “She’s operating on borrowed time. The blood is rapidly wearing off.”

			“I haven’t forgotten.” He let out a sigh.

			Dana was avoiding his gaze, her fingers drawing shapes in the surface of the water.

			“But I’m getting the feeling that there’s more to the story.”

			“There is. Do you want to tell him, or should I?” Naia asked.

			“Zel originally gave me a potion she had made, which was far better than the blood,” Dana said. “She said that your sperm was in it, and I wanted to think it was gross, but I was so hungry that it really didn’t matter. Anyway, Zel has a theory that if I were to eat your…fluids straight from the source, the effect would be magnified.”

			“And?” He could tell there was more.

			“I’ve never been with a man before. This isn’t a naive virgin thing; this is a lack of interest thing. I loved Alex, and I still do. And I’m confused because you’re the only guy I’ve ever even been attracted to. Like, not the first time we met. You were cute, but that’s all. But after? I was surprised by that sudden attraction, which Naia explained was because her magic is inside of you. Apparently your sex appeal is off the charts because of it, and I just don’t know how I feel about that.” Dana sighed. “I feel like I don’t even know who I am anymore either, and I hate that.”

			He nodded. “I think I understand, but please continue.”

			“If Zel’s theory is correct, the effect diminishes immediately upon exposure to air. Something about intent and intimacy. That’s why she wants me to…you know. ” Dana frowned. “Which brings up the other problem. When I drank it before, it made me super horny. And it ended up being okay but only because someone was there to help me through it. I’m still in love with someone that I lost, and the idea of being with anyone else feels like a betrayal to her memory. If not for Lily being able to transform into Alex, I don’t know how I would have handled it.” Her eyes were misty now, and she struggled to speak. “I’m still me, even if I’m dead. And part of me is afraid of what I’ll become if I have sex with you just to stay alive. Is it okay because the situation is weird? Or is it still some kind of betrayal? I feel like I have to choose between ravenous hunger and losing my mind. It’s hard for me to say this, but even if I just let you jack off in my mouth, I think that part of me will be gone forever, and it was a part that waited for so long to be alive.”

			“Damn.” Mike hadn’t thought of that. She was dependent on him to stay sane but didn’t want to be involved with him sexually or romantically. “The important thing is that you need to decide what is okay for you. I’m not going to force you to do anything you don’t want to do.”

			“You’re not? I thought…I thought the others had to have sex with you to stay here?”

			“Who gave you that idea?”

			Naia rolled her eyes, then made a pair of horns with her hands.

			Mike laughed. “Lily’s been telling stories, it sounds like. I’m guessing she implied more than a few things. May I?” He gestured at the spot next to Dana. She nodded, so he sat next to her. “This is going to sound weird, but sex here and with the people in this house isn’t like sex out there. Here it’s no different from going to a movie or eating ice cream with friends. Granted, there are a bunch of emotional attachments, but I’m not forcing myself on anyone. In fact, I think more than a couple of them have forced themselves on me.”

			“I guess I don’t know how I feel.” Dana put her head in her hands. “I have a lot of time to think about stuff like this. It keeps my mind off how hungry I am.”

			“You need to feed, but you don’t want to forfeit who you are.” He looked at Naia, then back at Dana. The spark of an idea was forming. “Out of curiosity, if I were a woman, would that help?”

			“Well, yeah, a bit. But you still wouldn’t be Alex, and you couldn’t, you know…” Dana made a jacking motion in the air. “I mean, maybe if you were a squirter, but that’s different. Something about how your sperm is meant to make life, which is why it carries so much life force. A girl who squirts is just having a really good time, which is different.”

			“But you wouldn’t mind being with another woman?”

			Dana thought about it for a minute. “I would feel a lot more like myself, so it wouldn’t bother me. Is that…like, you can’t turn into a woman, can you? ”

			Mike laughed. “No, that’s not a trick I’ve picked up yet. But I think I know a workaround.” Mike lifted an eyebrow and turned to Naia. “Exposure to air ruins potency. What about water at body temperature?”

			“Interesting.” Naia’s brow wrinkled in thought. “We could try it, but I would recommend passing it along as quickly as possible.”

			“If it works, then we just need to figure out timing.” Mike looked at Dana. “But you would have to be nearby to swap out with me.”

			“I’m not following.”

			“I’m going to have sex with Naia.”

			“That doesn’t help me.” Dana crossed her arms. “Even if you came in her and pulled out, it still gets exposed to the air.”

			“That’s where you’re wrong.” Mike reached over to Naia and flicked her arm. The moment his finger touched her, her skin became water. It made a tiny splash. “If I come inside of Naia, she can make her body turn to water and keep my sperm warm. In a weird way, it’s kind of like it came just from me. Then you can drink it directly from her.”

			Doubt was written across Dana’s face. “Maybe.”

			“If it doesn’t work, I figure it will buy you a couple of hours at least. Some is better than none, and we can try to figure out a different solution. What do you think?”

			“I think it’s weird. But…” Dana looked at Naia, and then back. “It would be way better than the alternative.”

			Mike nodded. “So I say let’s try it. Um…I mean, you can stay and all, that’s up to you…sorry, this is just a strange conversation to have with pretty much anybody.”

			Dana shrugged and walked away from the fountain. “I’ll check in with Zel. Let me know when you’re done.”

			“Will do.” He watched her go to the garage and step inside. “I feel really bad about this whole situation,” he told Naia. “She got pulled into this because of me.”

			“She got pulled in because of the society. They are to blame, not you.”

			Mike sighed. He wasn’t certain he agreed, but she was probably right. “Do you really think so?”

			“I think you should come over here.” Her grip on his shirt was strong, and he splashed in the fountain in an attempt to find his feet. When she kissed him, he felt like she was trying to inhale his soul. He lost his balance and fell back. Water formed beneath him, holding him up without getting him wet. It was an odd feeling, the cool water against his skin, but the warm woman on top of him had his full attention.

			“I’ve missed you, lover.” She kissed her way down his neck, tiny spheres of water floating around her. “Next time, I fully expect you to take your time with me.”

			“You think this is going to be quick?” He watched her undo his pants. His cock sprang free, eager to see her. “I’ve kind of had a busy day with this thing.”

			“We mustn’t keep our guest waiting.” Naia gave his shaft a lick. “And if you think you’ve seen all my tricks, you have another thing coming.”

			“Let’s see what you go—HOLY HELL!” With her mouth on his shaft, he felt her insides liquefy, creating a sudden increase in pressure as her innards swirled. He kicked his legs so hard that one of his shoes went flying across the fountain. Every time Naia moved her head to the base of his cock, he felt that intense swirl of water when she slid her mouth back off him.

			His hips were already bucking on their own. Naia pulled her mouth off him, then stood, her dress disappearing. She turned around and sat down on his cock, her labia parting around it. Her vagina was doing the same thing her mouth had, and she started playing with herself.

			“Urgh, Naia!” Mike squeezed her plump ass cheeks, lifting his hips to further penetrate her. Water tendrils held him in place, and Naia began a slow grind, the suction causing his dick to inflate. His nerves were ablaze, and tiny sparks formed along his fingertips, sparks that made chills run through his spine.

			“I’m surprised you’ve held back this long,” Naia said.

			“It’s been a long day,” he grunted.

			Naia’s blue-green hair bounced across her shoulders, the tattoos on her ribs glowed, and the water beneath him vibrated. The vibrations became more powerful, and he felt them in his cock. Naia’s whole body vibrated too, and she let out a moan that turned into a laugh, then back into a moan.

			He didn’t notice at first, but she had slowly lifted herself away from him, just his glans still inside of her. The vibrations traveled all along his shaft, his dick held in place by the powerful suction of her pussy. He groaned.

			Naia sank down on him. The bubbles in the fountain popped, and her insides were like molten glass, so hot and smooth. Her body pulled him in while the water beneath him stroked his balls. Naia let out a shriek of sweet agony that penetrated to the center of Mike’s being.

			Mike came, spurting his hot seed into Naia’s pussy. Her insides shifted, sucking him farther into her and draining his balls. He groaned, and Naia’s back turned translucent. He watched his spunk get pulled up into a milky sphere at her center, tiny sparks of magic radiating off it. She kissed Mike on the lips, her thighs releasing him. He sighed, sinking down to the floor of the fountain. The water had vanished.

			The door of the garage banged open, and Dana was standing there, her gray eyes wide and her nostrils flared. Her gaze settled on Naia, and she walked over to the fountain.

			“Dana, you okay?” Mike asked, fumbling with his pants. Dana was ignoring him, her wild eyes on Naia.

			“I could smell that from inside the garage,” she said, walking toward the fountain. She closed her eyes and inhaled through her nose. “It smells absolutely amazing.” When she reached the fountain, she stopped, picked up a shoe, and tossed it to Mike. “Guessing this is yours?”

			“Um, yeah.” He watched Naia go over to Dana and straddle her hips. She pushed some loose strands away from Dana’s eyes, then moved her hands along her sides. Her hands moved up to Dana’s breasts, then slid past to tilt her head back. When their lips connected, Naia became translucent again, and Mike watched as his load migrated up Naia’s body and passed into Dana’s mouth.

			“Whoa,” Mike whispered as Dana’s body changed. After she swallowed, her cheeks darkened, fresh blood flowing to the surface. Dull gray strands of hair immediately regained their shine, hovering somewhere between blonde and silver. Her eyes sparkled when they opened, and a strand of cum dangled from her lips when she broke her kiss with Naia. When she opened her eyes, they were an icy blue, the gray hidden behind the gemstone color.

			“You look almost like you did before,” he told her. “I mean, you’re still a bit different, but you don’t look like you’re at death’s door anymore.”

			“I feel great. I feel…warm.” She wiped a tear from her eye. “It’s almost like I’m alive again. So many emotions are going through me right now. I feel like I swallowed fire and lived to tell the tale.” She pressed both hands to her chest. “And for the first time since I died, I don’t feel hungry.”

			“That’s good. I’m glad.” Mike moved away from them. “You do look a little off though.”

			“It’s better than the alternative.” Dana shifted, her ass rubbing against the smooth stone. Despite her jeans, Mike saw that she was pressing her thighs together. “I don’t want to be ungrateful or anything, but can I have some time alone with Naia?”

			“Oh, sorry, absolutely.” Mike stood, a small pang of jealousy in his chest. His relationship with everybody was open and honest, but the idea of Naia being with anybody but him did sting just a little. He knew it wasn’t even a rational emotion because Naia didn’t care who he had sex with, and he would adapt.

			He looked back just once to see Dana’s lips on Naia’s breast. The nymph winked at him, and he smiled back, then looked away. He probably shouldn’t have watched as much as he did. He pushed open the back door, then took care to pull it shut behind him.

			When he walked around the corner into the living room, he tripped over the small chair that had appeared there. He rubbed the sore spot on his shin. “And what are we going to do with you?”

			The chair sprouted arms and shrugged.

			“Oh! Wait!” Mike fumbled through his pockets and pulled out a key. “Does this go to you?”

			He waited for a response, then remembered the mimic could only transform when nobody was looking. Some strange monster version of being pee shy. He blinked and found himself looking at a typewriter. The keys clacked on the paper tucked into the roll.

			No

			“Oh. Any idea what it goes to?” He waited for a response, and the mimic typed the same word again. “Okay. Well, thanks for your help earlier. You made a pretty good me.”

			You’re welcome, Caretaker Mike. The typewriter dinged, and Mike blinked. The grandfather clock walked on thick wooden legs to its post by the stairs, then lowered itself into place. He patted it affectionately, then stuck the key back in his pocket. That would be a mystery to solve some other day.

			Mike walked into the kitchen and opened the fridge. He said a silent prayer of thanks to whatever god was listening that a beer had been tucked away behind the milk. He popped off the top and sat down, putting the mouth of the bottle to his lips. It wasn’t even his favorite brew, but it was the most delicious thing he had drunk in days.

			“Not gonna watch them fuck?”

			Mike coughed beer out his nose, foam rolling down his lips. He turned in his seat and scowled at Lily. She leaned against the kitchen counter, her tail tracing shapes on its surface.

			“You startled me.” He used his shirt to wipe the beer off his face. “And no, I’m not going to watch them have sex.”

			“You’re not a little curious?” Lily walked past him and pulled down one of the blinds. “Don’t you wanna know what college pussy looks like?”

			“I…no. No, I don’t.” He frowned at his beer. She had caused him to waste a bit of it. “It was obvious that she wasn’t into it.”

			“But she was. She hungers for it, you know? Your cum, specifically. You could have made her do anything, made her beg, taken advantage of her desperation.” Lily turned around, her breasts in her hands. “Oh, Mike, come in my mouth, I’m so hungry.” She spoke in Dana’s voice.

			“Shouldn’t you be standing on somebody’s shoulder right now?” He pulled another drag off his beer. “Talking them into suicide or something?”

			“You’re really not gonna look?”

			“No. I haven’t heard the full story, but I’m ninety-nine percent certain that this is somehow my fault. I imagine she’s going through some hard changes right now, and the least I can do is give her her space.”

			“Wow. You really aren’t going to look.” Lily’s tail swished. “Now that I’m back, I suppose you want to give it to me though, right? Pound my ass against the counter?” She bent over, wiggling her butt.

			“Honestly? I just want to finish this, see if they need any help out front, then go to bed. Oh!” Mike slammed his beer on the table, causing it to foam over. “I do want to give you something!”

			“This oughta be good.” Lily crossed her arms and smirked. “Did you draw up a roommate agreement for me? Blow jobs every Thursday? Anal Mondays? Since the week is gonna fuck you up the ass, might as well do it for real. We can get that printed on my coffee mug so that I don’t use yours by accident.”

			“Why do I feel like you’re punishing me for something I didn’t do?” Mike pulled open the kitchen drawer and pushed aside the scissors and the keys. His fingers closed on the little jewelry box.

			“What can I say? I have trust issues.”

			“Clearly. Here. I bought this for you.” He held out the jewelry box.

			Lily recoiled. “What is it?”

			“A rosary. I figured it’s about time you found Jesus.” He laughed at the look on her face. “It isn’t a rosary. I saw it online and thought of you, so I bought it. Almost forgot I had it.”

			“What do you want in return?”

			“Nothing.” Mike shrugged. “I mean, if you don’t like it, I can send it back. Like I said, made me think of you.”

			Lily took the box, a dubious look on her face. She opened it, her eyes growing wide. “Where did you get this?”

			“eBay. May I?” He pulled out the necklace. It was a red agate stone set in silver with Chinese script around the sides. “The red made me think of your hair. And your eyes. And your attitude, if I’m being honest.”

			She held up her hair so he could fasten the clasp behind her neck.

			“I kind of figured it could be a peace offering. I felt like the last time we saw each other didn’t end as well as I would have liked it to. This place is still your home, if you decide to stay. I want you to believe that.”

			Lily held up the pendant. She looked through it and him, focused on something he couldn’t see. Several seconds passed, and the hint of a tear appeared in her eyes.

			He was about to say something when she suddenly disappeared into a cloud of black smoke, the stink of sulfur filling the room. He coughed, waving a hand in front of his face. The odor was bad enough that he set down his beer, a bad taste in his mouth.

			“Demons,” he muttered. He left the beer behind and went out to the front yard to see how he could help.
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			BIGGER ON THE INSIDE 

			“Ugh.” Mike was in his bed, and he held up a hand to shut out the intrusive light of the sun. It had been a late night trying to lay down all the new sod in the front yard. The lightning blasts and storm had killed off most of the grass, and only a few of the shrubs had survived. The delivery had shown up six hours late, and Mike and the others had had to hastily unroll the sod beneath a scorching afternoon sun. Tink had crawled into bed with dirt on her hands and feet, her goggles pulled down over her neck. Mike had fallen asleep in his shirt, his back sore from hauling sod.

			“Rise and shine, lover,” Naia called out from the bath. “Sofia said to tell you that breakfast is ready, and if you don’t come down soon, there won’t be any left.”

			“Mergh.” He slid out of bed and stumbled into the bathroom.

			“You’re filthy,” Naia declared, standing on the surface of the water in the tub.

			“Yeah. I was so tired.” He stretched, his joints cracking. A yawn slipped out of him. “What’s on the agenda for today?”

			“Remodel of the garage. Zel hates the current setup. I think Tink used your computer to order the parts already.”

			“Sounds good.” It had been over a week since he had chased the society away, and he had spent those days fixing the mess they had made. He pulled off all his clothes and tossed them in the hamper. “Anything else?”

			“It’s the big day.” Naia held his hand in case he slipped, then wrapped her arms around his waist once he was in. “Beth will be here any minute to make it final.”

			“Excellent.” He closed his eyes, and the water in the tub surged around him. It took only a few seconds, the powerful vortex of water scrubbing his skin clean. The water fell back down with a splash, and Naia lathered his hair with shampoo. “I’m hoping things slow down soon,” he said. “It’s been a little hectic.”

			“At least nobody is trying to kill you today.” She pressed herself against him again, her breasts squishing into his chest. The water vortex worked its magic to rinse his hair, and Mike opened his eyes. Naia gave him a kiss on the nose.

			“Thanks,” he told her and got out of the tub, instantly dry. He put on some clean clothes and left his room, closing the door behind him. The smell of fresh food made his mouth water, and he jogged quietly down the stairs, ducking at the bottom to avoid the sudden swirl of fairy lights over his head. As far as he could tell, Cerulea had run off with a piece of bacon, and Carmina and Olivia had given chase.

			“It’s about time,” Sofia said, then set an extra plate on the table. She wore an apron over her gown. “I figured you were going to sleep through breakfast.”

			Tink was already at the table, his laptop just to the left of her plate. She opened her mouth wide to shove in syrup-covered waffles.

			“Do I smell bacon?” he asked.

			“Cerulea took the last piece. She was the early bird, so she got the worm.” Sofia handed him a cup of coffee. “You’ll have to settle for sausage and toast.”

			“I feel so punished.” He smiled at her, but she didn’t return it. He took a sip of the coffee. “Tastes good.”

			“Of course it does.” She rolled her eye. “Everything I make tastes great.”

			“I think you taste great.” He reached around her and gave her ass a pinch. Her cheeks turned red. “Even if you are a little sour at first.”

			Sofia stayed quiet, but he saw the slight smile on her lips just before he looked away.

			“Today’s the big day, Tink. Are we ready?” Mike asked.

			“Think so,” Tink replied. At least, he thought that’s what she’d said. It was hard to hear around the mouthful of waffles. He patted her on the head and sat down next to her. She was busy filling up his online shopping cart with decorative wood. 

			“Has anybody seen Dana?” Mike asked. Even though she didn’t eat, she’d been at the table every morning.

			“She said she left you a note.” Sofia pushed some sausages from her skillet onto his plate. “On the table by the front door.”

			“Okay, thank you.” He put some butter on his toast. “Hey, do we have any—”

			Sofia slid some scrambled eggs onto his plate.

			“Thank you.” He ate quietly, watching Tink scroll through six different websites to find what she needed. He cringed at the amount of syrup she was getting on his keyboard but stayed quiet. He barely had time to use the laptop anymore, and he had passed on several of his clients to other web developers already. Mike’s days of working a normal job were nearly over.

			“Mmm!” Tink licked her fingers clean, then slid off her chair and disappeared around the corner. He figured she was off to go fix something important.

			He slid his laptop over and gave it a quick wipe down with a damp paper towel before doing some shopping of his own.

			His phone rang on the counter. Sofia handed it to him.

			“Hey,” he said.

			It was Beth. “I’m on my way back right now,” she told him. “I will probably be there in just over an hour.”

			“How did it go?”

			“We had some trouble but nothing we couldn’t handle.” He could hear the smile in her voice. “I got everything I needed, so we are headed your way now.”

			“Stay out of trouble.” He hung up the phone, then finished his eggs.

			He helped Sofia with the dishes, then walked out into the front room. He noticed immediately that the grandfather clock was gone. He looked around and saw that a large white envelope with his name had appeared on the mantle.

			“Uh-oh.” He approached the mantle and opened the note to read its contents. He let out a sigh, then tucked it in his back pocket. It was a note from Dana. She was leaving the house in an attempt to pursue a potential cure that Ratu had told her about. 

			There was nothing he could do about it now. He walked to the back door to see that Zel and Tink stood by the fountain, scrutinizing a diagram that Zel had drawn. He didn’t feel like getting involved yet so walked out the front door of the house to be alone.

			Well, almost alone. Cecilia was on her swing, watching the front yard. He gave her a wave, then walked down the steps to the sundial. He gave it another twist, setting the defenses in place for twenty-four more hours. He didn’t feel the need to wait until it was almost done before resetting it.

			“Did you sleep well?” Cecilia asked him when he stepped back onto the porch.

			He shrugged, then sat down next to her. “I did but not enough.”

			“I have always wondered what it would be like to sleep. Sometimes, if I sit long enough, my mind wanders to old memories. Is it like that?”

			“It can be. I used to dream a lot about my childhood.”

			“You don’t anymore?”

			“Since moving in here, no. Dreams are a place where our greatest desires or worst fears can find us. They can be chaotic or detailed, very logical, or just plain weird. Recently, my dreams seem to just be a jumble of random memories in no particular order.”

			“I see.” A small grin appeared on her face. “Do you ever dream about me?”

			“Why dream when I have the real deal?” Mike affectionately ran his fingers through her hair, shivering when the cold sparks jumped to his hand. He was about to say something else when he noticed a flash of red beneath the strands of white. He used his fingers to pull it free.

			“Is something wrong?” she asked.

			“I don’t know.” A long streak of her hair was now a deep red. “Your hair. It’s a different color here.”

			“I was wondering.” A shy smile appeared on her face. “Ever since our time in the cave, I have felt a little bit different. It’s almost like a small part of you got left behind, a warm part that keeps me company in the wee hours.”

			“I think the same thing may have happened to me. When I was trapped in Baba Yaga’s school, my soul had a white tuft of hair, and the sparks were there when Ratu and I had sex. What does it mean?”

			“I’m not sure. My kind was never built to be with your kind, and maybe this is the price.”

			“It would have to be more than that.” Mike thought about what Naia had told him. “Part of my soul is a nymph’s soul. Did we do the same thing? Did part of my soul swap with yours?”

			“My kind do not have souls, not in the sense that you and Naia do. But I wonder—nymphs perform magic through sexual acts. If you are part nymph, then that could mean that you perform a similar kind of magic through sex. Something happened to me in the cave, something wonderful. For a little while, I felt the cool air on my skin and the wind in my face. So many emotions ran through my being that I couldn’t process any of them.

			“When the magic was done, I thought it was temporary, wild magic as a result of our coupling. But some sort of spell has been cast, and I think it means that I will carry a part of you with me forever.” She leaned into him, sliding her arm around his and holding it tightly. “I would gladly pay such a price again.”

			Mike felt it then, that surge of electrical energy. It migrated through his body, his arm hairs standing on end as she charged him up. Somewhere, deep inside himself, he felt something resonate, magic of his own that wanted to sing along.

			“Cecilia, I—” He was interrupted by the sounds of boots striking wood.

			Lily appeared before them in a puff of smoke. She flipped her hair over her shoulder, adjusting the tight white button-down she was wearing. She held a paper plate in one hand with a large piece of cake. “Sorry to interrupt. Beth’s farewell party just finished, so she will be here in a bit.” Lily used her finger to remove a large chunk of frosting, then sucked it into her mouth. “I brought you some of her cake.”

			Mike took the plate from her and laughed. Other than a pathetic smear of blue, Lily had licked the cake clean of all its frosting. “How did you teleport here from there?”

			“I can always teleport to my ho—” Lily froze, and she stuck her finger in her mouth, licking imaginary frosting off it. “To the place where my master is. It’s no different from being commanded to return to my ruby. It prevents me from running away.”

			“So if I asked you to return here, no matter where you were, it would just happen?”

			“I…yes. But I wouldn’t be very happy about it.” Lily grabbed some cake off Mike’s plate and stuffed it into his mouth. “Speaking of, I need something from you.”

			“All you have to do is ask,” he told her after swallowing. “What do you need?”

			“You.” Lily turned around and planted her ass in his lap. The swing wobbled with the sudden weight, and Cecilia slid over to make room for her. She grabbed Mike’s hand and placed it on her stomach. “But don’t make a big deal about it.”

			“Lily, I…” He stopped talking when she grabbed his hand and placed it on her breast. It suddenly occurred to him that he had never actually touched her this way in the real world—they had only touched inside of his dreams. She wiggled her butt from side to side, teasing an erection out of him.

			“Don’t worry, I totally have an agenda. Nothing has changed between us.” She tilted her head to the side. “Now kiss my neck.”

			Mike faltered, but Lily grabbed him by the collar and pulled him in, his lips brushing against her skin. Her white blouse slid to the side, and he could see down it. She wasn’t wearing a bra, her dark nipples rigid beneath the fabric. Surprised at this turn of events, he squeezed her breast, appreciating how supple it felt beneath his fingers.

			An icy blast of air hit him from the side, and his breath immediately fogged up. He turned to see that Cecilia’s eyes had narrowed at the two of them, her hair already standing on end.

			“Oh, relax,” Lily said, her fingers hooking into the top of the banshee’s dress. “We’re sharing today.” She gave a hard yank, and Cecilia floated toward them, her eyes widening in surprise when Lily kissed her. Tendrils of ice formed on Lily’s face, so she broke contact.

			“Wow, kissing you is like licking an iceberg! Brr!” She licked her lips, turning her head toward Mike. “Kiss him. I want to see it up close.”

			Mike thought Cecilia would argue and was surprised when she grabbed his face and kissed him. Her body floated, the air filling with electricity. He fondled her breasts through her dress with one hand and stroked her neck with the other. While he did that, Lily untucked his shirt and slid her hands beneath the fabric, moving along his hips and ribs. She dry humped him, her black dress pants making a shushing sound while she moved.

			Mike fought with Cecilia’s dress to get his hands onto her skin. Her dress fought back, pushing his hands away from her cool skin. Lily was busy pulling Mike’s cock free of his pants, but her eyes were on Cecilia’s supernaturally clingy outfit.

			“That’s spooky,” she declared before sucking Mike’s dick into her mouth. Her tongue toyed with his urethra, the head of his cock becoming engorged inside of her mouth. She licked the full length of his shaft, her drool making it shine in the morning light. The cool feel of Cecilia’s lips on his contrasted beautifully with the sensation of Lily’s hot mouth, and whenever she disconnected from his cock, a spark jumped from the head of his dick to her lips.

			Cecilia reached down to help pump his shaft while Lily sucked on it, and Cecilia’s cool touch thrilled him even further. She stroked him with a tight squeeze at the base of his shaft, then a soft grip when her hand slid back down.

			“Whoa!” Lily jerked her head back, rubbing at her eyes. “Your hand went through my face!”

			“Sorry,” Cecilia muttered. “I have to concentrate to touch people, and I wasn’t thinking about touching you.”

			“Don’t think twice about it. In fact, I have an idea.” Lily pulled Cecilia down to join her and whispered something in the banshee’s ear.

			Cecilia looked surprised, but then nodded.

			“Then it’s settled. I want to see you blow him.”

			“You don’t have to—” Mike began, but Cecilia didn’t hesitate to suck him into her mouth. Static built up along the swinging bench, and he shivered. Lily licked his balls, while Cecilia focused on his glans, and their fire and ice routine had his muscles tightening up in a hurry. He was taking heavy breaths now, each expulsion of air sending a cascade of bright-white sparks onto the heads of the two women fellating him.

			“Keep going,” Lily hissed, backing away. “Focus on his cock. What a good little screamer.” She pushed down on the back of Cecilia’s head, her hands passing through. Mike wondered what she was up to when she stood, her pants disappearing in a puff of smoke.

			Lily put a finger to her lips, a sly grin on her face. She mounted Mike, her hips passing through Cecilia’s head. The banshee kept focus, her lips and tongue working their magic as Mike’s cock slid into the succubus.

			“Holy…fuuuuuuuck!” Mike grabbed the swing with both hands, his hips shaking. Cecilia’s head bobbed up and down through Lily, the succubus giving a playful grin and swiveling her hips from side to side. Mike’s hips bucked on their own, the sparks now making his muscles contract.

			“Gah!” Cecilia lifted her head away, a long trail of spit connecting them. “No fair!”

			“Come here.” Lily pushed Cecilia into the air, her body floating. Cecilia held on to Mike’s shoulders while Lily fought with her skirt. “Okay, the clinging clothes thing is weird.”

			“You have a bug tail…,” Cecilia whispered so that only Mike could hear. It made him laugh.

			“Just need you to concentrate long enough for me to do this. Now sit.”

			“Yes, please,” Cecilia murmured, her hips floating onto Lily’s lap. Mike could see that Lily had pulled Cecilia’s panties to one side and had slid a finger inside of the banshee. 

			“Focus on just my hands. Shit, this is going to be so hot.” Lily placed her hands on Cecilia’s hips, her fingers passing through her the first couple of times. “I can honestly say this is my first time trying this,” she said once she had a grip, guiding Cecilia’s hips through her own and onto Mike’s dick. Mike let out a low moan when he felt the cold touch of Cecilia’s labia spreading around him, his cock already buried deep inside of Lily. The shocks passing between them were making his legs shake, and both Cecilia and Lily moaned counterpoint to one another.

			“Gods!” the banshee cried. Cecilia’s hands found Mike’s shoulders, and she moved slowly up and down, capturing Mike’s body heat through his cock. Lily timed her own movements so that she was rising as Cecilia was sinking. Lily’s hands were on Mike’s ass, and she leaned back, her tail pushing off the ground to keep her up. The top of her vaginal wall rubbed against the head of Mike’s cock while Cecilia slid forward, squeezing his cock from both sides.

			Mike felt like the world was spinning around him. His brain couldn’t process the influx of pleasure, and his whole body tingled from within. Sparks had formed across his skin, jumping back and forth among all three of them. Lily let out a guttural growl when they hit her, and she shifted her hand to her crotch, frantically rubbing her clit. This seemed to have an effect on Cecilia, her hair billowing wildly through Lily. Cecilia’s voice climbed higher with every moan, and Mike squeezed her breasts through her dress, his own breath getting away from him.

			When Cecilia came, all the electricity jumped onto her, crawling across her skin like tiny magical spiders. She let out an ear-piercing wail, and Mike and Lily plugged their ears. The circling storm of electricity flowed up to her hair and burst, bolts of miniature lightning jumping the gap between Mike and Lily as she disappeared from view. The sudden lack of sensation from her disappearance was enough to allow Mike to hold off his own orgasm, which caused the sparks on him to make the journey across his legs to the succubus.

			“Oh, fuck!” The electrical build up flowed into Lily, and Mike came deep inside her pussy, coating her insides with his hot cum. The sudden shift in magic caused Lily to scream, and horns burst violently out of her forehead, her wings suddenly appearing.

			Her shriek became a low, guttural moan, her eyes literally smoldering. He felt her body become hot in his hands when her own orgasm burst, a wreath of fire appearing over her head. The chains on the swing broke, and they fell. When they hit the ground, Mike thrust into Lily hard, and the electricity flowed back into him.

			Mike moaned, magic rocketing through his entire being. He felt hot and cold at the same time, his balls tingling as the pressure drastically increased. His cock had grown so hard it was almost painful, and he let out a growl of his own. He grabbed Lily by the tail and pulled, her body swinging around so that he was looking at her ass. He sat up and pushed her forward, using her wings as a handhold to get on his knees. He pounded her from behind, the pressure becoming unbearable until he blasted her insides again. The electricity jumped all along Lily’s body, and Mike kept pulling on her wings, trying to force himself deeper inside of her.

			“Fuck, fuck, fuck!” she cried.

			Every time Mike slid his cock into her, she transformed. She became an older woman with large breasts, a younger woman with a tight ass, a redhead in a lifeguard suit. With every transformation, the shape of her vagina changed, the sudden shift in tightness and texture driving Mike wild as he kept thrusting. Lily screamed in several different voices, her swollen pussy clinging to him like Velcro. Her tail wrapped around Mike’s waist, holding him inside of her when she came again.

			The electricity flowed back into Mike, and the fire chased it. He was instantly rock-hard.

			Lily, herself once more, looked over her shoulder with a sadistic smile on her face. “More, I need more!” She pulled him tightly to her with her tail, and Mike let go of her wings. He grabbed her ass, then leaned forward to play with her breasts. He cried out with every thrust, ice-cold sparks dancing between them as he came a third time.

			His cock squirted twice, two large loads deposited into her demonic womb. The electricity crawled across her ass, soaking into her skin, and the fire left him once more. Lily screamed again, then started shifting forms. This time, she became the girls of the house. She was Naia, then Tink, then a much lighter version of Abella. When she became Sofia, her eye glowed red and yellow, and when she turned into Cecilia, only part of her skin was completely white. The women of the house started to melt together, and Mike found himself fucking a bright-green version of Beth with Naia’s hair, then a stone Sofia.

			“Come in me, come in me, come in me!” This time when she came, her skin burst into flames, the fire chasing away the electricity. It flowed back into Mike, and he hollered, his cock immediately firing one more hot load into her eager body. He fell forward, pushing her to the planks beneath them. The magic had dissipated, and he let out a contented sigh.

			Neither of them moved. Mike pulled himself along the porch until he was face-to-face with the succubus, her eyes staring into the distance.

			“That…was something. I…” Lily was at a loss for words. Her tail and wings disappeared, but her horns remained, the tiny halo of fire above them shrinking away. “I haven’t come like that in centuries. Definitely not in my real body.”

			“Yeah.” He didn’t know what to say. In that moment, Lily’s sass and anger always just an inch below the surface seemed to be gone. For a split second, she seemed at peace, and he was afraid to break the spell. They quietly lay next to each other for several minutes, Lily’s eyes slowly returning to normal and the fiery halo over her head vanishing. The frost that had formed over the wooden planks melted into nothingness as the sun climbed higher into the sky.

			“Listen.” Lily faced him, but her eyes looked away, focused on the sky behind him. “I’m not going to be around much, but I am going to stop in every now and then. Not because I have to or anything.”

			“That would be good. That way we know you’re doing okay.” Mike gave a small grin. “Just try not to make too much trouble.”

			She stuck out her tongue. It was still blue from the cake frosting. She stood and adjusted her clothing with a wave of her hand.

			Mike, however, groaned as he stood, his body aching from his earlier fall. When he looked at the swing, he shook his head. Cecilia was going to be pissed if she saw it like this.

			“Do you think you can help me with this?” he asked, but Lily had vanished. He fought the urge to roll his eyes, convinced she was watching him from somewhere.

			Instead, he found Tink and brought her to the porch to inspect the swing. Together they fixed the split planking and readjusted the chain. When finished, Tink stood back to appraise their handiwork, and Mike sat on it to make certain it wouldn’t dump him on his ass next time he used it.

			A small shadow formed in the front yard near the sundial, a dark circle that got progressively bigger. Mike stepped off the porch and looked to the sky. A figure with large wings was descending in a tight spiral, a figure clutched in her talons. Mike watched in amazement as Abella gently deposited Beth on the grass. She had on a backpack and carried a silver briefcase in one hand and a suitcase in the other.

			“How was the party?” he asked.

			“Dreadful,” Beth replied. “It was one last stop I didn’t want to make, but I don’t need suspicious coworkers trying to find me after I quit.”

			“Were you able to get everything you needed from your house?”

			“Yep! Just the irreplaceable things, and a couple of my favorite outfits.” She held up the silver briefcase and the luggage.

			“And you didn’t run into any problems?”

			“The society had somebody watching the lobby, but they never expected me to come in the window. Someone is going to have a bad day when they figure out I’m gone for good. I sent the documents out to sublet my apartment and left them all my furniture.” Beth’s face twisted, and she shifted forward violently. “Sorry, hold on.”

			She set down her cases, pulled off the backpack, and opened it up. Jenny emerged, her cloth arms now draped over the opening. The doll had gone with Beth as backup, but it wasn’t uncommon to see Jenny in the attorney’s presence. The two of them seemed to have reached an understanding.

			“Guess she doesn’t want to be stuffed away anymore.” Mike gave Jenny a pat on the head. “That’s it, then. Are you still going to take the blue room?”

			“Oh yes.” Beth’s eyes sparkled. “I think that’s the room for me.” She put on her backpack and walked up the steps.

			Tink grabbed the briefcase, and Mike picked up the suitcase.

			“Never thought I would get to live here,” Beth said.

			“You can still use my tub,” he told her, remembering his offer to her on the day he’d moved in. “Just gotta let me know first so I don’t walk in on you.”

			“Don’t worry. We can draft up a roommate agreement.”

			They stood in front of the door. Mike handed her one of his spare keys and pushed open the entrance. Tink went in ahead of them.

			“Welcome home,” he said, and Beth crossed the threshold. The instant they were all inside, the ground rumbled violently, and a sound like distant chimes filled the air. They looked at each other, setting down the luggage.

			“What was that?” Beth asked. “Are we under attack again?”

			“Can’t be. I turned the dial.” He looked out the front door, but nobody was on the lawn. He ran down the steps, his eyes on the clouds above. He half expected a crack in the sky or Amir on his flying carpet with a handful of lightning bolts to throw. The ground shook again, then settled. Abella circled overhead, and Cecilia had appeared on the porch, worry on her face.

			“See anything?” Beth stood beside him, her eyes on the road.

			“Nothing.”

			“Mike.” Beth tugged at his arm. “Turn around.”

			He cast one last look at the street, then turned. His jaw dropped. “No fucking way. There’s just no fucking way.”

			“I wonder what it means,” Beth said.

			The roof of the house was now easily twenty feet higher. The front porch was slightly wider as well, and a whole new bay of windows was now visible. Tink stumbled through the door, then caught herself before falling off the steps. She ran out to stand next to Mike, her eyes wide through the goggles.

			“House bigger on inside now!” she said, pulling at his hand. “Whole new floor with different rooms!”

			“That’s…but that’s…” It wasn’t just that the house had grown, but his memory of it had too. He thought back to that first day with Beth, the day she had shown him the place. They had walked up the stairs, ignoring the second floor entirely, then had walked the rest of the way up to the third floor, where Naia was. Even this morning, he had walked past without paying it any mind. “How is this possible?”

			“Well, then, Mr. Radley.” Beth flashed him a grin. “Should we go inside and see the rest of your house?”

			“Our house now. And yes, we should. Hey, Tink?” Mike looked down at the goblin, a huge smile on his face. “Go get your tools. I think we’re going to need them.” He cracked his knuckles, then wiggled his fingers in anticipation. It was time to see what else the house had in store for him.
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			The Uber driver pulled away from the curb, leaving Dana on the sidewalk. She walked up the driveway for the first time since she had been killed here over a week ago. She had a Walmart bag in one hand and a suitcase in the other. The garage was still unlocked, and she walked inside.

			Alex’s bike sat on the floor, the fender scratched up from Dana’s crash. Busted engine parts were scattered everywhere. Kneeling, she set down the bag and suitcase and picked up a nearby spark plug. 

			“This isn’t how it was supposed to be,” she told it, then tossed the plug on the floor. She lifted the bike up so that she could engage the kickstand. She opened the Walmart bag and pulled out some rags, scratch remover, and a bottle of polish. It was a cathartic process, pushing the dents out with her bare hands and then trying to buff out the worst of the scratches. Fresh off a morning infusion of Mike’s cum, she could feel the magical energy surging through her limbs. While the effect would decay over time, she had discovered that eating his cum not only made her look and feel alive, it made her stronger as well. Not superhero strong, by any means, but she could lift Naia in her arms with little effort.

			A couple of hours passed, and Dana stood back to admire her work. The bike was roughed up in places but still in pretty good shape. Her nostrils flared involuntarily at the scent of sulfur.

			“Where do you think you’re going?” Lily asked, the succubus now standing over her.

			Dana chuckled. “I didn’t think you would let me get away that easily.” She reached into her pocket and pulled out a piece of paper. “I spent the last few days in the Library with Ratu. She thinks she may have found a way to bring me back to life. There are some magical items out there that she can break down, apparently.”

			“Don’t feel like guzzling cum for all eternity?” Lily walked around Dana’s garage, her eyes taking in the room. “It’s not all bad, but I’m a bit biased.”

			“Maybe if I had been born a different way. Anyway, Ratu gave me a pretty solid lead, but I’ll need a fast ride to get there. I only have about three days before I lose my shit, but I can ride overnight without any issues. Figured I would finish fixing up the bike and go on that.”

			“Don’t want to fly?” Lily asked.

			“Too dangerous. Even if I’m full, it’s like being in a candy shop, all those people with their scents. I tried to ride a bus a couple days ago and felt like the world was closing in on me. Besides, if we hit a delay or anything, things could go bad.” She chuckled. “That and I don’t have enough money for a plane.”

			“Mike does.” Lily inspected the bike, running her hands across the handlebars. “You know he would buy you a plane ticket if you asked.”

			“He would. He really is a nice guy.” Dana sighed. “Honestly, though, this is something I want to do for myself. Without his help.”

			She walked up the stairs to her room. Under her desk, she found her schoolbag, which she stuffed a few sets of clothes into. Ever since officially withdrawing last night, she wouldn’t need it for school anymore. “I’ve been planning a trip like this for a while now, and what better idea than hunting down some magic items so that Ratu can fix me?”

			“So I guess this means goodbye.” Lily now straddled the bike as if getting a feel for it. She looked up expectantly, waiting for a response.

			Dana laughed, then slung her backpack over one shoulder. “Not really. I’ll have to come back every few days to feed. Embarrassing, but Ratu figures I would have to blow a dude who isn’t Mike every few hours to stay sane, and nothing is as restorative as Mike’s semen. Something about the magic in his blood. God, what a weird thing to say. Still, I appreciate that he lets me be with Naia after he’s done. I mean, it’s not like it’s a huge sacrifice, but I’m sure he has better things to do than have sex with her on a schedule and then walk away.”

			This made Lily laugh, and she got off the bike. “Even if he’s different, he’s still a man. He’s living the dream, I assure you.”

			“Yeah, well I’m not. Which is why I’m going. Even if I was fine with sucking dick for all eternity, I don’t want to end up turning to dust someday only to feel the universe dying around me. I need to get fixed.”

			“Well, I’m afraid I’m going to throw a wrench in your plans.” Lily shook her hair, and her outfit rippled, turning into a tight pair of leather pants and a white T-shirt with upside-down words that read, If you can read this, I fell off my bitch’s bike. “I’m coming with you.”

			“You don’t have to do that.” Dana walked down the stairs. “I would love the company, but I don’t need you to come along.”

			“Actually, you do.” Lily held out a piece of paper. “You see, Ratu gave me the same list. There’s no way you’ll be able to find all these things without multiple trips, not unless they’re all in a nice, tidy box waiting for you.”

			“I guess I’m not certain how you can help.” Dana set down her backpack.

			“Let me show you.” Lily pulled Dana in, her lips soft and welcoming. Her tongue darted into Dana’s mouth, and Dana’s eyes widened. She broke the kiss, her face frozen in awe.

			“You…you taste like he does…”

			“Milked him dry just an hour ago. I’ve got a whole batch of baby batter, fresh and hot in here.” She patted her lower belly. “If I come with you, I can act as a surrogate.”

			“But how? You can’t have just swallowed it.”

			“Please. A succubus can keep a man’s sperm fresh and use it to impregnate a woman months later. I used to do it as a practical joke sometimes, knock up a woman with another man’s kid.”

			“That’s…convenient but kind of evil.”

			Lily shrugged. “I mean, I’m not claiming to be perfect. Regardless, if I come with you, you can track these things down without being rushed, and I can make return trips to freshen the supply when I start running low.”

			“That…would be amazing.” Dana shook her head. “I mean, if you don’t mind.”

			“I’ve done a lot of bad things in my life. I’ll admit that I’m proud of some of them. However, the society did this to you, not Mike. I know what it’s like having your life shit on by those guys, and if I can help undo some of the wrong I’ve done by helping you out, then I will.” Lily flipped her hair, then flashed a big smile, striking a dramatic pose. “So when do we leave?”

			“Right now. Let’s do this, Tick-Tock.” Dana picked up the suitcase and tossed it. She closed her eyes, and with a loud bang, the recently named mimic became the engine of the motorcycle. It roared to life, and Dana pulled the bag up over her shoulders. She mounted the bike, then looked back when Lily got on, her arms tight against Dana’s stomach.

			“Never drive faster than your demons can fly,” Lily said.

			“I never do,” Dana replied. “That’s a pretty necklace. Where did you get it?”

			“Oh, this?” A grin crossed the demon’s face. “It was a gift from someone special. Maybe I’ll tell you about it someday.” 

			Dana drove her bike through the gap in the garage door where she had escaped a lifetime ago. This time, it felt like she was running toward something rather than away from it.

			She stopped at the end of the driveway and looked back one last time. Tick-Tock rumbled beneath her, and Lily’s arms around her waist gave her comfort. It suddenly occurred to her that, before the clock had arrived, she had already been dead inside. She had been going through the motions but had been too caught up in her own grief to properly live. She had been completely alone.

			Now that she was dead, she was riding into the sunset on a sentient shapeshifter with a succubus at her back and on a quest to bring her body back to life.

			She revved the engine and smiled when it roared out to her.

			“Let’s run some red lights,” Lily said, her voice barely audible over the engine.

			Dana left a streak of rubber on the asphalt, the neighborhood blurring around them. Lily cheered, her arms tightening around Dana’s waist as they accelerated. A few shortcuts through town had them on the highway going almost a hundred miles per hour, their destination a small thrift shop in Colorado that had purchased an unopened box from Emily’s storage unit at auction. 

			The wind whipped through Dana’s ponytail as the magical engine roared between her legs.

			She had never felt more alive.
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			To all of my beta readers over the span of this project, I thank you from the bottom of my heart.

			A huge special thanks to my editor, Lyss Em. She not only helped me polish and complete this project, but she has been tremendously helpful in making sure I wrote a story that deserved to be told.
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			“The moment you doubt whether you can fly, you cease for ever to be able to do it.” - J. M. Barrie
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			Though the valley below was lush and green, the top of the mountain was covered in an eternal blanket of snow. A lone figure stood just outside a thicket of conifers, her arms crossed over her chest. She watched the trees for several hours with her one good eye, the wind occasionally ruffling the fur of her tails.

			It had been several days since she had sensed the presence of a new Caretaker. In that time, she had cast multiple spells of attraction on the grove, knowing that the new owner of the house would eventually be drawn in to investigate, to open the door that had become her prison.

			She licked her lips, which had curled upward into a snarl. It had been many years since she had been exiled from the house, trapped here by that bitch, Emily. Suddenly, she felt a presence, and knew the Caretaker was once again contemplating her prison.

			Ice magic swirled around her, forming into large icicles that hovered, waiting to pierce the flesh of the unlucky soul who stepped through. A grin broke across her face at the thought of freedom, and she reached into her robes to pull free a small stack of cards, just in case her ice magic wasn’t enough.

			Suddenly, the presence faded. The Caretaker had come so close, but had once again walked away. She scowled in frustration, and the icicles fell out of the air and into the snow with a thud.

			No matter. She had endured a small lifetime in this place and was capable of waiting a bit longer. Though she would never have revenge on Emily for what she had done, she would be able to kill the new Caretaker and claim the house for herself.

			“Come, Daisy,” she commanded, and a tiny ball of yellow light appeared in a nearby tree and flitted down through the falling snow to land on her shoulder. She turned away from the trees and walked toward the large, winged beast that had brought her here. Once on its shoulders, she commanded it into the sky.

			There’s always tomorrow, she thought as they ascended into the clouds.
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