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      Mike stepped onto his front porch, a warm thermos of coffee in one hand and a book in the other. The wood creaked beneath him, and he sat on the porch swing overlooking the front yard, the chains squeaking under his weight. It was early, not even seven yet, and the house behind him was silent. He’d rarely used to get up so early, but he had discovered that dawn was officially the quietest part of his day. The peace lasted for almost half an hour while he listened to the sounds of the front yard while reading. Singing birds whizzed back and forth, chasing the insects that lived in his yard. Eventually, he heard a loud crash, followed by the sound of Tink yelling at the fairies, and suppressed a laugh.

      Looked like his day was going to start early.

      His front yard consisted of a large, mazelike garden that was centered around a stone sundial in the middle. The shrubs grew up to waist height, and he navigated the maze from memory, working his way toward the center. Despite the fact that fall had started the previous month, the yard was still in full bloom. Even now, looking over the stone walls that separated him from his neighbors, he could see the leaves yellowing on their trees already. The summer had been hot, and the days were quickly shrinking, but the weather was always temperate in his front yard.

      When he got near the middle of the maze, he had to climb over the large, thick tail of the Jabberwock. The beast lifted its head and, once it saw who was bothering it, lay back down and let out a huff. He gave the beast a friendly pat, grateful that it wasn’t mad about the time he had beheaded it.

      At the middle of the maze, he grabbed the sundial by the edges, the magic of the house tingling in his fingertips, and gave it a hard yank. The dial moved one full rotation, and he felt the ground shift ever so slightly beneath him as the home’s defenses were reactivated for another day. Turning around, he saw a pair of male centaurs wandering around the edge of the garden.

      “Morning,” he called while waving.

      “Caretaker,” one responded, and they waved also, then went back to inspecting a sickly looking bush. Both of them wore wide-brimmed hats woven with leaves and carried gardening tools. The self-proclaimed Moon tribe had taken it upon themselves to maintain the property around the house shortly after getting settled in the greenhouse, which Mike was extremely grateful for. With the recent expansion of land around his house, there was no way he could keep up with it on his own.

      Moving toward the front porch, he paused to admire the gazebo that Tink had attached to the corner of the house. The gazebo floor was slightly elevated, allowing someone to see all of the front yard from the middle of it. It had a beautiful trellis all the way around the base that was covered in beautiful flowering vines, and several flower boxes at the top. He and Tink had spent a lot of time looking at gazebo designs, and he was very proud of how it had turned out.

      He opened the front door of the house and turned left, walking toward the office. The morning light gave the wooden floors a golden-brown glow, and he remembered that Tink had spent part of last week sanding and oiling the wood to try to restore it. The whole front room had suffered from minor water damage, and it was amazing what a little sand and shine did for the front entry of the house.

      Walking into the office, he wasn’t surprised to see the dark figure sitting at his desk with a hot pot of tea and an old map of South America.

      “Hey, Death.” Mike slid his book back onto a shelf labeled “Still Reading.” The circular room had multiple shelves, many of which were newly built of a pretty dark wood that the centaurs had given him. They were logging parts of the greenhouse now for their own community and had provided him with an amazing variety of woods. Tink had practically salivated over the supplies, proclaiming the walnut lumber as her absolute favorite.

      “Hello, Mike Radley.” Death’s voice was rich like chocolate with the crisp finish of a British accent. He looked up from where he stood, his eye sockets smoldering with flames. His hood was pulled back, revealing his head to be just a skull. It had taken Mike several days to adjust to looking at Death this way without blanching, and it really freaked him out that the skull was capable of morphing into different facial expressions. Whenever Death narrowed his eye sockets, it looked like he was going to hook someone’s soul out of their body in anger.

      “What are you looking at today?” Mike asked.

      “Paraguay, late 1800s.” Death took a sip of tea. It was odd watching the skeleton drink, because the fluid seemed to disappear inside his skull. Once he set the cup down, Death tapped his fingers on the map as if lost in thought.

      “I see. Well, enjoy.” Ever since Mike had invited the specter to live with him, Death spent a majority of his time in the office enjoying old maps that he borrowed from the Library. Merely an extension of the true grim reaper, this version was trapped on Earth and seemed to grow more of a personality the longer he stayed. Most of the others couldn’t see Death at all, but they could all watch his tea kettle float back and forth to the kitchen throughout the day.

      It had taken a week to get the fairies to quit chasing the teapot back and forth. Not only did Death find it aggravating to have a group of fairies riding on his beverage, but they had also caused him to spill it more than once.

      The aroma of French toast filled the air, and Mike smiled, carrying his coffee to the dining hall. The large table in the middle of the room had been rebuilt, and Reggie, the rat king, sat in a wooden high chair that had been modified to look like a throne at the far end of the table. Beth sat next to him and was teaching him to do a sudoku puzzle.

      “How are you feeling?” Mike sat next to Beth and went to pour what was left of his coffee into the empty cup in front of him. A pitiful dribble came out, and he frowned.

      “Feeling fine, actually.” She looked up from the puzzle and smiled. “According to my last check with Naia, the shard is still sitting there, completely inert.”

      “I see.”

      A couple of months ago, they had discovered that a powerful demon named Oliver had stuck part of his soul to Beth’s with the intent of controlling her. With Yuki’s help, Mike had destroyed Oliver’s world and presumably Oliver with it. Not taking any chances, they actively monitored the soul shard, making sure it didn’t start giving orders once more.

      “Actually, I do have some news. Ratu thinks she may be able to extract it.” A broad grin spread across Beth’s face. “If she can pull it out, then I won’t have to worry.”

      “Hey, that’s great news!” Mike squeezed her hand, then yanked it back. Though they had lived together for a couple of months now, the relationship he had with Beth was very different from what he shared with the others. It also didn’t help that he still found her as attractive as the first day they’d met, and he still felt slightly awkward around her on occasion. “When are they going to try?”

      “Tomorrow, maybe. But Ratu needs Tink’s goggles to do it.”

      “I think I can arrange that.” He opened his mouth to say something else, but a large figure blocked the door, carrying a serving platter in her hands.

      “Breakfast is ready.” The cyclops Sofia, standing seven feet tall, walked around the table and set down multiple plates of food. French toast, bacon, scrambled eggs, and a fruit salad were placed before him, and he took the napkin off his plate and put it in his lap.

      “Where is Tink?” asked Sofia, turning her purple eye on Mike.

      “Um, I don’t know. She didn’t come to bed last night.” He tried to grab his fork, but Sofia swatted his hand.

      “She doesn’t eat, you don’t eat. Gods know she works herself to the bone. You may as well keep her fed.”

      “All right, all right, jeez.” Though Sofia cast a baleful look his way, he knew it was largely an act. Still, she was right in that the little goblin worked altogether too hard. “I’ll bring her, but could you make sure I have a fresh cup of coffee?”

      “I’m not your fucking slave, Caretaker.” She walked out of the room, back toward the kitchen, and Mike stood and walked back to the living room.

      He hadn’t seen Tink out front, so the number of places she could be was limited. He ran up to his bedroom first, just to make sure she hadn’t wandered in after the sun came up. Seeing that she wasn’t there, he went into his bathroom and knocked on the edge of the enormous tub.

      “Hey, Naia?” he asked, his voice echoing in the bathroom.

      The faucet turned itself on, and the tub filled within seconds, pressurized by the hot spring below the house. The surface of the water rippled and rose, and a human form made of water appeared before him. The transparent liquid solidified into the body of a voluptuous woman with green-and-blue hair.

      “Morning, lover.” The nymph leaned forward, grabbed him by the collar of his shirt, and pulled him in for a kiss. Her tongue was hot in his mouth, and he felt a sudden surge of blood to his nether regions. “What can I do for you?”

      “Um, hey, I uh…oh! I was looking for Tink. Have you seen her?”

      Naia pouted, fluttering her long lashes. “Really? That’s all you wanted?”

      “Well, actually, I wanted breakfast, but Sofia won’t let me eat until I bring Tink with me.” He gave the nymph a smile and brushed a lock of hair away from her eyes. “I can make time for you later, but I’m starving right now.”

      She stuck out her tongue and laughed. “She’s out in the garage with Dana. Those two are thick as thieves nowadays.”

      He chuckled. “I thought the two of them had a falling-out last week?”

      “I believe Dana phrased it as creative differences, but that was last week. Apparently there’s a new project the two of them spent all night working on. Might not be a bad idea to see what they are up to.”

      “Okay, then, I’m off.” He gave her a quick peck on the lips. “Keep the water warm for me?”

      “Maybe.” She winked, and her whole body turned to water and fell back into the tub. He walked down the hallway and then down the stairs until he was on the first floor again. After walking past the bathroom, he was at the back door of the house.

      Stepping outside, he marveled at the large plot of land that sat before him. When he had first moved in, his backyard had been large enough for a moderately sized dinner party. Now he could easily host a couple of weddings, maybe even an amusement park if he was so inclined.

      There was now a large, stone patio that wrapped around the rear of the house. Naia’s fountain was at the bottom of a small set of stairs, surrounded by large flowerpots. To the left of the fountain was the door to the garage, which had been modified to accommodate a centaur, but Zel had moved out several weeks back to live with her tribe.

      The former carriage house was now home to Tink and Dana’s workshop. Mike crossed the garden and walked inside, wrinkling his nose at the smell.

      “What is that?” he asked, squinting into the shadows. On the other side of the workshop, a lone figure could be seen silhouetted by a small desk lamp.

      “Hmm?” The figure spun around, revealing a pale college-aged woman with her dirty-blonde hair pulled back into a ponytail. Dana wore a white tank top with grease stains on it and had a gnarly scar around the top of her left arm where it had been ripped off and then reattached. The zombie wore a pair of magnifying goggles on her face, and her gray eyes blinked at him through the thick lenses. “Oh, the smell? Combination of solder and a capacitor that I blew a few minutes ago. Not gonna lie, I kind of enjoy the smell.”

      “What are you making?” He walked over to get a better view of her worktable.

      “Tink and I were working on building a couple of drones.”

      “Any reason?”

      “Yes, actually.” Dana tilted up her goggles and let out a sigh. “The Moon tribe wants to properly map out the greenhouse, or at least the area near the door. They’ve been slowly spreading out, but the jungle is superthick, and they don’t want to risk disturbing some of the more valuable flora in place. Abella offered to help, but we figured actual aerial images would be far more useful.”

      “It sounds like a great idea, but… I mean, I could just buy them.”

      Dana smirked. “Actually, you can’t. The greenhouse is an interesting place. You wouldn’t know it, but it has a really wild magnetic field, and GPS won’t work there, obviously. There’s a bunch of radio interference as well, and I’m not sure why.”

      “Then what’s your plan?”

      “We’re modifying the drones to use magic as a means of both power and navigation. Ratu suggested using these weird little gems that came from some sort of golems or whatever.” Dana held up a stone roughly the size of a marble. “I guess they were cores to something that attacked the house and can be programmed. Right now I’m trying to figure out how to make an interface between the drone and the stones, but all we’ve accomplished so far is blowing up circuitry.”

      “I’m sure you’ll get it soon enough. Speaking of we, where is Tink?”

      Dana pointed to the corner. A large reclining chair was between a stack of parts and boxes, and a small green figure lay passed out on the brown leather.

      Mike walked over and knelt, holding up a fist. “How are you today, Ticktock?”

      A small door opened in the arm of the chair, and a silver fist popped out and bumped against Mike’s knuckles. It was a trick he had taught the mimic a while back as a method of greeting. Unfortunately, it also meant that Mike had unsuccessfully tried to fist bump some of the new furniture in the house.

      “Yeah, she passed out a couple hours ago.” Dana flipped her glasses down and turned back to the table.

      “C’mon, breakfast time.” Mike leaned forward and tickled the base of the goblin’s tail. She let out a quiet shriek and folded her tail underneath her bottom, trying once more to get comfy. “C’mon, come get some food and then go back to bed.”

      Tink opened her eyes and yawned, revealing needle-sharp teeth. “Still early. Husband come back in morning.”

      “Breakfast is on the table, and Sofia is pissed that you aren’t there.”

      “Tink super tired,” she mumbled but slid forward off the chair. She adjusted the magical goggles on her head and then yawned again. “Tink eat good food and go take nap.” Giving Mike a playful swat on the rear, she left the garage.

      “How about you? Care to join us?”

      “You know I don’t eat normal food anymore.” Dana raised an eyebrow. “And I know you aren’t suggesting I blow you under the table in front of everybody. At least, I don’t think you are. Are you asking me to blow you in front of everybody?”

      “Uh, no, that’s not what I… I was just thinking you could come visit, or…”

      “Relax, I’m just messing with you.” She took off her goggles and tossed them on the workshop table. “Honestly, I don’t care either way, but it’s a good habit to keep. When I’m human again, I don’t want to be a wet blanket or anything.”

      Mike let out a sigh of relief. Dana was impossible to read, but that was a direct result of being dead. Most of her emotions were muted, meaning that she had the world’s best poker face. It didn’t help that the succubus Lily had rubbed off on the young woman, giving her a rather wicked sense of humor. “Okay, I’ll see you at the table, then.”

      “Yep. Just gotta change my shirt and wash up.” She stretched, her bones popping audibly. Mike left the garage and walked back in the house, the smell of fresh coffee luring him back to the dining hall. Tink sat next to his empty seat, her wide eyes on a stack of French toast that Sofia had plopped in front of her. The goblin was pouring syrup on top of them while licking her lips.

      When Mike sat down, he saw that a hot cup of coffee had already been poured for him, and bacon put on his plate. With a smile, he stole a bite of Tink’s French toast, earning a pinch from the goblin. Sofia brought him a proper breakfast, then sat across the table from him with a plate of her own. The floor beneath her seat was recessed, allowing her to sit at eye level with everyone else.

      A yellow ball of light zipped into the room and landed on the table, transforming into a tiny woman with wings and black stripes across her body.

      “Good morning, Daisy.” Mike slowly used his hands to sign the words.

      “Good morning,” she signed back, then hopped over to Beth, who had already poured some of her coffee into a tiny cup. Daisy took it and sat on the edge of the sudoku book, interested in Reggie’s progress.

      Yuki walked into the room a few seconds later, her hair a tangled mess. The kitsune yawned and sat down two chairs away from Sofia, then reached out to help herself to a slice of bacon.

      “Rough night?” asked Mike.

      “Kind of. I was up late painting a new tarot card.” Yuki had learned how to imbue tarot cards with magic, a skill that took a lot of time and concentration. It would be years before she could replenish her deck, but it wasn’t as though she had any other projects, other than occasionally helping the naga Ratu.

      “Which one?” Mike asked.

      “Four of Swords.” Yuki grabbed another piece of bacon, and Mike couldn’t help but notice the dirty look Sofia gave her. It was obvious that the cyclops still hadn’t forgiven Yuki for turning her to stone, and he made a mental note to talk with her about it later. “Only six more cards in that suit to go once I’m done.”

      “How long will that take you?”

      “Maybe a year.” She snuck another piece of bacon and sniffed the air, her nose wrinkling up. “Does someone need to take the garbage out?”

      Moments later, Dana walked in. Yuki’s cheeks turned red, and she focused her attention on putting some eggs on a plate and grabbing a piece of French toast.

      The zombie sat down at the end of the table, and her sad eyes swept over the serving plates. “Smells delicious.”

      “You’ll get to eat normal food again.” Mike set his coffee down. “Do you want me to get you some of your food?”

      “Um…yeah, if you don’t mind.” Dana leaned forward and poured herself a cup of coffee. Vapor hovered over the hot mug, and she wrapped her fingers around it. She let out a small sigh. “That feels good on my hands.”

      Mike stood and ran for the fridge. Inside the vegetable crisper was a box of shot glasses. Each one had a plastic lid, and inside was a concentrated version of his semen, combined with a few other ingredients. It was a recipe Zel had taught anyone willing to learn, and it helped Dana stave off her hunger. He brought it back and handed the shot glass over.

      “Thanks.” She popped the top off the shot glass and looked across the table. “Anyone else want some cream?”

      Tink snorted, then grabbed her nose in agony when a piece of bacon shot out. The rest of the table just looked at her, unsure if she was joking.

      Her lip hooked up in a grin, and she poured the spooge concoction into her coffee. There were a few dribbles stuck inside the glass, and she hooked a finger in to retrieve it when Daisy fluttered over and held up her tiny cup.

      “Oh. I was just kidding, but you’ll totally drink some too, won’t you?” Dana used her nail to remove some spunk from the glass and scraped it across the top of Daisy’s tiny mug. The little fairy seemed to be waiting as Dana stirred her coffee with a spoon, then lifted it.

      “Cheers, bug,” said Dana, and they clinked glasses. Daisy slammed hers in one go, wiping her lips off with her forearm. Like the other fairies in the house, Daisy was capable of transmuting sexual fluids into magic, and sparks now sprayed across the table from her wings.

      Mike took his time enjoying breakfast. The conversation was largely casual, and once everybody was done, they went their separate ways. Mike wandered into the kitchen with Sofia, intent on helping her with the dishes. The kitchen had received a massive overhaul the previous month and now featured some top-of-the-line appliances as well as an extra-large sink. The cyclops was filling the sink with warm water when he joined her.

      “Do you want to talk about it?” he asked her, picking up a sponge and scrubbing debris off a large skillet. He ran it under the faucet, marveling at how quickly it cleaned up. Buying a new set of cookware had definitely paid off.

      “Talk about what?” Sofia’s tone revealed that she knew exactly what Mike was referring to.

      “You and Yuki. You two clearly don’t get along.” He handed her the pan, and she picked up a towel and rubbed it dry.

      “You’re right; we don’t. And frankly, we don’t have to.” She put the pan away and opened up the dishwasher. “But I’m guessing you aren’t going to let it go, are you?”

      “Nope.” He started handing her plates to load, pausing on occasion to scrape something off. Tink had assured him the dishwasher could handle the extra food stains, but he had always had junk appliances and old habits died hard. “The way I see it, she feels the same way. Or can tell you don’t like her.”

      “Then why don’t you go ask her if you care so much?” Sofia turned around to put a plate in the dishwasher.

      Mike rolled his eyes but made sure to snap them back when she faced him once more. It was always unwise to antagonize the cyclops. “I would like to hear it from your perspective.”

      Sofia groaned, and leaned against the counter. She was so tall that this just pushed her breasts forward through her apron, and Mike felt the gravity of her breasts pulling his gaze but was able to resist. “It’s hard to explain.”

      “For someone who reads so many books, I find it hard to believe that the words are beyond you.” He dried his hands on a towel and waited. Technically, she could easily just push him aside if she wanted, but he could see the indecision on her face. “Just do your best, okay?”

      Sofia scowled at him, so he took a step forward, threw his arms around her waist, and hugged her. After a moment of resistance, the stubborn cyclops melted and hugged him back, her breasts pressing up against the sides of his face.

      “I guess I’m not over how quickly she took the house down,” she confessed, her voice bitter. “The house is adequately protected from the outside, but she reminds me that it would be easy for someone on the inside to turn on us, to ruin what we have here.”

      “Yuki would never turn on us. Not anymore.”

      “But you can’t know that. Look at how much evidence we have that Emily turned her back on us, and she was the Caretaker. What’s to stop anyone from doing the same thing?”

      “Honestly? That’s the real reason we have to look out for one another. If we push someone away, that’s where those dark thoughts will find them. Even I’m not immune to temptation.” Mike thought about the shadow figure who occasionally appeared in his dreams, tempting him with forbidden knowledge. “If you really want to protect what we have, you have to cultivate it, not guard it. Isolating yourself or others allows room for those darker thoughts to come pouring in. Suddenly, a rash decision makes complete sense, and you start thinking of everybody in terms of us or them.”

      Sofia sighed. “I don’t think I’m ready to forgive yet.”

      “I’m not asking you to. But maybe if you found some common ground and tried to have new experiences with her, you’ll see her for who she is. Remember, she lived for so many years with all of you but was completely forgotten. It’s hard for her to find a balance when she’s a stranger to her own family.”

      “Ugh. I hate that you’re making so much sense right now.” Her tone was sassy, but she gave him a good squeeze, firmly embedding his face in her breasts. “The idea that I would ever get good advice from a mere human…”

      He tried to pinch her side, but she dropped her arm and casually slapped his hand out of the way. Her purple eye was glowing with the magic of her future sight when she knelt and kissed his forehead.

      “You should stop by the Library more often. It could be…educational for both of us.” She winked (or blinked; he really couldn’t tell), and sashayed out of the kitchen. He tapped the counter with his fingers, wondering if he should maybe follow after her and see what she had to offer him now.

      The cell phone in his pocket vibrated, and he pulled it out. It was a calendar notification reminding him that he was supposed to check in with the centaurs.

      Frowning, he put his phone away and rinsed out the sink real fast. A Caretaker’s work was never done.

      ---

      It would take nearly an hour to walk to where the centaurs had set up their camp, but Reggie and his rats had it covered. Shortly after the centaurs had moved into the greenhouse, a small structure had been built that was large enough to accommodate a portal in their village. An exit had been chewed into the perimeter wall of the front yard and surrounded with foliage for privacy. With Tink’s help, a door had been built into it that could be bolted from the centaur’s side to prevent any unexpected intrusions.

      The door was wide and tall and currently open. Warm, humid air greeted him, and he stepped through to the other side. The exit was up the hill from where the centaurs had been building their miniature barns. Without wild game, they had no fabric from which to build their yurts so had been forced to improvise with a little help from Tink and some YouTube tutorials she had downloaded for the small wooden structures.

      Nearby centaurs spotted him and waved hello but continued on with their work. These people were refugees, centaurs who had been exiled from their herd for various reasons. Yuki had turned them all to stone when they had wandered onto her mountain, and had kept them stored in her tower. Now they were able to live freely under Zel’s leadership without fear of retribution from their former tribe.

      The centaurs had been instrumental in getting the front of his house repaired after it had been destroyed, and seemed very excited to have a large, unspoiled parcel of land to live on. After a quick ecological survey, they had cleared a plot of land rather quickly, taking care to only chop down trees that had no pharmacological worth. The whole jungle was full of extremely rare ingredients, and Mike imagined that this herd of centaurs would rapidly expand their knowledge. Zel had lived alone in this jungle since she was a teen, and was already extremely proficient in her knowledge of potions and other delightful concoctions.

      “Caretaker!” A centaur with swirling tattoos and dark skin ran up to him, a spear in hand. “Welcome!”

      “Well met, Leo. And it’s Mike.” None of the centaurs seemed comfortable calling Mike by his name, no matter how hard he tried. Leo was one of the younger males that was stationed as a guard. When he was younger, he had been exiled for questioning the teachings of the tribe. Though he appeared no older than nineteen, he had been exiled over a decade earlier and had been turned to stone shortly after. “Have you seen Zel?”

      “She is speaking with the shaman. Come.” Leo trotted off, and Mike followed at a light jog.

      The shaman in question was actually Zel’s aunt who had snuck her into the greenhouse through the use of a portal that Emily had later sealed up. The two of them shared a family resemblance to the extent that they could be mother and daughter.

      Near the center of the village was a small hut with smoke coming from the chimney. From outside, it smelled like somebody had dumped the contents of a full medicine cabinet into a hot spring. He wrinkled his nose at the smell and could soon taste it in his mouth. He had no idea what they were making, but it smelled terrible.

      Leo paused at the door flap and casually knocked on the frame before entering. After a few moments of conversation, Zel appeared, a large smile on her face.

      “There you are.” She came over and gave him a hug, placing his face firmly in her chest and giving him flashbacks to less than an hour ago with Sofia. Zel’s breasts were far smaller, however, her height mainly the result of her horse half. “I was hoping I would see you today.”

      “You look good.” The hug ended, and he stepped back to appraise her. Her hair had been braided with beads and small shells, and her face positively glowed with energy. Being reunited with her own kind seemed to be very good for her.

      “So do you, but… I think you need another haircut.” She tousled his hair, and he scowled. Ever since the first time he had used his magic while the two of them were fucking, his hair grew much faster and he could run faster and farther than ever before. He wasn’t ready for the Olympics yet, but being able to jog without getting tired was a huge improvement for someone who had led a sedentary existence only a few months ago.

      “Has it been three weeks already?” He ran his fingers through his hair and sighed. There had been a fight among the others the first time he had announced that he needed a haircut. There had been much discussion about what hairstyle would look cutest on him, and in the end, it had been Naia who had just trimmed it down for him. He had the nymph trim him up every week or so to keep it from getting wild but didn’t always remember to do it.

      “It has, and it’s been almost a week since I’ve seen you. How is the house?”

      Mike filled her in on the others. Ever since Zel had moved out, she had become increasingly busy managing her new tribe, and he saw her less now than ever. Her responsibilities were vast, and he had the feeling that someday soon, she would be too busy to just drop by for a visit. The thought made him sad, but he couldn’t help but feel immensely happy for how things had turned out for her.

      He finished telling her about how Sofia and Yuki didn’t seem to get along, and she nodded knowingly.

      “We’ve also had some of that here. Not all the exiles quite see eye to eye with one another, and we’ve had our share of arguments.”

      “So what have you been doing to quell the fighting?”

      “Not a whole lot, yet. Most of the squabbles are trivial, but I’d be remiss to believe they won’t ever get worse. There’s always the threat of exile back to the old world, but my aunt has been really great at mediating disputes and ensuring peace afterward. I am learning a lot from her.”

      “I’m glad to hear it. Speaking of your aunt, what on earth are you guys working on? It smells like somebody made a perfume called Grandma’s House.”

      Zel snorted. “We’re working on a bunch of things. We’ve got a project from Ratu that’s related to Dana’s situation, but that’s going to take some trial and error. We are also looking at accelerants for plant growth, as we would like to start cultivating better food at some point. There’s even talk of importing game so that we can have meat in our diet again, but that’s largely up to you.”

      Mike nodded, unsure what to say. The greenhouse didn’t have any animals living in it, and he was unsure if there was a good reason for that. “I’ll talk it over with some of the others. I don’t see an issue, but obviously we need to be careful what we bring here.”

      “Absolutely.” She smiled. “Other than that, your usual potions and experiments. We may have found a use for Dragon’s Breath, but the jury is still out on that.”

      He smiled at the memory of his first meeting with Zel. The two of them had gotten some Dragon’s Breath on them and had rushed to a nearby spring to wash the burning powder off, which had led to some fooling around. “I’m curious to see what you come up with.”

      “And I’m anxious to tell you. I miss you and the others, but…” She cast a glance over her shoulder at the busy village that was forming behind her.

      “I get it.” He took her hand and squeezed it. “There’s no place like home.”

      “Yeah. This place has so much promise, and I look forward to exploring some of the secrets I wasn’t able to by myself. Hey, do you want to see a few of our new buildings?”

      “I would love to.” He continued holding her hand and walked among the centaurs as an exalted guest. He was greeted with smiles and more than a few waves, which he returned. While he didn’t expect special treatment for giving the centaurs this land to live on, he certainly appreciated their gratitude.

      Zel showed him the new expansions and laid out some more ideas they had. The way her eyes shone with excitement when she spoke plastered a huge smile on his face. He stayed with the centaurs for lunch, which was a delightful nut-and-fruit platter that left him feeling full. When Zel escorted him to the exit, he gave her a huge hug.

      “I had a great time, and I’m glad to see you are all thriving.”

      “We are. Hey, I was wondering. During the next full moon, we’re having my official naming ceremony as herd leader. I would really like it if you could come.”

      “I wouldn’t miss it.” He took out his phone and checked the calendar. The next full moon was in ten days, so he put it in his calendar. “Let me know if I need to bring anything.”

      “Just yourself, and anybody else who wants to come.” She leaned forward and kissed him full on the lips. “Try to stay out of trouble, won’t you?”

      “Heh. I’ll do my best.” He walked into the small hut and back through the door, shivering at the cool air of his front yard. A trio of centaurs looked up from a nearby bush when he emerged, and he waved to them.

      “You’re all doing a great job out here, by the way.” He walked past them and into the house. He paused in the opening as Death glided past, a fresh pot of tea in one hand and his cup in the other. Behind him, Cerulea and Carmina followed just a couple of feet behind.

      “Ahem.” Mike put his hands on his hips and glared at the fairies. They gasped when they saw him and bolted, disappearing in two different directions. Satisfied that they wouldn’t pester the grim reaper, he went into the backyard to find Naia dancing quietly in her fountain. The water beneath her formed into geysers that became tiny pedestals for her to stand on, and the waterproof speaker Tink had installed by the fountain was playing something classical.

      Naia’s movements were smooth, and she literally flowed around the fountain, her body often becoming water and moving with her. In the center of her fountain was a series of basins, and she had a small collection of birds that watched her dance, as well as a squirrel and the green fairy Olivia. Mike sat on the edge of the fountain and watched the beautiful nymph dance.

      Several minutes went by, and when Naia spotted him with her sapphire eyes, she simply smiled and kept dancing. She wore a low-cut white gown that was cinched at her waist, and when she moved, her skirt parted to reveal muscular legs with slightly webbed feet at the bottom. Water bubbles floated around her, popping in time with the music while she swayed to the beat, and her green-and-blue hair cascaded across her shoulders, bobbing with every leap. The way she moved was making his cock hard, and he couldn’t stop thinking about all the times he had been intimate with her, exploring that magnificent body of hers with his own.

      She was the best thing that had ever happened to him.

      The music came to a stop, and Mike and Olivia both clapped. Naia took a bow, then walked toward the edge of the fountain.

      “See something you like?” She winked at him lasciviously.

      “As a matter of fact, I do.” He put his hands on the edge of the fountain and leaned forward. Naia couldn’t leave her fountain, except to travel to the bathtub in his bathroom. “A couple of things, actually.”

      “All you have to do is ask.” Naia licked her lips, her gaze flitting across his body.

      “Well, one thing is obvious, but there’s something else I need from you first, before we become too distracted.” He looked up at the dark line of his own hair that hovered in the edge of his vision. “Apparently I’m in need of a trim.”

      “I can arrange that.” Naia looked over at Olivia. “Can you bring me the salon kit? It’s in the cabinet under the sink. Oh, and one of the hand towels, please.”

      Olivia gave a mock salute and flew up toward Mike’s bedroom window. With a bit of magic, she made the window open telekinetically and flew inside.

      “Can she carry all that?” Mike asked.

      “If she doesn’t get distracted, maybe.” They both watched, and eventually Olivia reappeared carrying a small black canvas case with a towel rolled up in the handles. She fluttered down, her long grasshopper legs hooked through the handle of the bag.

      “Thanks.” Naia took the bag from Olivia. “If you wait around, I have a surprise for you.”

      Olivia let out a small cheer and a pirouette. Naia was one of the few people who could ensure obedience from the fairies, so Olivia took her place back on one of the water basins, her legs kicking with anticipation.

      “So what will it be?” Naia gestured for him to enter her fountain.

      “Just a trim, please.” He took off his shoes and walked in, marveling at how the water didn’t even seep into his clothes. Naia could control the water in her fountain with her magic, making it do anything she wanted. He noticed lately that she seemed to have even more control over what it could do, and smiled when a series of water jets formed at the halfway mark.

      “This part is always a little weird,” he told her when he tried to sit on the water jets. There was enough pressure in them to easily support his weight, and he was soon floating on a chair made of water. “I feel like I’m going to fall through.”

      “I’d never let anything bad happen to you.” She leaned forward and touched his hair. It was long enough that the tips were starting to curl. “How about we wash you up first?”

      “Sounds good.”

      Naia summoned a sphere of water that hovered between them, then opened up the bag. She pulled out a pair of scissors and a small bottle of shampoo. She squeezed some shampoo into the floating orb, and it swirled the pearly substance around until the sphere looked like a milky white marble. With a wave of her hand, the sphere attached itself to his scalp, and hundreds of tiny water fingers scrubbed away at his hair.

      “That feels nice,” he told her.

      “Oh, I’m not done yet.” She dunked the towel in water and then folded it up, her face screwed up in concentration. Steam emanated from the towel in her hand as she heated up the water. Moving behind Mike, she stretched and wrapped it over his face.

      “Mmf,” he said, only his nose poking through the opening. Her fingers pressed against his temples, and the water fingers in his hair applied pressure to his scalp.

      “Abella and I looked this up. I thought it would be more fun than just a snip and trim.”

      “Mm-hmm,” Mike agreed. The minutes passed while she massaged him, and suddenly the chair beneath him shifted. Water jets had become hands that clutched his body, rubbing his legs and arms. He tried to remove the towel, but Naia held it in place.

      “Leave it on. Let me have my fun.”

      He relaxed, and the watery hands beneath him massaged him all over and slowly worked his pants off. Mike suppressed a chuckle, knowing the nymph would have her way with him one way or the other, and he was soon hard and ready for her.

      Still, she sat behind him, her strong, very real hands massaging his scalp. The water around his head flowed away, and she hummed a song to herself. The hands massaging his thighs pulled his legs apart, and more hands formed around his scrotum, spreading across his pelvis and stroking him everywhere.

      A tiny groan escaped his lips when the hands found the base of his cock and began stroking him. The stroking stopped, and then fingers circled his shaft and squeezed while rising, disappearing once they reached the top. He shuddered, and moaned into his hot towel.

      “More,” he mumbled.

      “Oh, I’ll give you more.” Naia’s hands remained on his head, but tiny mouths licked and kissed his cock. He bucked his hips a little, and his own magic came to life, deep inside his belly. It was magic born of a sexual union with the banshee Cecilia, a cross between her fae nature and the nymph magic Naia had bestowed upon Mike on the day he had become the Caretaker of his house. He could sense danger when it was near, had essentially no refractory period, and could generate electricity that caused powerful orgasms.

      While it wasn’t harmful, he had recently discovered that this electricity caused a tiny piece of his soul to swap with whoever he was fucking. As a result, he imagined his soul was now a patchwork quilt of nearly everyone in the house. He had already begun manifesting some of his housemates’ traits, but aside from being able to scream like a banshee, they all seemed to be minor.

      A small mass landed on his belly, and he tried to move, but his wrists were held in place by strong hands.

      “Go ahead, Olivia,” said Naia.

      The fairy let out a cheer, and he felt her walk across his belly until she stood next to his cock. The tiny mouths vanished, and he heard the fluttering of wings quickly become an intense buzzing sound. As he wondered what on earth the fairy was up to, his hips bucked when he felt the vibrating wings tickle the edge of his glans, a sensation very similar to a magic bullet on crack.

      “Holy…nggh!” He did his best to hold still, but the sensation was both ticklish and pleasurable. Olivia was clearly moving around his crotch, her wings fluttering across his frenulum. He gasped several times, his magic spreading across his body in waves.

      “Hmm. It looks like you’re getting close,” Naia told him, and she let go of his head. When she removed the towel from his face, he looked down to see Olivia hungrily licking the opening of his cock and lapping up what she could of his precum before Naia shooed her away.

      The nymph straddled him with her long, beautiful legs and lifted her gown just enough so that it wouldn’t catch between them. With a wink, she sank onto him, taking his massive cock inside of her.

      Mike moaned, and Naia playfully swiveled her hips until she had sunk all the way down onto him. Her innards swirled in circles, and he felt those same fingers begin jacking him off in discreet movements. The water beneath him pushed him forward until he was in a sitting position with Naia right in front of him. He tried to grab the nymph but was puzzled when he realized the water was still restraining him.

      “Naia?” Confused, he watched her pull the scissors from a pocket in her gown.

      “Oh, I don’t want you to move. I might mess up your hair.” She leaned forward, her vagina squeezing him tightly while he slid out of her. Naia used her fingers to measure a few lengths of hair and made a couple of snips before sinking onto him again. Mike gasped, but she continued cutting his hair this way, her pussy clenching him tightly with every thrust. The water held him by the neck and shoulders now, preventing him from moving while she fucked him, and his whole body pulsed with energy.

      She worked quickly, shearing away his excess locks in a matter of minutes, every snip of the scissors punctuated with the sensation of her curvaceous ass slamming into his thighs. He groaned, the electricity jumping between the two of them, and Naia lowered the scissors more than once to catch her breath before continuing.

      “Naia, please…don’t stop.” He was so close, his cock twitching every time she sank down on him.

      The nymph smirked and settled her movements. “Your sideburns aren’t even yet,” she told him, then pulled a straightedge razor from her kit.

      Mike’s throat went dry as he did his best to hold his head still. Naia was now doing slight pelvic thrusts that sent jolts of pleasure straight to his spine. She dragged the razor across his skin, and he barely felt a thing as the water splashed him clean after each pass. Apparently she had given several haircuts to the Caretakers of the house over the years, but he had no idea where she’d gained her abilities with the razor in her hand. She leaned forward and squared off his neckline without even looking at it.

      He felt there were plenty of rational explanations for how she could do it, but it really came down to one word: magic.

      “Hmm.” Naia folded up the razor and grabbed Mike’s chin, tilting his face back and forth. “Looks good.”

      “I bet it does.” His voice squeaked when she squeezed his cock with her vagina. Her innards now felt like a series of fingers squeezing and stroking his sensitive shaft.

      “But it seems like you’re still a bit stressed.” Her hips undulated on top of him. “If only I knew of a way to—”

      Mike yanked his arms free of her watery leashes and grabbed her by the hips. Naia laughed when he tipped her onto her back, the water jets moving beneath them to support her weight as well. He held her tightly while he pounded her, his cock growing even harder when he heard her cry out his name. Her clitoris was swollen and hard now, the nymph’s pearl pressing against him.

      The water beneath them turned to steam, floating into the sky above as Mike let out a yell and blew his load into the nymph. His magic washed over her, and her entire body turned transparent for a moment, revealing that his magic pulsed through her and ricocheted off the surface of her body, filling her with light. She let out a scream of her own and clamped her legs tightly against his waist, and the fountain gushed water nearly thirty feet in the air, creating an artificial rainstorm that soaked both of them.

      Panting, Mike was unable to pull his cock free before the magic ricocheted back into him, and he filled her up again. He could see both his loads floating through her body now, sparkling with magical light. Her skin and clothes became opaque once more, and they both fell to the floor of the empty fountain, gasping for breath.

      “You…never cease to amaze me, lover.” Naia rolled off him and lay on one side. “Every time we’re together, it’s magic.”

      “I know how you feel.” Mike sat up and kissed her, placing his hand on the back of her head. He twisted his fingers in her hair, marveling at how the strands turned to water and parted before he could get them too tangled.

      They kissed this way for several minutes before Mike heard a gasp and a grunt, followed by the sound of something heavy hitting the roof. Breaking his kiss with Naia, he scanned the garden, his gaze eventually settling on the stony form on the roof watching them.

      “You okay up there, Abella?” He squinted into the sky, unable to make out the expression on her face. Just her head was visible where she sat, and he could really only see her silhouette.

      “Um…yeah, I’m fine. Just, uh…” Abella sank out of view before she finished her sentence, and Mike suppressed a laugh. Clearly the gargoyle had been watching them, and he had a pretty good guess what she had been up to.

      “You’ve got more work to do,” Naia told him as she stood. Water refilled the fountain, and she helped him to the edge, waving her hand a few times to dry him off with her magic. He put his clothes back on and blew her another kiss before going in the house. He caught sight of his reflection in the window on his way in the back door and thought his hair looked much better now.

      Even with the stupid grin he was wearing.

      ---

      The afternoon was spent ordering more supplies for the house. Inheriting the house had come with an extremely hefty sum of cash, the kind that generated enough interest in a year to comfortably live off of. However, he still had to watch his spending, because so much of that cash was earmarked for multiple repairs on the house, as well as food, various supplies, and the occasional gift for one of his housemates. Even now, Yuki was likely in her room using the easel he had bought her to work on her tarot cards. It was a fascinating process where she painted the card nearly life-size and then shrank it down to fit in her pocket.

      After a meeting with Reggie to discuss rat affairs, the smell of pot roast lured him to the dinner table. Everyone from breakfast was there, but Ratu herself also made a rare appearance, wearing a beautiful red gown with a green dragon moving across it. Her dark skin was punctuated with snake scales, and the naga raised a glass of wine when Mike entered.

      “Are we celebrating?” he asked.

      “Only a bit. I had a recent breakthrough in some of my research and thought I deserved a treat.” She winked at him, then drained her glass before letting Reggie refill it for her. The rat sat between the naga and Beth, and he adjusted his Mr. Potato Head glasses when Sofia set a plate of food in front of him.

      “No Asterion tonight?” He was surprised that the Minotaur hadn’t come with Ratu.

      “He’s in a foul mood.” Ratu smirked.

      “I’m afraid some of my subjects set off a rather complex series of traps this morning.” Reggie’s whiskers trembled when he spoke. “He has spent all day trying to reset a small section of the Labyrinth.”

      “Yes, I’m afraid he would be bad company, even for you.” Ratu smirked at Beth. The lawyer blushed and concentrated on her own meal when it arrived.

      While everybody was eating, Dana made another appearance at the table, holding a coffee mug in her hand.

      “I thought you already ate this morning.” Mike looked at the young woman with concern. “Everything okay?”

      In response, Dana held up her other hand. He winced when he saw the deep gashes in her palm. The wounds didn’t bleed, but it still freaked him out to see her hand so mangled.

      “Tried something new with one of the rotor assemblies. It went poorly, and now my hand keeps catching on everything.” Dana sat close to Tink and downed half the contents of her mug. Like she was performing an obscene magic trick, she held out her palm so the others could watch the edges of her torn flesh light up like fiber-optic cables and slowly knit themselves back together. “Good as new, I guess.”

      Tink just shook her head. “Dead girl wait for Tink next time,” she said, then focused on her own meal.

      After dinner, Mike quietly excused himself and grabbed a beer from the fridge after sneaking away from the table. As much as he enjoyed the company of others, he needed some quiet moments to reflect, and he moved through the noisy dining hall without a word and headed out to the front yard.

      Despite the general hubbub inside, his recent days had gotten lazy, and Mike wasn’t sure how he felt about it. After spending his first few weeks in the house dodging danger and meeting new people, it was nerve-racking just standing around waiting for the next thing to happen. There was at least one powerful warlock named Amir still out there with a grudge against him, and he couldn’t forget about the look Elizabeth had given him when last they spoke. Having a pair of powerful enemies out in the world made it difficult for him to let his guard down, and he knew they would come for him eventually.

      And when they did, he hoped he would be ready.

      Still, leaning against the house with a beer in his hand, he couldn’t help but feel a small hole in his heart. Casting a wistful glance at the porch swing, he thought of the banshee Cecilia. She had disappeared about two months back after ferrying some wayward souls into the afterlife. Her absence made him sick to his stomach, but he knew she was still alive, wherever she was. It had been accidental, but he had given a piece of his soul to the banshee and received a piece of hers in return.

      Not that anybody knew if she even had a soul. Banshees were an ancient type of fae that were created from old fairy magic, and though she was alive, she was still very much a being of pure energy. When he had given her a piece of his soul, she had imbued him with that raw energy, which now manifested itself as a series of sparks that he could summon on command.

      That and the ability to shriek at high volume. Ratu had insisted that he practice it like a skill, and after screaming himself hoarse over several nights, he could now let out a scream that would deafen anyone nearby and generate a powerful wind to go with it.

      Lily had teased him about it, asking him what color his cape would be when he eventually started fighting crime.

      Today had been wonderful, but all he could think about was his missing friend. She was the last piece of the puzzle, and now that the sun was setting, he wanted nothing more than to sit with her and listen as the world put itself to bed. He had even asked Reggie if the rats could open a portal into the afterlife so he could go find her, but the rat king had informed him that a portal to the other side (as he called it) was outside their power.

      Sunset cast auspicious shadows across the front yard, and Mike leaned against the front railing, his eyes on the garden. He took another sip of his beer, then frowned. He was quickly reaching the bottom of the bottle, and he debated going back for another. The house had gone quiet behind him, and he suppressed a smile.

      The sun finally vanished behind the homes across the street, and darkness crept across the garden. The crescent moon sat above him in the sky, and glowing flowers bloomed beneath its pale light. Lightning bugs flickered in the garden, and Mike watched them dance around above the flowers. The front garden was its own magical biome now, and he wondered what sort of other creatures would manifest in time. Had the front yard looked this way for Emily?

      The moon’s glow intensified over the garden, and the fireflies began to fly in circles, swarming together where the maze started. The flowers shifted colors like Christmas lights, and the air went still around him. Distant music filled the air as a glowing portal opened among the bugs, stretching wide and forming an oval. Beams of light burst through, and he could hear the gentle pulsing of waves against the shore. It was a portal to the afterlife, the same kind Cecilia had vanished through.

      Mike dropped his beer and leaped off the porch, running for the portal’s entrance. A glowing figure stepped through, illuminated from behind.

      “Cecilia!” Arms outstretched, he ran for her. The portal zipped shut, allowing the moonlight to illuminate the dark figure who stepped through. The spectral humanoid was dressed in black leather and had long dark hair that hung just past his shoulders and contrasted with pale skin that practically glowed.

      Mike slid to a stop, stumbling briefly right in front of the newcomer before losing his balance and falling down in the grass.

      “You must be Mike.” The newcomer knelt and offered his hand. “I’ve heard a lot about ye.” His accent was thick, with an Irish lilt to it.

      “Um…okay.” Mike took the hand offered to him and stood. “Sorry about that. I thought you were somebody else.”

      “I figured as much.” The man gave a gentle bow, then stood. His eyes were pitch black, putting Mike on guard immediately.

      “So…can I help you with something?”

      “Indeed. My name is Sulyvahn, and I was sent by the fairy queen.”

      “Fairy queen?”

      “Yes, my liege. She has a contract with the builder o’ this home requirin’ one o’ my kind to maintain a watch on the premises and escort its Caretaker to the other side at the appropriate time.”

      “That…that’s Cecilia’s job.” The world felt like it was closing in on Mike, and he gritted his teeth.

      Sulyvahn’s smile faded. “I’m afraid that is no longer the case. I am to be her replacement. It isn’t the type of work I normally do, but work is short for one such as I these days and exceptions must be made.”

      “Wait. Do you know where she is?” Mike grabbed Sulyvahn by the arms and tried not to shake him.

      “She is currently a guest o’ the queen and likely will not be returnin’.” Sulyvahn’s dark eyes flicked to where Mike held him.

      “Why?!” When Mike spoke, his voice left him with a blast of energy that rustled nearby plants and chased away the fireflies. Sulyvahn’s hair billowed out behind him, caught in the breeze.

      Sulyvahn’s jaw dropped. “That…was the cry of a banshee! How?”

      Behind him, the front door opened, and he heard footsteps. Beth and Tink were by his side first, followed by some of the others.

      “You have quite the menagerie,” Sulyvahn noted. “Greetin’s and well met. My name is Sulyvahn. I am here to act as yer guide to the afterlife.”

      “We heard shouting,” Beth said, putting a hand on Mike’s elbow. “Is everything okay?”

      “He said he is Cecilia’s replacement.” Mike let go of the man, his fists balling up. “He says the fairy queen has her.”

      “Is he a banshee too?” Beth took a step toward the man, curiosity on her face.

      “Nay, fair lass. The banshee are womenfolk only. I am a different type o’ fae. I usually ride around on a horse, but I dinna need one if I’m to stay.” Sulyvahn grabbed the hair on top of his head and lifted. His head separated from his body, and inky black smoke drifted up from his neck where it detached, an insidious grin stretched across his face.

      “Mortals refer to my kind as dullahan.”
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      “Dullahan?” Mike frowned. “I’m afraid I don’t know the term.”

      “I’m yer friendly headless horseman, lad.” The dullahan still held his own head in one hand and was now swinging it back and forth like a macabre pendulum. “My job is similar to a banshee’s in that I deal with dead spirits, though I usually cut a more dashin’ figure on my horse. So I guess I’m technically just headless.” The grin on his face was impossibly wide, his lips stretched nearly to his ears.

      “I want to speak to the fairy queen, right now, please.” Mike crossed his arms and stared down the dullahan. “How do I make that happen?”

      “Ye certainly are an anxious sort.” Sulyvahn swung his head in a circle and released it into the air. His body stepped forward, and his head landed on his shoulders with a thud, scattering the inky mist in a perfect circle, much like a smoke ring. “In regard to Her Majesty, I can say without reasonable doubt that she has no interest in speakin’ with ye.”

      “Oh, really?” Mike stepped closer. “And how do you know that?”

      Sulyvahn’s grin faded. “Not puttin’ yer best foot forward now, are ye, lad? The queen has very little liking for yer lot, humans to be specific, but she’s a particular dislike of ye. Says you sullied one o’ her own, and she sent me ’cause she has it on good authority ye have no interest in seducin’ menfolk. Believes ye used some kinda dark magic to seduce our Cecilia. But no disrespect meant, just tellin’ ye what I’ve been told.”

      “Wait, hold up.” Beth stepped forward, a grin plastered on her face. “The reason she sent you was so that Mike wouldn’t sleep with you?”

      “There’s no shortage o’ banshees in the fae realm lookin’ for work, lass, and many would be happy to come here. The mortal world isn’t a friendly place for our kind these days, so when I was offered the position, I gladly accepted. Thought it could be fun to visit with the livin’ and do somethin’ different for a bit. I’m less shy than my sisters are. As for an audience with the queen, I’m afraid my abilities are limited to patrollin’ the grounds and making sure ye are sent proper to yer final rewards.”

      “So you won’t help me?” Mike lowered his arms.

      “I see no desire to anger the queen on account o’ a man I just met, nothin’ personal. I’ve only been here a minute, and already yer asking me to bend the rules.” Sulyvahn tilted his head to one side, causing the skin on his neck to split and spill out some more black smoke. “Not that I mind a little rule bendin’, but the queen is not one to be trifled with, and I’d like to be allowed to stick around.”

      Mike let out a sigh. He needed a different approach. “You know what? You’re right. Feel free to have a look around. Don’t mind the centaurs if they show up. They’re friendly and tend to the grounds. Oh, and don’t sit on the swing. It might break under you.” It was a lie, but he couldn’t bear to see Cecilia’s replacement in her favorite spot.

      “There’s a lad.” Sulyvahn patted Mike on the shoulder. “I appreciate the hospitality.”

      “You’re welcome. Good night, Sulyvahn.” Mike walked past the others and into the house. They took a moment to greet the dullahan one at a time before filing back into the living room, where Mike waited.

      “So what’s the plan?” Beth asked. “There’s no way you would have backed down so easily unless you had one.”

      Mike smirked. The lawyer knew him all too well. “I don’t trust the dullahan—not yet, anyway—but we don’t need him. He’s already given us the most important piece of information he can.”

      “Like that Cecilia is with the fairy queen?” Beth raised an eyebrow.

      “You got it.” Mike looked at Reggie. “Odds that your rats can chew a portal into the fairy realm?”

      “Hmm.” Reggie’s whiskers twitched. “We would need more information about where we were going, but perhaps.”

      “Okay, then, information is good, and I think I know a place.” He winked at Sofia. “But we need to keep in mind that Sulyvahn may be an agent of the fairy queen. I don’t get the impression he’s here to harm us, but I also don’t want to clue him in on what we might be doing. For now, the plan is to gain an audience with the queen and negotiate Cecilia’s release. Until then, can I get someone to keep an eye on our guest?”

      “I’d be happy to,” Beth volunteered. “I have a way with people.”

      “I know you do.” Mike fought the grin on his face. “However, make sure you’re ready to go when we find a way to…whatever it is we’re going to do. I would like your help with the queen. You’re a much better diplomat than I am.”

      “I can do that.” She winked and walked outside.

      “Well, then.” Mike turned to look at the others. “What do you say? Who wants to look through some books with me?”

      ---

      Death looked up at them when they came into the office. Sofia stood behind Mike, and Tink had joined them. Reggie scampered in a few seconds later after speaking with one of his lieutenants.

      “Mike Radley. You have brought odd company this night.” Death sipped his tea.

      “Sorry, Death, we aren’t here for a visit. Got some house business. We’re just passing through.” Mike looked at the bookshelf behind the specter and grabbed the red book from the bottom. “Are we all ready?”

      The others crowded in, and he searched for the right location on the shelf. Spotting the magic symbol, he slid the book home, and the world transformed like a turning page. They now stood in a large chamber with impossibly high ceilings supported by massive columns. Not only did the columns contain entire rooms full of books, but each column was connected to the others with an intricate set of multistory bridges that also doubled as book storage. Access to these stacks was nearly impossible from the ground without magical assistance of some sort, and Sofia had once warned Mike that she would occasionally find the skeleton of some poor soul who had snuck in and gotten lost before starving to death.

      Sofia picked up her staff and tapped it on the ground. “I have a few reference sections we can check, but a lot of it is written in other languages.”

      “We’ll make it work.”

      “Indeed.” When Death spoke, Mike jumped. He turned around to see that Death had come with them into the Library. The reaper held a long tube that undoubtedly contained the map he had been looking at earlier.

      “Here.” Sofia pulled the tube out of Death’s hands. “I’ll get this put back.”

      “Thank you, Sofia.”

      “He says thanks,” Mike repeated, knowing she couldn’t see or hear him. Once she had taken the tube from his hands, she had no idea where he was.

      “Anytime.” Sofia stared into the distance, waiting. Eventually a large floating carpet arrived, and they all climbed on. It lifted them into the air and proceeded through the Library on a preset course.

      “It would be best if we split up,” Sofia explained several minutes later when the carpet landed on a platform four stories in the air. There was a hanging lantern by the entrance, and Sofia tapped it with her staff. The lantern filled with light, and she lifted it and handed it to Tink.

      “Follow the light,” she told the goblin. “It will lead you to a group of books about the fae.”

      “Tink got it.” The goblin slid her goggles over her eyes and took the lantern. The ball of light flew out of it and hovered several feet ahead of the goblin, leading her into the stacks. Reggie followed behind her, and their shadows disappeared between a pair of shelves just as the carpet lifted off again.

      “You okay?” Sofia asked.

      “Hmm? Oh yeah.” Mike realized that he stood with his arms crossed and a scowl on his face. “I’m just ready to go get her back is all. I’ve been so worried, and now I’m concerned about this fairy queen person. I’m wondering how much ass we’re going to have to kick, and I’ll admit I’m kind of working myself up.” It also didn’t help that he was tired. He had been planning to go to bed early and catch up on some sleep.

      “Yeah, well, you need to keep a clear head and really think this situation through. How many times has everything gone to hell because you’ve jumped before looking?”

      “I mean… I don’t keep count.” Mike frowned. “If it was you being held captive, I’d still approach it the same way.”

      “Maybe.” Sofia turned away from him, her gaze on the distant columns. Her thick braid bounced around on her shoulders. “But I would still want the same thing from you. Don’t just rush in. Think before you do, or speak. In the span of half an hour, you’re now ready to take on a being of immense power, the queen of the fae, because you aren’t happy with a decision she’s made regarding one of her subjects. This isn’t a problem you can just fuck or blow up.”

      He shrugged. “We don’t know that.”

      “Well, I do. I’m no expert on the fairy queen, but I’ve heard plenty of stories. Fae music alone is greatly feared, and do you know why? You hear it once, and it gets stuck in your ear forever, or you wander into their realm and never return. What if you go to the queen’s court and decide you never want to come back?”

      “Is that what you’re afraid of? That I may never come back?” A smirk crossed his lips. “Would you miss me?”

      “You’re not funny, Caretaker, nor are you taking this as seriously as you should be. There’s a reason mortals have few stories about fairy kind that end well, and I don’t want you joining that other number.” The carpet came to a stop, and she tapped on the lantern there. “These are books about dealings with the fae. Feel free to skim through them to get a better understanding of what I’m telling you. I know you’re doing this to help a friend, but think of the friends you might leave behind when you do so.” She passed the glowing lantern to Mike. “Actually have a plan this time. Your usual tactics won’t work here.”

      “You mean getting lucky at the last second?” He wanted to hear her response, but the ball of light burst out of the lantern and he had to chase it to keep up. The Library wasn’t intended for casual browsing by visitors, and he was soon buried deep within the stacks, his eyes on the little glowing ball of light. It finally settled at the end of one of the rows and then leaped back into his lantern.

      “Hmm.” He held up the lamp and scrutinized the covers of the books. They were written in another language, but under the lamp’s light, the words swam in front of him and re-formed into English. Sofia alone could activate the lamps—it was just one of her many abilities as the Librarian—and he was grateful for the magical translation. The moving letters did make him feel a little motion sick though.

      “There are no maps here,” Death said, and Mike jumped, nearly banging his head on the shelf above.

      “Shit, I didn’t realize you followed me!” He put a hand on his chest and tried to catch his breath. “You almost gave me a heart attack.”

      “I did no such thing. I didn’t wish to get left behind, so I rode with you.” Death knelt and gazed at one of the books. “I must admit I have contemplated learning to read.”

      “You don’t know how to read?”

      “The grim reaper has no need for books.” Death slid a large tome out and opened it up. “Nor has there been any time for it.”

      “What is being the grim reaper like?” Mike spotted a book that looked promising and opened it. The letters lifted off the page and re-formed into English, so he scanned the contents.

      “That is not a question I can answer.” Death stared at him. “Other than a few rare moments in history, I have no recollection of ever having thoughts or desires of my own.”

      “That makes sense.” Mike tucked the book under one arm. “You’ve been with us for a couple of months now though. Surely you have some thoughts on the matter?”

      Death nodded. “I only exist on this plane when a creature dies. Though it happens constantly, each moment is but the blink of an eye. Rarely do I even walk among you. Rather, I simply come and go.”

      “Really? Then what?”

      “I reap but do not sow. The souls I collect upon, they do get passed on, but to where they go, I do not know.” Death put the book away, then flashed a toothy grin. “It was only recently that I was able to even contemplate the creatures I am sworn to collect.”

      “You mean humans?” Mike pulled out another book.

      “Indeed, Mike Radley. I was not created to experience your human emotions, only to serve. I have witnessed the best and worst of humanity in their final moments, but I do not judge. However, I have become curious about your kind, and found my attention lingering on more than one occasion. Think of it as a professional courtesy.” Death held up the book he was holding. “Imagine that every letter in this book is a single soul. I flip the book to a random page, read my letter, then leave. I have gained very little.”

      “Okay.” Mike held on to his current book, now giving his full attention to Death. “So do you get to read the book when all the souls are collected?”

      “No. The letters keep moving.” Death flipped to a different page. “In the course of human events, I will often find that I must collect many souls in the same area in a short amount of time. It is during these times that I was able to briefly walk the earth and know you, to see the whole page as I plucked some letters from it.”

      Mike paused, deep in thought. “Are you talking about wars?” he asked.

      “A bit. War is a brother of mine, and thanks to him, I have seen much of this world.” Death closed the book. “Natural disasters, plagues, acts of gods—I am there to reap, to collect my bounty and move on. It is those moments that linger with me as I walk this plane of existence with you. I have a chance to think about what I’ve seen and to process it.”

      “That sounds like a lot. Is that why you’ve been looking at old maps? Is that when a bunch of people died?”

      “It helps to put my thoughts in order, yes. I am no mortal being, Mike Radley, and my memory is infallible. However, my sense of time is very distorted, and I find comfort in being able to organize those thoughts much like this Library, to put order to my collection. It also allows me to put imagery to locations, to see the world proper, though I never leave this house.”

      “So you remember everybody that’s ever died?”

      “I don’t reap everybody. There are other entities similar to me, like your dear Cecilia. Unlike her, I have had very little chance to interact directly with mankind, and I am trying to properly appreciate the opportunity while it lasts. To do this, I am trying to better understand myself.”

      Mike frowned. “That’s…pretty deep, to be honest. So you stare at these maps and remember stuff? It sounds like kind of a bummer, really.”

      “It is no bummer, Mike Radley, to offer relief to those who are ready to cross over. Grief and pain exist only for those who are left behind.” Death winked, a process that involved one of his eye sockets temporarily folding shut. “As for what comes next? That is the true mystery.”

      Mike shivered. “That’s a mystery I’m willing to put off for as long as possible, if you don’t mind.”

      Death stared at Mike for nearly a minute, then nodded. “That is appropriate.”

      “You know what though?” Mike held up his book. “I’m glad you’re getting this chance to hang around and explore, but don’t focus too much on the past. You can enjoy looking at your maps and such, but take the opportunity to see how humans live. Quit staying in the office all day and instead get involved somehow. By contemplating all these lives you’ve seen while they’re ending, all you are doing is looking at a story from the final few pages. That’s no way to read a book, you know.”

      “I see.” Death stroked the spine of a nearby book that was gilded with gold letters. “Perhaps that is the first thing I should know about reading.”

      “It’s one of many things. Never skip to the end. Often the journey makes it even sweeter.”

      “I do enjoy our chats, Mike Radley.”

      “When I’m not so busy, I’d be happy to help you learn how to read.” Mike took a peek inside the book in his hands and nodded to himself. It had a few mentions of fairies in it. “Until then, you can help me carry some of these.”

      “I can do that.” Death held out his bony hands to accept the book from Mike. They perused the row they were in, and Mike pulled a few more books from the shelves and handed them to Death. When it was time to move to the next row, they stopped to set the books down on a nearby rolling cart.

      The light of the lantern left many times, and each time, Mike followed. He collected dozens of books, piling them onto the cart as the hour grew even later, fighting off the occasional yawn.

      Death said very little, content to observe.

      ---

      Dana frowned at the gathering on the front yard. While everybody else had been curious to see what Mike had been hollering about, she was currently distracted by the processed semen running through her body.

      When she was a zombie, her hunger could become quite dangerous. She needed to consume the brains of the living in order to have enough life force to sate her hunger, but it had been discovered that Mike’s biology had been significantly altered by magic to the point that his semen was capable of giving her the boost she needed to not only maintain her own sanity but keep from decomposing. The sperm shooters in the fridge weren’t nearly as potent as consuming it directly from the source, but they were good enough to keep her from cracking into the nearest living creature for a quick bite.

      Unfortunately, his semen had the odd side effect of making her horny. It was almost like her nervous system returned to life after feeding but focused all its energy on her erogenous zones. Earlier that morning, she had simply gone back to her shop and masturbated quickly, just to take the edge off. However, being forced to eat again after slashing up her hand meant that the satisfaction from her fingers wasn’t going to be anywhere near good enough to get her through the night.

      While Mike and the others were speaking with the headless man out front, all Dana could think about was the sexy nymph out back. Always a willing participant, Naia was there for her when she needed to get off. Biting her lower lip, she had left the others in front of the house and made her way to the backyard instead. Whatever the issue was, she could be filled in later.

      Naia’s fountain was gushing enough water that she was tumbling around at the top like a skydiver, laughing quietly to herself. The fairies were dive-bombing her, trying to grab a small crystal from her hand that she kept tossing to her other hand or dropping it into the fountain and making the water carry it back up on a jet. The air smelled of rain and mint, causing Dana to inhale deeply.

      She sat on the edge of the fountain and watched. With every turn, Naia’s slender legs slid free of her skirt, revealing her upper thighs, and the runes on her torso glowed brightly through her gown. Eventually, a blue ball of light swooped in and grabbed the crystal before taking off over the roof of the house while the others followed.

      Laughing, Naia stabilized to a sitting position, her eyes on the fairy lights. Once the fairies were gone, she tilted her head down toward Dana and winked.

      “It’s a nice night out, isn’t it?”

      “I guess so.” Truth be told, unless it was snowing, Dana had no idea how cold the night actually was. “What was that crystal you had?”

      “A piece of sea glass. Well, my own version of sea glass, anyway. Cerulea brought me a piece of glass she found in the yard that looks like someone tossed a bottle over the wall, and it broke into pieces.” Naia rolled her eyes. “It was likely from someone walking past. They better hope Abella doesn’t catch them. I remember one time, a bunch of years ago, a guy flicked his cigarette butt into the yard, so she followed him home and then ripped the hood off his car.”

      “Sounds a bit extreme but also pretty funny.”

      “Oh, it was.” Naia’s geyser weakened, lowering her to the ground. Her feet touched the surface of the water, sending ripples across the fountain, and she skipped across to where Dana sat. “So what brings you to my fountain so late at night?”

      Dana squirmed, her thighs rubbing across each other. “You know why I’m here. I just had a snack, and…well…”

      Naia giggled. “Oh, I have a pretty good idea why you’re here. However, I like it when you ask.”

      Dana scowled, a brief rush of heat entering her cheeks. “You’re teasing me.”

      “Of course I am.” Naia placed her hand on Dana’s cheek, lightly stroking the skin. “But only because I know you like it. Deep down, you like a woman who takes control, who tells you what to do. Someone who can take your hand and lead you to orgasmic bliss.” While she spoke, Naia’s hand moved down Dana’s chest, softly caressing a breast through her tank top.

      “That’s not true.”

      “Oh really?” Naia’s face was now close enough that Dana could feel the nymph’s breath on her skin.

      “You always do this to me.” Dana’s voice was weak, and she turned away.

      “You’re right.” The nymph was whispering in Dana’s ear now, the sensation sending enhanced pleasure throughout the zombie’s body. “And you always love it.”

      “That’s not true,” Dana said, her lip trembling. Naia’s fingers were moving across the crotch of Dana’s jeans now, applying pressure to the edges of her labia. She spread her legs to give the nymph better access.

      “You always say that too.”

      “Maybe that’s a sign that you’re predictable.”

      “Oh?” Naia moved her hand away. “You think I’m predictable now?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Hmm. Guess I should probably step back, think long and hard about how to please others.” Naia drifted away.

      “No, wait.” Dana watched the nymph move toward the middle of the fountain, her gaze on a pair of birds bathing in the basin. “Naia?”

      Naia ignored her.

      “Shit, look, I’m sorry.” Though she said the words, they had no meaning. She had been going for playful while caught in a vulnerable moment and clearly taken it too far. Dana kicked off her sandals and waded into the fountain, the water soaking into the legs of her jeans. “I wasn’t trying to say that—”

      Her legs were ripped from under her, and she fell into the fountain, splashing water everywhere. She tried to sit up and realized she was being held in place by the pressure all around her. Up above the surface, she saw Naia lean over her and smile.

      Dana opened her mouth to talk but let out the air in her lungs instead. The sensation of breathing was still automatic for her, but she no longer needed to do it.

      The water flowed along her arms and legs, caressing her skin, and it wasn’t long before she felt her jeans and panties pulled away from her. Dana’s outstretched arms tried one more time to break free, but she was effectively restrained.

      I’ll show you predictable. Naia’s voice came from everywhere, and Dana’s whole body was massaged by the water. Hundreds of invisible fingers spiraled up her legs while several hands grabbed her by the ankles and spread her legs wide.

      Dana tried to moan out of habit, but all she managed was to expel some water. Her panties floated over her face now, followed by her jeans. Her jeans folded around her head, blocking off the view.

      Have you ever wondered what happens when you strip away the senses? Your body becomes so desperate to feel anything that it enhances the others.

      Dana nodded, her hips twitching. The fingers now pressed against her labia, massaging heat and life into her groin. So much of her existence was muted these days, but every time she fed, she was reconnected, her body closer to life.

      Right now, she couldn’t smell a thing, and with her vision gone, all she had was her hearing. The water around her warmed, and her entire existence was now a dark space where she was being touched repeatedly. She couldn’t even beg or cry out, her own voice stripped from her.

      Something large rolled up her thigh, then teased her clit. Dana couldn’t even figure out how to push toward it, her mind lost in her own body. The object disappeared, and Naia’s voice giggled in her ear.

      Dana’s fingers curled up in anticipation as the object moved up her thigh, teasing the smooth skin above her pussy. Just when she thought it would penetrate her folds, it slid past, moving along her ass and then up her spine.

      Sparks had formed in the darkness of her vision, sparks that spiraled around like sentient fireworks. The water teased her breasts now, pushing up her shirt and sliding over her nipples. The ice that flowed through her veins was replaced with something hotter, and her body flooded with warmth as she built toward orgasm only to have it taken away. Several minutes passed like this—or maybe even hours. Time was somehow meaningless in the fountain, and all Dana’s attention was on the storm forming between her legs.

      Several thick tendrils rolled up her calves, spiraling along her thighs, then combining just outside her swollen pussy. The tendrils teased her, pushing inside of her one at a time for less than a second. Her clutching hands tightened into fists, her nails digging into her palms, and a few of the tendrils moved along the curves of her ass, pausing against her anus.

      Oh God. She had no time to process her thoughts as the tendrils teased her asshole, pushing against it gently. Her ass was sensitive and always had been. The few times Alex had slipped something small into her ass, she had felt so full and heavy all at once, and now was no different. Every time her pussy was penetrated, she felt like she floated upward, but then the tendril in her ass would bring her back down to earth. They alternated, giving her the sensation that she was flying through the air, one hole at a time.

      Her orgasm kept approaching, but Naia would let up at the last second, allowing Dana to float in the void. She wanted to beg, willing to do anything if Naia would just topple her over the edge, allowing her to feel that sudden rush of life throughout her body as all her nerves caught on fire, to be alive for even just a few seconds.

      Watery hands teased at her thighs and breasts, stroking her exposed flesh, and a mouth now hungrily licked at her clit. The edges of her erect nipples were now being teased by rapidly shifting currents, causing her whole body to shake. She tensed her jaw, careful to avoid biting her tongue, her orgasm now fluttering beneath the surface of her skin like lava, threatening to burst free in a fiery eruption.

      Trapped in the void, she let out a soundless scream when the water penetrated her vaginally and anally. A buzzing sensation tore through her limbs, filling her with heat and electricity, and the tongue on her snatch became several high-pressure water jets that circled her stretched-out labia, then came together in a torrent right beneath her clitoris.

      Dana’s mouth opened wide, the orgasm flooding her body as she tumbled through the water, unsure of what direction she was facing. The sparks in the darkness exploded outward in veinlike patterns, and the watery restraints released her. Putting out her hands, she realized she was facedown when her palms came in contact with the floor of the fountain.

      Pulses of heat racked her body, and she ripped the jeans off her head, opening her eyes beneath the water. Naia hovered beneath Dana, her hair floating outward like seaweed, a seductive smile on her face. The nymph embraced her, their lips meeting as the orgasm finished its course through Dana’s body. The fountain drained around them until Dana was lying on top of Naia, gasping for the air she no longer needed.

      Minutes passed, and the world was suddenly warmer and more colorful. Dana used these minutes to study the blue-and-green strands of hair in front of her face, to gaze into Naia’s sapphire eyes and feel a sense of belonging. For just a few moments, she pretended the blood running through her body was warm, that she would close her eyes tonight and drift to sleep and dream once more of her beloved Alex. As she was briefly connected with her emotions, her grief was suddenly amplified, and her eyes burned, unable to produce any tears.

      “You okay?” Naia asked.

      “No,” Dana responded, burying her face in Naia’s hair. “But I will be in a minute.” These moments never lasted long, and today was no exception. After a few more minutes snuggling with Naia, Dana stood, then helped the nymph to her feet.

      “I hope that wasn’t too predictable for you.” Naia held out Dana’s jeans. They were already dry, and the panties had been tucked into a pocket.

      Dana smiled and got dressed. “I appreciate it. I appreciate you.”

      “I know.” The two of them embraced, then parted. The fountain was filling up again, and Naia floated on the surface of the water. “Feel free to drop by if you’re ever feeling lonely.”

      “I always do.” Dana gave the nymph a wave and walked across the garden to her garage. She rarely stayed long after being with Naia. If the nymph minded, she never said a word.

      Dana pushed open the door and crossed the messy floor to flop down on her workbench. Rubbing her belly, she turned her attention to the disassembled drone on her bench. She picked up a rotor and frowned at it.

      Trying to power a drone with magic had several different problems, but the biggest one right now was power regulation. How could she get a magical stone to regulate its own output without blowing out half the circuits in the drone? She hadn’t bothered telling Mike that she and Tink had already blown through a couple grand in parts trying to make it work. Once they reached five grand, she’d have Tink do it.

      Picking up a soldering iron, she contemplated it for a few moments before tossing it onto the bench. She was tired of dealing with drones and needed to do something else. Looking around the room, she let out a sigh and began picking stuff up.

      It took her most of an hour to clean up her workstation and organize it and another to clean the garage and sweep it out. Tink had been tossing burned-out components onto the floor, and Dana dumped over a hundred dollars in broken circuitry into the trash. Kneeling to get beneath the bench, she found a busted rotor blade.

      “So that’s where you went.” She smiled and tossed it away, reliving the memory of a drone bouncing around the room while Tink screamed in terror and hid from it. Somehow, the voltage to each motor had gone out of whack, and the thing had spiraled randomly around the room until it turned into a smoking ball of fire that Tink had knocked down using her club.

      Satisfied that the garage was clean, she walked to the rear of it. There was a cleverly hidden flight of stairs in the back that led down to a chamber beneath the garage. Her best guess was that it used to be a bay for working on cars, but she had cleaned it out and turned it into her own private refuge with Tink’s help. It had apparently been the goblin’s room until Mike had moved in, and Dana thought it poetic that her living space was now six feet underground.

      There was a chaise lounge in the corner right by a nightstand filled with books. In another corner was a comfortable love seat pointed at a wall-mounted television. Ever since she had died, sleep was no longer a necessity. However, the trade-off was that boredom now waited around every corner. She sat on the chaise lounge and opened her laptop, clicking on her languages program.

      An hour was spent on French lessons. Dana had always wanted to learn another language, and figured maybe she would travel again once her undead condition was reversed. One odd thing about being dead was that her memory seemed to be much better now. Not the memories from when she was alive—those were still seen through the fog of mortality. New information, however, was burned into her brain with laser-like precision, which meant the learning process was phenomenally faster. She wondered if the issue had something to do with missing so many of her emotions, as if her mind was compensating.

      Done practicing the names of fruits and vegetables en français, she opened up a folder and spent some time looking at pictures of Alex, her deceased girlfriend. It had been over a year now since she had died in a motorcycle accident, but in some ways, it still felt fresh.

      When Daryl the necromancer had killed her, he had stripped away not only her future but also her ability to die. While she was thrilled at the prospect that there was apparently something that came after death that allowed her to be reunited with her loved ones, Dana’s soul was stuck with whatever was left of her body no matter what happened. Her love for Alex was one of the few emotions Daryl had left her with in order to make her obey his whims and desires. Unfortunately for him, the women of the Radley house had persuaded her that Daryl couldn’t be trusted and had found a way to keep her from having to feed on the living.

      Looking at so many old pictures made her nostalgic, but it was hard summoning up memories that involved emotions that were now muted. A camping trip where they had set up a tent on the beach made her smile, but the awe and wonder of seeing the Milky Way had been stripped away, stealing more than a little bit of the romance from her memory of the event. Pictures from meals they had shared did little for her now—the taste of human food was simply a fond memory at this point.

      Sighing, she closed the slideshow on her laptop. She was doing better than she had been, but looking at the pictures made her melancholy. There was only one solution these days. Crossing the room, partially bent over to avoid smacking her head—the room, after all, had been plenty high enough for Tink—she settled down in her chair and turned on her PlayStation. It was the Pro model, which booted up quickly, and she loaded Dark Souls 3.

      The game itself was incredibly difficult, but she got a chuckle out of the You Died death screen. It also didn’t hurt that becoming frustrated with the game was nearly impossible now. She had never been super into games, but being unable to sleep meant she could only binge so much Netflix before getting bored. She wondered what life would be like if she was stuck this way for an entire lifetime, or even hundreds of years. What sorts of tricks would she utilize to keep her mind busy?

      The room suddenly stank of sulfur with just a hint of coconut, and a hand touched Dana’s cheek. Distracted, she turned her head only to hear her on-screen avatar grunt in agony as he was impaled with a spear.

      “You died,” Lily told her, reading it off of the screen. She walked around the love seat. She wore a tank top and a miniskirt, her hair pulled back into a small bun. A series of piercings adorned her face, and she wore a couple of glow sticks around her neck.

      “Just the one time.” Dana tossed the controller onto a nearby table. “I’m surprised to see you so late at night. Usually you come by earlier if you’re nearby.”

      “Well, I was originally dropping in to see Mike, but apparently he’s off in the Library.” Lily sat down next to Dana and picked up the controller. “We were supposed to meet up, but he found out that Cecilia was captured or something. I didn’t get much detail from that little green fairy. She was the only one I spotted on the way in, and she kept rambling about how nobody would play with her. I certainly know how she feels. Seems like nobody is ever around when I drop by. I mean, what does a girl have to do to get any actual attention around here?”

      “Cecilia was captured? That sounds interesting.” Dana wondered if she should offer to go help. She hadn’t spent much time in the Library, but figured a pair of tireless eyes would be more than capable of helping out. “So what have you been up to?”

      “A lady doesn’t kiss and tell. Fuck!” Lily scowled at the game, her lip sticking out. “Did that guy just kill me with a giant barrel of apples? Fucker smashed my head in. Is this supposed to be fun?”

      “Aw, I thought you liked things that were hard.” Dana snatched the controller back. “My turn. And you’re hardly a lady, so spill.”

      “If you must know, I was at a concert. Local band. Well, not local here. I flew in special for the occasion. That and the bar they were at had the best rum punch I’ve ever had. I let myself get drunk for a little bit—that’s how good they were.”

      “Really? Concert hopping and rum? Sounds pretty tame.”

      “I caught a guy slipping roofies to his date. Waited till he went to take a leak, offered him a blowie, and sucked his soul out through his dick. Cops got called when they found him comatose. They took his date out in an ambulance as well. Guy was a serial offender, and I thought an eternity of torment would be a little funny.” She tapped her head. “I’m letting some of the rougher souls pass him around like a pack of cigarettes right now. They can be downright nasty when I let them have just a pinch of freedom.”

      “That sounds more like you… Shit.” Dana tossed the controller back to Lily. “I promise I’m better at this game when you’re not watching.”

      “Uh-huh.” Lily’s eyes smoldered for a second when she picked up the controller. “Let’s see what happens when I enhance my reflexes and… Fuck!” Promptly after the game loaded, the succubus had walked her avatar off the edge of a cliff. “I’m still a little buzzed is all.”

      “Take another turn. It’s fine.” Dana fought back a grin but mostly because earlier she had walked off that same ledge. The next ten minutes consisted of Lily repetitively dying in the game and swearing in several languages before tossing the controller back over to Dana.

      “Told you it was hard.” Dana turned off the console using the controller. “Do you want to play Mario or something easier?”

      “Hardly.” Lily turned sideways on the love seat, one leg folding up and the other dangling off the edge. Her open thighs revealed that she wasn’t wearing any panties, and her pubes were currently trimmed into the shape of a heart.

      Dana rolled her eyes. “Okay, that’s a little distracting.”

      “Hmm?” Lily looked down at her crotch, then back to Dana. “Oh, this? You like what you see?”

      “Naia already helped me out earlier.”

      “Damn nymph,” Lily mumbled. “I knew I should have come home sooner.”

      “Maybe you could actually stick around for once and not just sneak in to give Mike wet dreams and binge-watch Netflix with me.” Logically, Dana knew she should feel a little hurt that Lily didn’t visit her more often. Emotionally, she couldn’t care less. There was just nothing there, a yawning void where some of her feelings should be.

      “Romeo and I have been working on something, so it’s mostly business.” Lily shifted her hips, and a pair of black panties appeared, hiding her vagina. “Even he understands that I need my space.”

      “Does he though?” It was an honest question. Mike had been nothing but kind to Dana, and she felt a little guilty for how she typically ignored him. He occasionally checked in with her, but she rarely went to him unless she was hungry. Even though she had seen him with the others, she had never personally observed the dynamic between Mike and Lily.

      “If he didn’t, you would never see me here at all, unless he commanded me.” Lily’s face was suddenly serious. “You can tell a lot about a man by how he treats those beneath him. For all intents and purposes, I am completely beneath him.”

      “That’s true. I guess he could make you do whatever he wanted.”

      “And I’ve given him opportunity to. And he simply doesn’t. I want to know why. That’s why I keep coming back, and it’s also why I don’t mind helping him.”

      “Does he know you are murdering people at bars?”

      “Yeah, well, a girl’s gotta eat. We have a mostly unspoken arrangement where I don’t give him the details, and he seems to trust my decisions.” Lily let out a sigh. “Besides, it feels kind of nice being able to pick what I want at the buffet.”

      Dana nodded, letting it go. “At least you have options now.”

      Lily smiled. “Every soul tastes different, but even the soul of the shittiest human is like the sweetest candy, and…” The succubus cocked her head, as if listening to a distant sound.

      “You okay?” Dana asked.

      “Gotta go see a man about some sand.” Lily winked and vanished in a stinking cloud of sulfur.

      Dana coughed, waving at the air in the room. With no proper ventilation, she knew the scent would linger. Grumbling to herself, she lit some scented candles to help overpower the stench. By herself once more, she sat back down on the love seat and turned her game on again. The minutes went by, the night dragging on, her sleepless mind holding on to every detail of every minute.

      Her avatar charged into a cave only to get massacred by a pair of hidden enemies. The screen turned dark, displaying the words You Died once again.

      “I wish,” she muttered, then hit continue.

      ---

      So many thoughts were running through Beth’s mind that she couldn’t stop to count them.

      First, the excitement of someone new coming to the house. When he had first pulled his head off, it had taken everything inside her not to scream with joy. She should have been unsettled, scared, or maybe even sick to her stomach, but all she could think about was how interesting he was. A man who could remove his own head—how awesome was that?

      Second, the dullahan wore tight leather armor across his body. Straps and buckles were located everywhere, and she got the impression that he was ready to ride into battle with those sinister dark eyes of his if he had to. This wasn’t just someone who sat around; this was a creature ready to pick a fight. She wasn’t super familiar with dullahans so wondered if he would have interesting stories to tell.

      It didn’t hurt either that he looked like a far sexier version of Edward Scissorhands, minus the scissors. Only his hands and his face were uncovered, and she couldn’t help but wonder if his skin was just as pale as his face beneath all that fabric. A dark, mysterious stranger had appeared in their front yard, and she wanted to know more about him.

      Mostly, though, she needed to get to know him for unselfish reasons. Right now he was their only link to the fairy realm, and he could be an invaluable source of information. The fairies they already lived with were a separate species of magical creature with no information on the fae realm, so Beth planned on pumping Sulyvahn for any information—without being too obvious, of course.

      And that would mean being friendly. She didn’t mind friendly.

      When she stepped outside, she pulled the door behind her shut so hard that it rattled in the doorframe. Sulyvahn was giving the home a hard stare when Beth stepped outside, but his features softened at the sight of her. He gave her a playful bow as she drew closer.

      “Good evenin’ to ye, Lady Beth.” His thick Irish accent sent playful chills down Beth’s spine, and she couldn’t help but notice the leather armor he wore was rather tight across his shoulders. He shook his shoulders and popped his head free, catching it with the hand nearest to his chest. Dark mist poured from his open neck, flowing around Sulyvahn’s head like a waterfall. “I am yer humble servant.”

      “You’re not my servant. That’s not how things are done here.” She smiled and bent down with her hands on her knees to be at eye level with him. “Besides, we would rather be friends than your employers.”

      “Yer a softer touch than the man o’ the house; that’s for sure and for certain.” He put his head back on and smiled. “And definitely not squeamish either.”

      “Oh. Were you trying to make me squirm?” Beth arched an eyebrow at him, touching her lower lip with the tip of her finger.

      “Aye, a bit. Tryin’ to have a wee bit o’ fun. The lord o’ the house seems wound a bit tight. Thought it would be good for a chuckle.”

      “Nah, Mike’s a good guy. He’s just worried about Cecilia.” Sulyvahn’s smile faded slightly, so Beth changed subjects. “But enough about her. I would love to learn a little about you.”

      “Me?” Sulyvahn pointed at himself, genuine surprise written across his face. “Well now, I don’t know that I’ve ever been asked to talk about myself.”

      “Here.” Beth stepped forward and slid her arms around his bicep, leading him toward the start of the hedge maze. The muscle in his arm wasn’t as thick as Asterion’s, but it felt plenty thick enough when she squeezed it. “Let’s walk and talk. I would love to hear more about being a dullahan.”

      Sulyvahn approached the maze with a lopsided grin on his face. “Well, let’s see. The banshee are a fine lot, but they’re joined to family bonds, Cecilia bein’ one o’ the exceptions. However, foreigners and exiles don’t warrant the family treatment a banshee can provide, so it’s my job to go and collect. I would ride my horse across the hills and through the bogs, collectin’ the souls o’ the departed before they could wander off. Met plenty that weren’t ready, but I can be persuasive.”

      “Interesting.” Beth held his arm and led him into one of the longer paths that would take them to the sundial. “How does one go about persuading a spirit to move on?”

      The dullahan broke into a huge grin. “Allow me to show ye!” He slid his arm out of hers and yanked his head off, black smoke spilling out of his neck. With his free hand, he reached into the gap and pulled out his own spine.

      Beth felt her stomach drop, watching the vertebrae exit the neck hole one at a time until his entire spine was outside his body. Sulyvahn gave the spine a flick, and it expanded, the bones dangling loosely from a cord made of the same smoke that leaked from his body. He cracked the whip over her head, and a paralyzing chill wrap itself around her.

      “What do ye think?” He did a couple more practice strikes, and she could hear the bones rattle against one another every time he allowed the whip to coil in on itself. “Those I can’t reach, I can catch.”

      “Wow. I really wasn’t expecting that. May I?” She moved closer to examine the whip, which Sulyvahn presented for her inspection.

      “Look but don’t touch. Ye won’t like how it feels,” he warned her.

      “Fair enough.” Her fingers hovered over the whip, and she could feel the immense cold coming off them. “But I get the impression you’re trying to make me squirm again.”

      “Maybe a little,” Sulyvahn admitted. “Ye don’t spend yer whole life runnin’ down spirits without wantin’ to be properly appreciated by the livin’. Truth be told, I rarely get to hunt these days, not since the Roman Catholics invaded Ireland. Everyone seems to have their own method o’ dyin’ that doesn’t involve the old ways, but I do occasionally get to chase down an atheist who dies on our soil. Always a gasser, chasin’ down some poor eejit who thought they were just gonna spend eternity in the dark and all.”

      “So do you escort the dead to the afterlife too?”

      “A bit. Toss them all in the wagon and ferry them over. Not as nice as a personal escort, but dullahan weren’t made to be polite.” Sulyvahn gave the whip a shake, and the bones locked together once more, forming back into a spine.

      “How can you stand up straight without your spine?” Beth asked.

      “Never said it was mine.” Sulyvahn’s head grinned as he shoved the spine back into his neck.

      “That’s a little disgusting, to be honest.”

      “No harm in it.” Sulyvahn put his head back on, the smoke vanishing again. “I’m made of much sterner stuff than a couple o’ human bones.”

      “Indeed. What are you made of exactly? I mean, you were created to collect wayward souls, after all. Is that dangerous work?” They continued onward through the maze, Beth keeping just a step ahead of the dullahan.

      “Hmm. There’s an interesting question. I don’t know what I’m made o’ exactly. I just existed fully formed one day, so I’m afraid that’s a secret the queen keeps to herself, if she even knows. As for danger, aye, I’ve run into my fair share.”

      “Like what?”

      “There are creatures out there, beings that feast on the souls o’ the departed. Sometimes they collect them just to keep them locked away, feasting on their misery. Others tear the soul apart, reducing it to sparkling shreds. There’s a reason creatures like me exist, and it’s to ensure a proper departure from the mortal plane. Let’s just say I’ve run into a scrap or two by collectin’ something else’s prey.”

      “Whoa. Like what kinds of things?”

      “Things that know when they’re spoken of, lass, so I shan’t say more about them.” Sulyvahn smiled, turning his eyes to the sky. “It’s unusually warm for this time o’ year.”

      “The house seems to have its own weather.”

      “Oh? Ye don’t know for sure?”

      “There is very little about this place that we know for sure. In fact, the news that the queen has an agreement to shuttle Caretakers to the other side is one of the few facts we have.”

      “Aye. Every soul is special in its own right, but from what I’ve heard, a Caretaker’s soul is a rare thing indeed, and it can’t be left to wander around.”

      “Oh, really?”

      Sulyvahn nodded. “Never seen it for myself, but our dear Cecilia has been ferrying souls exclusively for this house for many centuries now.”

      Beth frowned. “It can’t have been that many. The house was built less than two hundred years ago.”

      The dullahan’s eyes sparkled. “I assure ye this place is far older than the foundation on which it’s built. I’m a little surprised ye don’t know more about it.”

      “Yeah, well, the spell that protects it has a memory component. It’s a bit frustrating, but nobody who lives here can remember anything until Mike unlocks it.”

      “Now, that’s fascinating. Would explain why Cecilia would never say much about the place. Would drop off her charge and then wander back to the mortal realm.”

      “Does she drop off souls in the fairy realm?”

      “Not quite. She passes through it on the way to…wherever.” Sulyvahn grinned. “Ye have to understand that the world beyond the veil is complicated. Bein’s like us all have our own road to walk, but the destination is the same.”

      “Beings like you?”

      “Collectors, psychopomps, whatever we’re called these days. When the world got bigger, we would run across one another on occasion.” Sulyvahn stopped in front of the sundial. They were at the center of the maze now. “Not very useful at night, is it?”

      “Makes a good centerpiece. Sort of ties the whole yard together, don’t you think?”

      “Looks old.” Sulyvahn crouched, his eyes on the dial. “Wonderful craftsmanship.”

      “We like to think so. So I was wondering—” Beth was cut off when a white van pulled up between the lions, the driver then hopping out and opening the back. Sulyvahn faded into a black mist as the delivery man wandered into the front yard, his gaze moving across the massive property. His eyes locked on Beth, and she rushed out of the garden maze to meet the driver halfway.

      “Bit late to be out, isn’t it?” Beth asked, immediately suspicious.

      “Priority delivery from Lance Ferguson.” Once the driver was close, Beth recognized him as Marco, one of the legal secretaries from the office. His short dark hair was spiked up, and he had shadows under his brown eyes.

      “Marco, I barely recognized you out of your suit! What are you doing delivering packages for Lance?”

      Marco gave a grin. “This is a special occasion, and Lance wanted to make sure Mr. Radley got his belongings back.” He gestured to the van on the road. “Do you remember the storage unit that had some stuff auctioned off? Lance hired a private investigator and was able to track down and recover some of it. He didn’t want Mike’s last impression of the company to include us losing some of his stuff. I’ve been on the road for the last couple of days bringing them right over.” He looked over her shoulder in disbelief. “I’ve come out here a couple times over the years and always seem to forget just how big the property is. Want me to help you take them inside?”

      “Um, no, Mr. Radley isn’t home right now, and he’s doing a remodel in the front hall.” The lie slid right off her tongue. “But we can stack them next to the door, and when he gets home, he’ll let me know where they can go.”

      “Yeah, sure thing.” Marco went back to the van and slid open the door. “So you seriously moved in with this guy? Seems like a strange career move.”

      “He has a lot of assets and needed someone full-time. The house is bigger than it looks. I’ve got my own room and everything. I hardly even see him some days.”

      Marco twisted his face in disbelief but kept his thoughts to himself. Beth had heard through the rumor mill that some of her former coworkers thought she had become a gold digger. While it stung a bit, she was too busy living the dream in a monster house to worry about what others thought of her.

      There were six medium-sized boxes in the van, so Beth had Marco pull up the driveway first. The freshly poured pavement went all the way around the maze, passing near the porch, and she was able to help him stack everything by the door.

      “Sorry Lance made you drive out here for this. I’m surprised he didn’t just have it FedExed or something.”

      “Yeah, well, he didn’t trust anyone else to do it. You see, this stuff has been bouncing around ever since the sale.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Marco grinned and pointed to a thick stack of shipping labels on one of the boxes. “When the lot got auctioned off through New Castle, all of it got shipped to some place in Colorado. All of it except for a small batch of items that ended up in Seattle. And then Atlanta. And then San Diego. For whatever reason, it keeps getting lost in the system. Must be some sort of major glitch with the barcodes or something. It would eventually get found waiting in some warehouse, and then shipped off again. I don’t know how, but Lance got ahead of the game, made a call to the guy who bought the stuff, and offered to buy it back. Guy was happy to have the money, since his shipment never came, so here we are.”

      “That’s really weird. All these boxes kept getting lost? Why not just one or two?” Beth eyed the shipment with curiosity.

      “Yeah, well…” Marco stared at the boxes for a few seconds, an odd look in his eyes.

      “Something up?” Beth asked.

      “I’m just tired. Been driving for the last few days and sleeping in the van. Lance didn’t want me taking my eyes off them, not even for a second. Nothing but fast food and all that, and long hours on the road.”

      “That all?”

      Marco twisted his lips up, then let out a sigh. “Just exhausted, frankly. I’m that kind of tired where you get a little jumpy, maybe even feel like you’re being watched. A couple of times when I was trying to sleep, I swear I heard something moving around back there. Like boxes moving, that kind of thing. Freaked me out is all.”

      “Yeah, I bet it’s exhaustion. When I get really tired, I see shadows sometimes. Happened all the time in college, actually. Tell Lance thanks for me, will you?” Beth walked Marco back to the van. “And thanks for bringing these by. I really do appreciate it, and it was nice to see a familiar face.”

      “Yeah, no problem. Lance is paying me mileage and overtime, so I was happy to go on a road trip, make some bank, and…see a familiar face as well.” Marco opened the door of the van, his cheeks red. “Take care, Beth.”

      “You too.” She waved at him as he backed down the driveway, which passed between the lions. Once he was gone, she turned her attention to the boxes.

      “Seemed a decent chap,” Sulyvahn said, reappearing next to her. “What was that about?”

      “When Mike inherited this house, some of the objects inside were mistakenly sold at an auction. I spent weeks trying to track everything down, but it was all bought by a thrift store, so it had been sold already. Now, apparently, some of the stuff has come back.” She shrugged at him. “So that’s a surprise.”

      “Providence is a fickle—” Sulyvahn froze, then leaned to the left to look around Beth. “Well, now. You don’t see that every day.”

      “See what?” Beth turned around to see that the six boxes were no longer stacked. Instead, they were scattered across the front porch, and the one closest to the door was balanced perfectly on one of its corners, rotating in place. Beth took a step toward it and jumped when it tipped over and slammed against the wood of the porch, the contents rustling inside.

      “Looks like ye’ve some unpacking to do.” Sulyvahn winked, then vanished once more into an inky mist, leaving Beth alone on the porch.
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      Mike yawned, covering his mouth, then set his book down on the cart. It was dangerously full, and he knew Sofia would ream him out if he just kept cramming books onto it.

      “Can you take this to the platform?” he asked Death.

      “Yes I can, Mike Radley.” The grim reaper grabbed the cart with bony hands and pushed it down the corridor, the wheels squeaking softly. Mike rubbed his eyes and yawned again, then checked his phone. He had no signal in the Library, but all he wanted was to see the time. It was almost four in the morning.

      “Shit.” The Library was severely lacking a coffee stand. Maybe he could talk the cyclops into installing a magical espresso machine that followed him around and doled out caffeine at a moment’s notice.

      The pods would probably still be bad for the environment. He should maybe put in for a self-grinding machine, maybe even have it draw a picture in the foam for him.

      He wondered what it would take for Ticktock to take the job.

      Determined to keep going, he scanned the next rack of books, kneeling to see the bottom shelf. It was always the hardest for him because he had to get on his hands and knees to read the titles. His knees ached, so he sat on his butt and leaned forward to read the title of the first book.

      The way the words swam out at him from the spines of each book made him rub his eyes again. He appreciated that the lantern helped translate for him, but the method made his eyes itch. Something scratched the edge of his eyelid, and he used a fingernail to scoop it free.

      “Ugh.” It was a tiny grain of sand. He flicked it away, letting out another yawn. Though the hour was late, he was determined to push forward and at least gather up the rest of the books in this section. The very thought of missing a key bit of information made him anxious.

      A thick brown tome stuck out a bit farther than the rest. He squinted to read it, the foreign script whirling around like a hyperactive hurricane before rewriting itself on top of the spine.

      Fantastic Fairies and Where to Find Them. The hovering letters sparkled like gold, spinning around in lazy spirals.

      “Looks promising,” Mike muttered and cracked the book open. Puzzled, he flipped through the pages, then rifled through to the end of the book.

      The pages were all blank. Who the fuck would put a blank book in the Library? Puzzled, he closed the book and reopened it, wondering if there was some trick to it, or maybe he would need magic to reveal the words.

      A loud tone resonated through the Library, and he dropped the book, catching it before it hit the floor. When the ground rumbled beneath him, he fell backward into the shelves behind him, knocking some of the books onto the ground.

      “What the hell is that?” He stood and quickly lost his balance, the book in his hands turning to sand and falling between his fingers.

      “What the—oh.” Letting out a sigh of relief, he watched the book crumble to pieces in front of him, forming into a small pile of sand. He gave the pile a little kick, and the solid stone floor beneath it shattered into rocky crumbs that bounced off the nearby racks.

      The nearby stacks crumbled, turning into large piles of sand that threatened to bury him, but he easily climbed above them. When the whole world tilted, the sand flowed like water, carrying him away to parts unknown.

      The flowing sand pulled him free of the giant columns of the Library and out into the open air. The Library was gone, replaced by an open sky and mountainous clouds. He spiraled through the clouds, the harsh grains of sand scattering around him to form large streams that punched holes in the mist. Breaking free of the cool embrace of the clouds, he saw that the world beneath him had formed into an incredibly large beach. Dark waves surged against the shore, the waves breaking along the horizon and crashing into the sand like hungry hands, eager to scoop it all away.

      He spread his arms wide, stabilizing his fall. Keeping his eyes on the approaching ground, he got his feet beneath him, ready to bend his knees on impact.

      He slammed into the sand with the grace of a bowling ball, landing in a heap with his legs crumpling under him. After rolling down the side of a sand dune, he came to a stop faceup at the bottom. The wind had been knocked from him, and he fought the urge to panic, just letting his mind take over as he contemplated the sky above. Stretching his legs, he heard everything pop back into place and chuckled. Sitting up, he brushed the sand off his face and looked around.

      “At least you realized you were falling this time.” Lily stood behind him, her scorpion tail whipping back and forth before vanishing with a pop. The wings on her back disappeared as well, leaving the succubus to regard him over a pair of red sunglasses. She wore a white-and-red bikini and thigh-high boots, her black hair streaked with crimson. A smirk of amusement was painted on her thick red lips.

      “Good morning, Lily.”

      “Hey there, Romeo. You sure know how to keep a girl waiting.”

      “Are you the reason I’m asleep?” he asked. With a single sting of her tail, she could inject a toxin guaranteed to put any creature into the deepest sleep.

      “Nope. That’s all you. The frailty of the human condition involves requiring food and sleep, you knucklehead. Clearly you are lacking the latter, so here I am.” She waved a hand, and the sand beneath her formed into a stool, followed by a pop-up tiki hut complete with a vacant-eyed bartender who slid her a drink. It smelled of coconut and rum. “So what has you burning the midnight oil?”

      Mike stood next to her and concentrated on the sand by her feet. He was able to command it to form into a metal rod without the seat, so he created one out of the sand on the ground, then picked it up and screwed it on.

      He sat next to Lily and put his elbow up on the bar. “I’ll have what she’s having.”

      The bartender made the drink and handed it to Mike, who sipped at it.

      “Wow, these are good.” He saluted the bartender and turned to face Lily, his earlier sense of fatigue gone, his head suddenly clear. “A bit has happened today. We found out Cecilia is being held captive by the fairy queen, and now we’re trying to do research so we can open a portal to the fairy realm and convince the queen to give her back.”

      Lily spat out her drink, spraying the counter with multicolored drops of syrup. The drops sprouted legs and chased one another around until the bartender soaked them up with the sweep of a towel.

      “Holy shit, Romeo, do you have any idea what you’re going up against? You’re going to try to sweet-talk the queen of the fairies? Are you insane?” Lily wiped her mouth off with one hand.

      “Hey now, I don’t see what the big problem is. I’m planning on having Beth help too. We’ll be very diplomatic.” For now, he mentally added.

      “Oh no, there’s a big problem. If you thought demons were deceptive, then you need to understand that she’s who we look up to when it comes to deception through words. The fae have been around much longer than demons. In fact, they were one of the first things created after the Old Ones were sealed away. I would argue that trying to convince the fairy queen to do anything she doesn’t already want to do would be like staring into the sun and trying to convince it to blink first.”

      “You really think it will be that difficult?”

      Lily nodded. “Here’s something you need to understand. Demons can’t lie when asked directly. It’s supposed to be a throwback to when they were angels, part of the price for their fall, really. You get to be a prime douchebag, but you still have to tell the truth when asked directly. The fairy queen not only gets to be a capital cunt about everything, but she will flat out lie to your face. The fae will claim that fairy law binds them, but guess who makes the laws? She thinks it’s hilarious, being able to openly fuck over mortals with her magic. It’s pretty much a game for her to sell you on your own misery, then watch you suffer the consequences of your agreement. The only things the fae can’t break are vows or bargains done in writing. And even if you make a deal with her, she will try to nail you in the fine print.”

      “She sounds super nasty.”

      “She didn’t used to be that way, but it’s a hard fall going from being revered like a goddess to being the subject of tall tales and shitty children’s cartoons. At least, that’s my assumption.”

      “Hmm. The guy she sent here said there was a deal about having someone here to escort the Caretaker to the Underworld. That must mean the Architect made such a deal, right?”

      The succubus laughed. “If that’s the case, then the Architect must have been one hell of a negotiator. What could he have traded to the queen to get her to agree to something like that?”

      “I have no idea, but maybe I’ll ask her.”

      “Don’t expect to walk in with your usual strategy of fucking up and then getting lucky at the last second. Honestly, the queen is someone you need to be very careful around.”

      “Sofia said something similar.”

      “Yeah, well, she’s been around a long time too, so perhaps you should listen.” Lily slammed the rest of her drink. “Enough talk about the fairy queen. Are you ready to show me what you’ve got?”

      “I am.” Mike cracked his knuckles and stood. He walked away from the tiki hut and looked up the hill behind it. His home was on top of the hill, a permanent fixture of his dream world. “I’ve been working on this one for the last couple of weeks. Let’s see what you think of it.”

      “I’ll sting you if you start to wake up.” Lily leaned back against the bar, tapping her fingers on the wood.

      “Appreciate it.” The Dreamscape could only be accessed while he was having a lucid dream, and even then, too much mental effort on his part was enough to wake him up. The training sessions with Lily helped immensely, but they only did them once every week or so, and he had honestly forgotten they were going to have one tonight.

      In his mind’s eye, he conjured an image of the Jabberwock in his front yard. The distant palm trees shivered, and he willed it into existence, pretending it had been there all along, only unnoticed. The distant beast pushed its way through the trees, loping toward them like a drunken dog, its tail dragging behind it.

      “Wow, starting with the big guns already?” Lily hopped off her stool and waited for the beast to kneel in front of her. “Not bad. The size is about right.”

      “Thanks.” It was much harder to create replicas of living creatures. The first couple of weeks he had tried to do it, he had ended up with an assortment of animals that were mostly teeth and fur but little else. After studying some anatomy books, he had been inspired to work on his own version of the Jabberwock, and had worked his way up from tiny lizards to the beast that now sat in front of them.

      “Does it have a rope for a tail?” Lily leaned over to look, and Mike groaned. Sure enough, instead of a thick, reptilian tail, it was dragging a giant braided rope behind it.

      “I mean, a rope isn’t that bad.” He tried to remember what the Jabberwock’s tail looked like in the real world, causing the beast’s head to briefly turn into a ball of static. “Shit, I can’t seem to hold it.”

      “You don’t have to. You gotta learn how to let go.” She put a hand on the Jabberwock’s paw. “But I would worry less about that than your other, much bigger problem.”

      “What’s that?” he asked.

      Lily casually punched her hand through the Jabberwock, then grabbed a piece of the beast and ripped it off. “Why is the whole damn thing made of chocolate?”

      “What?” Mike ran to her side and explored the hole. Sure enough, the Jabberwock was hollow, its innards an inky black. “Shit, why would it do that?”

      “No idea. This is your dream, remember?” Lily took a bite of the Jabberwock. “Ooh, sea salt with caramel. You’ve got some good taste.”

      “Damn.” He concentrated again, and the Jabberwock deflated like a giant whoopee cushion, blowing sand in every direction. “I thought I had it too.”

      “Maybe you should have gone with something less complex.” She took another bite of chocolate, then tossed the rest on the ground. It melted into the sand. “Actually, I’m curious why you were trying something so hard.”

      He screwed up his face. “I wanted to impress you a little.”

      “Okay, that’s rich. Care to explain why?”

      Mike let out a disgusted sigh. “I don’t want you to feel like I’m wasting your time trying to train me.”

      “This is hardly a waste of time.” Lily put her hands on her hips. “I offered to help, and you accepted.”

      “Yeah, but I’m sure there are better things you could be doing right now.” He had no idea what Lily did with her free time, and she never offered more information about it. He rarely saw her outside the Dreamscape, though he had heard rumors that she hung out with Dana quite often. “I don’t want my problems to become your burdens.”

      “You’re one of the rare humans who can even come here on his own, much less manipulate it so easily. You are years ahead of where you should be, which I find very fascinating.” She scowled at him. “However, your self-pity is killing my buzz.”

      “Yeah, you’re right. It’s hard to recognize my own achievements, especially when I’ve made no progress on unlocking any more of those visions.” Each vision Mike had gave him a new clue about the house but also brought along more questions. He and Lily both believed that the Dreamscape was a wonderful way to prepare for the next one and even possibly open up a path to have the visions at will.

      “Maybe you should try peyote.” She held up a cup full of a shimmering red paste.

      “Will that even work in here?”

      Lily laughed. “Your brain would probably put together its own version of what being stoned on peyote is like. However, your brain just made a chocolate dinosaur, so maybe you shouldn’t risk it.”

      “That’s probably true. Does peyote give you the munchies? A chocolate dinosaur might hit the spot.”

      Lily rolled her eyes, the cup in her hand disappearing. “Good grief, I was kidding. I am definitely not giving you dream drugs.”

      He laughed. “That’s probably for the best.” He cracked his knuckles again, wiggling his fingers over the sand. “Should I try to build the door?”

      “Yes. I want to see it.”

      With a nod, he focused on the sand, thinking hard about how, millennia ago, a secret door had been planted there, just waiting for someone to discover it. Moments or minutes passed—it was hard to tell in the Dreamscape—and a thin line of wood appeared in the sand, moving slowly upward.

      The door had been Lily’s idea. The whole point of training in the Dreamscape was to allow him to freely travel to the place where he was literally one with the house and could learn its secrets. Since the world of dreams seemed to be closely tied with it, Lily had surmised that stepping through a magic doorway was a perfect metaphor for his brain to hold on to.

      The door grew taller, its wooden frame wrapped in vines. It had an ornate knob with a large keyhole on the bottom, and when it finished emerging from the ground, it hovered a few inches above the sand.

      “It’s kind of pretty,” Lily said, moving closer. “Where did you get the idea for it?”

      “I tried not to,” he admitted. “I figured if I modeled it specifically on something I knew, my brain would take me there instead.”

      “Good answer.” She took a step back. “So now what?”

      “Well, up until recently, the door hasn’t worked properly. So I gave it a lock to represent unlocking its secrets.”

      “I’d groan, but I think you’re right.”

      “And for my next trick—” He held up his hand and stuck out two fingers. The fingers distorted, metal teeth sprouting out from them. “I must be the key.”

      The succubus said nothing, an intense curiosity on her face.

      Shrugging, he stuck his fingers in the lock and turned them. A loud clunking noise filled the Dreamscape, and he pulled his fingers out and grabbed the knob.

      “Ready?” he asked.

      “Maybe. If this works, I probably can’t go in with you, so be ready for that.”

      He pulled the door open and was immediately bathed in light. Music played from the other side, and he stepped through, temporarily blinded. Squinting, he could make out intricate white marble that seemed to stretch on forever. His heart skipped a beat, his whole body trembling in excitement.

      “Is this a bathroom?” Lily asked from behind. The light dimmed and revealed that they were now in an impossibly large room with hundreds of urinals lining the wall.

      “What?” Mike looked around and saw a long mirror above the impossibly wide sink, and a handicapped stall down at the end. “I don’t get it. Why a bathroom?”

      Lily started laughing. He saw that she was staring at his crotch. Looking down, he realized he was naked from the waist down. Embarrassed, he tried to cover up, but a sudden flood of heat washed through his groin.

      “It’s not funny!” he cried out, running over to the nearest urinal and letting loose a large blast of piss. It was like the jet stream setting on a hose, and he couldn’t get it to stop.

      “It’s the… It’s the…the piss dream!” Lily now sat on a chrome stool, tears running down her face as she held her stomach. “You found an anxiety!”

      “It’s not funny!” Shame and rage filled his cheeks, and he knew then that he was losing control of the Dreamscape. Without Lily’s venom in his veins, he was susceptible to slipping into an ordinary dream, one where he would watch his own actions as if in a movie. “What do I do?”

      The succubus laughed. “You keep peeing!”

      Mike swore under his breath, trying desperately to aim the stream into the mouth of the urinal. He ended up peeing everywhere, and then the urinal clogged, so he sidestepped over to the next one, which quickly clogged up, then the next. He did this for several minutes, doing a shuffle each time, the frustration building up.

      “Lily, help me!”

      “Oh, fine.” Her eyes flashed yellow, and she gave him a grin.

      He turned away from the urinal, the full feeling in his bladder gone. Looking down, he saw that his pants were back on. Puzzled, he turned back to the urinals behind him. They were now overflowing, water spilling over their edges and filling the whole room with water.

      Lily grabbed his hand and pulled him out of the bathroom, slamming the door shut behind them. With a kick, she knocked it to the ground. Water leaked up out of its edges, staining the sand with moisture.

      “That was some of the funniest shit I’ve ever seen.” She wiped a final tear from her eye. “I thought you were going to drown in there!”

      “I…” Mike realized that he didn’t feel angry anymore. “What happened?”

      “Well, first things first, you’re welcome. I gave you a little sting to put you further under.” She kicked sand on top of the door. “You stumbled into an anxiety, a recurring dream people tend to have. Like going to school naked, that kind of thing. You panicked and started to wake up, which is how it trapped you. Once you were in control again, the scenario fell apart.”

      “That’s kind of weird. What caused it?”

      “What do you think? Stress. I’m guessing you miss everybody’s favorite screamer and are burned out on trying to get her home. And though I’m no psychologist, it definitely could have been way worse.” He figured she was referring to his mother, who had tormented him as a child. When Lily had trapped him here the first time they’d met, his mother had been a literal specter that followed him through his dreams, trying to drive him mad.

      “Yeah, I guess.” He balled up his fists. “Should I try again?”

      “No. Once your mind gets stuck on a visual like that, it tends to repeat itself. You’ll have to make a different door. Summon that one again and you’ll be back in that dream.”

      “Yeah, that would be—” He caught movement out of the corner of his eye and turned to look. Up at the house, he saw a dark figure step out of sight behind the curtains.

      “What?” Lily turned to look at the house. “Did I miss something?”

      “The shadow is back.” He shivered. The shadow came to him often in his dreams, a powerful entity he had first encountered in Yuki’s tower, but this was the first time it had shown up while Lily was in his head. “He’s watching us.”

      “Oh, I’ve got to see this.” Lily’s wings burst from her back in a sulfurous cloud, and she took off, racing toward the house.

      “Hey, hey!” Mike gave chase, trying to will himself into the sky. Dream flight was something that was beyond him, so the best he managed was large leaps across the dunes and onto the grassy front yard of his home.

      The house in his dreams matched the house in the real world. He was inextricably tied to it by the fact that Naia had embedded a piece of her soul into his. Just as Naia could never leave her fountain, Mike couldn’t travel beyond the ocean inside his head. On one occasion, he’d tried shrinking the house down to put it in his pocket. It had nearly worked, but he had been startled awake by Tink falling out of bed next to him and unleashing a litany of curses.

      Lily stood sideways on the outside of his house, bent over to peer into his bedroom window. Mike navigated a small cluster of bunnies made out of stone that had congregated beneath her, careful not to trip over them. It was odd how beings like the rock rabbits populated the corridors of his mind, and Lily had explained to him once that his brain did a lot more thinking while he was unconscious than he realized. In a way, it reminded him of the abstract thoughts of artificial intelligence, only his brain was much better at creating order from the chaos of his thoughts.

      “And?” he asked from below.

      “Don’t see him.” Using her foot, she slid the window open.

      “Hey, don’t go in without me.” His words fell on deaf ears as she hopped into the house, falling horizontally. “Damn it, Lily,” he muttered, then tried to jump up to the window. The rabbits, however, were now scrambling across his legs, their imaginary weight holding him down.

      “Fucking dream logic.” He kicked them away, stubbing his toe in the process. The rabbits multiplied, suddenly doubling in number, then scrambled across the top of his feet, snuggling up to him. He turned away from them and shuffled to the back door of the house. When the Dreamscape got away from him, it was always best to allow simple logic to take over.

      “No rabbits in the house!” he shouted, and the weight fell away from his feet as he stepped through the back door. Looking back, he saw the horde of stone rabbits milling about, blinking their obsidian eyes at him. They seemed to fade away into the scenery until only a small cluster of them remained. He wondered if once upon a time, he had dreamed of a bunny made of stone, or even seen something in a movie that triggered it.

      “Lily?” he called into the house, walking through it carefully. So far, none of his encounters with the shadow had become violent, but the fact that it had even made an appearance was a bit of a surprise. “Lily, where are you?”

      “Upstairs.” He followed the sound of her voice and stepped into the upper hallway. Lily emerged from his bedroom and shrugged. She was now in a purple dress with a green scarf. Her tights were a near match for the headband in her now entirely red hair.

      “Nice touch,” he told her.

      “There’s a mystery to solve.” She dramatically revealed a large magnifying glass, then winked at him through it.

      “Do you think he’s still here?”

      “I do.” She lowered the magnifying glass and looked over her shoulder. “When I am in your head, I can sense your presence, easy peasy. But something definitely feels off right now. You ever have a scary dream where you know something is watching you but can’t see it?”

      He shuddered. “Who doesn’t?”

      “Well, sometimes, something else really is watching you. I’ve been in someone’s head when that happens, you know. Feels like sinus pressure before a storm; that’s the best way I can explain it. And right now, my nose is going nuts. The shadow is still here, and he’s close.” She looked down the hall, then held a finger to her lips and pointed at the door to Beth’s room.

      Mike nodded, but Lily pointed to his mouth and rolled her finger in a circle, telling him to keep talking.

      “What kind of things watch people when they dream?” Mike asked, his gaze on Beth’s door.

      “Truthfully? I don’t really know. I’ve run across some beings that feed on dreams, or other demons, whatever. World’s a big place. I’ve seen my share of interesting creatures. But there’s a part of the Dreamscape that even I won’t go to, and you shouldn’t either, not if you can help it.”

      “Wait, what? You’ve never told me about this.” He opened the door to Beth’s room and looked inside. “If there’s somewhere I shouldn’t go, then why haven’t you warned me?”

      “I don’t need to. If you ever encounter it, you’ll know right away. A sense of fear comes over you, the same kind you might wake up from screaming.”

      “Like night terrors?”

      “One and the same. Science will tell you that they typically have nothing to do with our dreams, but we know better now, don’t we?”

      “These things cause night terrors?”

      “Night terrors can be caused by many things, but they are the primary culprit. You wake up in a cold sweat, unable to move because they are still feeding on your psyche and refuse to let go. You ever hear of bathophobia?”

      “Fear of…baths?” He grimaced, knowing it was wrong, but he couldn’t help himself.

      Lily rolled her eyes. “Fear of depths. Imagine swimming in the ocean and then going out over a dark patch, watching the ground fall away into the pitch black of the depths below.”

      Mike shivered.

      “Exactly. Typically these things lurk in the dark and deep parts of your dreams. People who encounter them rarely remember the dream itself, but bring their fears back to the waking world. It’s also why some people are afraid of deep water, and even holes. That’s where I typically find them inside dreams. Bet if we swam far enough into the ocean, we could sink to the bottom and come across one. If the terror of the encounter doesn’t wake you right away, they can take a piece of your mind with you when they go.” Lily crossed Beth’s room and opened the closet. “Nothing here.”

      “Sounds a lot like the Old Ones.” He and Ratu had destroyed a piece of an Old One. The task had been difficult and had nearly cost him his life.

      “Perhaps. There’s a theory that the Old Ones aren’t gone, just asleep. Perhaps these encounters are simply their dreams bleeding over into our world. Either way, I’ve been known to bail on a dream if I encounter anything I don’t recognize.” Lily got on her hands and knees to look under the bed, revealing that she wore a pair of crotchless purple panties.

      Mike laughed. “You just can’t help yourself, can you?”

      “Hmm?” Lily looked over her shoulder and wiggled her ass back and forth for him. “Oh, is there a problem? Did you spot a clue?”

      He couldn’t help it. He walked up behind her and gave her ass a playful slap. “Maybe. But we’re looking for the shadow, remember?”

      “Oh, I know.” She stood and grabbed him by the front of the shirt. “But we both know it’s just going to be old man Jenkins or some shit, using light and shadows to scare the locals, right?”

      “Lily, I—” She kissed him hard, then slid her hand down the front of his pants, stroking his shaft through the fabric. When she broke the kiss, she licked the side of his neck, then bit down on the lobe of his ear.

      “It’s watching us,” she whispered quickly, then slid a hand beneath his shirt, dragging her long nails across his chest. “C’mon, Romeo, we never seem to have any time anymore. All we do is drive around in that stuffy old van all day, sniffing dog farts.”

      “There’s no time for this right now.” Mike winked at her, playing along. “We need to focus and solve the mystery of the missing shadow. And I think I spotted a clue.”

      “Where?” Lily turned dramatically, her hair flaring out like her skirt.

      “Under the bed!” He pointed where she had been looking, and she immediately got on all fours, her skirt sliding up to reveal her ass.

      “I don’t see anything.” She pulled out her magnifying glass.

      “You need to look deeper.” He scanned the room but didn’t notice anything out of the ordinary. Lily must have sensed the shadow watching, but from where?

      “Ah, nuts.” Lily had squeezed her upper half beneath the bed, her full bottom now folded over perfectly to give it a wishbone shape. “I think I’m stuck.”

      “Um…okay.” Every time Lily jerked her hips, her skirt rode up higher, and he was having a tough time looking anywhere else. “Do you…need a hand?”

      “Yes, please. Just grab me by the hips and pull.” She wiggled her butt back and forth, which sealed the deal. He was now rock-hard, and when he got behind her to pull, his cock pressed up against the puffy lips of her labia through his pants.

      “I don’t think you’re trying hard enough,” she groaned, grinding her ass against him. “I need you to pull!”

      “Jinkies, I’m doing my best.” He slapped her ass again, and she yelped. “What are you even stuck on?”

      “Uh…my headband is caught on a bedspring.”

      “Then take it off.” He slapped her ass again.

      “But it completes my outfit!” Lily protested, pushing against him. Her hand snaked back between her legs and undid the front of his pants, his cock springing free. “Hey, I think I found something!”

      “Really?” He gave her hips a yank, and she popped free, her arms pinwheeling through the air as they both fell backward. Mike hit the ground first, and then Lily sank down perfectly on top of his cock, her legs going wide as she let out a groan.

      “Damn, you feel good.” He rubbed her ass, pushing her dress up. She moved her hips back and forth, her firm ass pressing against his stomach.

      She looked over her shoulder at him, a wide grin on her face. “I think I found something.”

      “Oh?” He couldn’t tell if she was still in character or not.

      “Check this out.” She lifted a silver briefcase that Mike recognized but couldn’t place. “I bet there’re all kinds of clues in here.”

      “Well, I guess you should…” Mike gasped when Lily’s vaginal walls vibrated like dozens of fingers inside her.

      “I should what?” She wiggled her hips back and forth, then rode him for a minute, her hands pressing against his thighs. Tiny, little gasps escaped her, and Mike grabbed onto her ass and thrust himself into her.

      “What’s in the case?” he asked before slapping her on the ass again.

      “Um…” Lily sat up straight, sinking all the way down onto Mike’s throbbing shaft. He let out a groan when she held the case above her head and gave it a shake. He couldn’t help but notice that her eyes scanned the room when she turned to look at him. “It’s locked!”

      “Give it here.” He took the case from her and chuckled. On the bottom of it was a piece of tape holding a key in place. “Look, Lily! Another clue!”

      “Oh!” She spun around to face him, but though her body stopped, the sensation of spinning did not. Her vagina was now twisting back and forth along the head of his cock, and his magic was beginning to react. A spark jumped from one of his fingers onto her thigh, and she yelped.

      “Sorry about that.” He pulled the key free and struggled to stick it in the lock. Lily had put her hands on his hips and was riding him hard, a playful smile on her face. Every few thrusts, her eyes would flick up to a different part of the room as she let out a groan. Mike tried to do the same, to catch a tiny bit of movement, but he kept coming back to the gorgeous redhead riding his cock.

      Lily let out a tiny cry, then bit her lip and grunted, shoving herself onto him and grabbing the backs of his thighs. Little sparks crawled up her legs and buried themselves in her flesh, and she let go of his legs and dragged her nails along the wooden floor, leaving deep gouges in the wood.

      “Fuck, Romeo, I love how big your dick is.” She turned around and put her hands on his chest, then squeezed his hips with her thick thighs. “But we’re not done here yet.”

      “We’re…not?”

      She grinned. “I’m not finished, and neither are you.” She held up the key she had pulled off the briefcase. “Let’s see that clue we found!”

      “Um, yeah, okay.” He just lay there, his cock throbbing inside her, as she opened the case on his chest. “So…what’s inside?”

      “Aha!” Lily pulled her magnifying glass out and peered inside the case. “It looks like another key!”

      “Wait, what?” He tried to sit up and see, but she slid the case to the side instead and knelt until her face met his.

      “Indulge me just a bit longer,” she whispered, then licked his upper lip and sat back up. In one hand, she held her magnifying glass—in the other, a massive, misshapen dildo.

      Mike couldn’t help it, and let out a huge laugh. Lily grinned down at him, her hips moving from side to side.

      “Seriously, where did you come up with the idea for that?”

      “Oh, some ideas are closer to home than you may think.” The dildo was purple with a series of large bumps and a huge, bulbous head. “I bet we will figure out the mystery of the shadow if we can just figure out where this can fit.”

      “Hey, don’t look at me. I’m more of an occasional finger kind of guy, and I promise that is way too big for me.”

      “You sure?” She set the magnifying glass down on his chest and held the dildo in both hands. In some places, it looked like it might even have spikes. “Is there anything I could do to talk you into it?”

      “Well, since you asked so politely…hell no.” He stuck out his tongue at her. “But I bet I can think of somewhere to put it.”

      “Hmm. Show me.”

      He lifted her hips and slid out of her, then took the dildo from her hand. “C’mon, bend over the bed.”

      “Ooh, I love it when you’re bossy.” She grabbed the edge of the bed, her fingers squeezing the bedposts tightly. “Oh, and a request?”

      “What’s that?”

      “Don’t be gentle.” She winked at him, then reached back with one hand to pull her ass cheeks open, revealing that her pussy was practically drooling for him.

      He chuckled and teased her by slapping the massive dildo against her ass, stroking himself the entire time. Lily was giving him plenty of free rein tonight, and he had his mind on something specific. Using just the head of the dildo, he moved it up and down her soaking-wet labia, pushing on it just enough to make her groan.

      After a couple minutes of this, Lily turned to look back at him. “Are you just fucking with me or—”

      Mike had lined the dildo up perfectly, just waiting for her attention to wander. He shoved the dildo forward, marveling at how Lily’s pussy was able to accommodate such a thing in the first place but ultimately knowing that it wouldn’t hurt her, not in here. It slid in only a few inches, the thick, bulbous head disappearing inside her first. It stopped at the first series of spiky nubs, and the succubus took in a deep breath.

      Only one of her eyes rolled up in her head, and she arched her back, letting out a low groan.

      “Oh, you fucker! Mmh, that feels so unreal. How does she fucking do that?”

      “How does who do what?” Mike asked.

      “More!” Lily planted her face in the bed and held her butt cheeks apart for him. “More, now!”

      “Oh, yeah, sure.” He gave the dildo another push and watched in excitement as the nubs stretched Lily to the limit, then vanished inside her. She was actively crying out in a language he didn’t recognize, and until he heard otherwise, he had no intention of stopping. More nubs were next to disappear, followed by a large knot of some sort.

      Lily ripped the sheets off the bed with her nails, growling into the mattress. Mike slapped her ass with his free hand, then gave himself a couple of strokes, but he didn’t need them. His cock was still rock-hard and throbbing, ready to see some use once more.

      “Oh, shit, you’ve gotta be…fuck!” Her legs gave out, and she rested her upper half on the bed when the knot disappeared inside her.

      Mike laughed when he got to the spikes. They were toward the bottom and were obviously meant to keep the dildo from being swallowed up completely. He had stuffed the whole thing inside her, and for the first time ever, she seemed to be speechless, repeatedly slamming her fists against the bed.

      “You nice and full yet?” He leaned forward and rubbed her lower belly, surprised that he could feel the thick head of the cock through her flesh.

      “Ha. I’ve had…bigger.” Lily’s thighs trembled, then stabilized.

      “Bigger than this?”

      Lily laughed, and the dildo slipped out a little. “I’ve been in people’s sex dreams. There are fewer places in the universe you will experience anything weirder.”

      “Well, you’re in my sex dream now.” He pushed the dildo back in, and she grunted. “And for future reference, next time you wanna play Scooby and the gang with me, I prefer the brainier girl.”

      Lily chuckled. “I hate wearing orange, so made a judgment call.” She picked up the magnifying glass again and twirled it in her hand. Mike noticed that the lens was now a mirror, and he could tell she was surveying the room behind them.

      “Seriously, though, are you doing okay? Do you need more time to adapt?” He stroked his cock, teasing the tip with his thumb.

      “You’re such a fucking girl sometimes,” Lily muttered. “Of course I’m fine.”

      “I mean, if you want me to stop, you just say so.” Mike summoned a small bottle of lubricant from the Dreamscape and poured it into his hand, stroking his shaft to get his entire cock nice and wet. “Maybe we should have a safe word, just in case you can’t handle it.”

      “I swear to Hell, if you suggest that we cuddle afterward, I will set you on fire.”

      “Really? No safe word, then?” He grabbed his dick by the shaft and smacked her on the base of her spine with his glans. “We can pick something easy, like mango or papaya.”

      “Are you gonna talk about fruit or are you gonna fuuuuuuuu—aaaargh!” Lily let out a scream as Mike pushed the head of his penis into her tight asshole.

      “Holy shit, you’re tight!” Through the thin walls of her body, he could feel the nubs and bulges of the dildo rubbing against his cock. He pushed his way forward, watching her asshole expand to gobble him up.

      Lily’s words were incoherent once more, and smoke rose from the comforter on the bed where her fingers touched. She dropped the mirror and grabbed ahold of the bed frame, then pushed herself back on to him. He penetrated her so deeply that the dildo got pushed out, sliding free a couple of inches.

      Mike grunted, feeling a wave of energy bounce through his core. The warm tightness of her ass was overwhelming already, but feeling the movement of the dildo through her vaginal wall was pushing him over the edge.

      Lily used one of her hands to grab the dildo, pushing it back in, then let out a loud moan when Mike began slowly pumping her. They worked together, and every time he bottomed out, she pulled the dildo out to the knot, then pushed it back in while he withdrew.

      A ring of fire formed over her head, and the ground pulsated with electricity. Mike watched in awe as the electricity crawled up the wall and throughout the house, remembering they were inside his head. Did his magic function differently here?

      In the distance, thunder boomed over the ocean, and a surge of heat flowed through him. He grabbed onto Lily’s hips and pushed himself deep, letting her swivel her hips around him.

      “Fuck, I’m so close,” he gasped, the sky outside the house going dark.

      “I don’t want to hear about how close you are. I want you to fill my ass!”

      “Your wish…is…my…” He couldn’t hold it any longer, and he let out a cry that shook the house, then filled her to the brim with his cum.

      Lily’s fingers tore through the mattress, and she cried out, the fiery halo over her head now shooting flames in every direction. Her eyes bugged out of her head, and she went limp against the top of the bed, allowing him to pump himself a few more times into her ass before losing control of his legs and falling down on top of her.

      The room was silent for several minutes, save for the sounds of the two of them breathing. Mike’s face cracked into a grin, and he pushed a lock of Lily’s hair aside to reveal her ear.

      “Now do you wanna cuddle?” he asked, his voice a whisper.

      The bedspread beneath them caught on fire, and he let out a laugh and stood, his dick slipping out of her. Lily grabbed the comforter and folded it up, putting out the flames, then turned to look at him, her eyes glowing red.

      “Hey, it was just a joke.” He held his hands up apologetically.

      Lily let out a grunt and squinted, then the giant dildo fell out of her, landing with a wet thud on the floor. It had a suction cup on the bottom, so it stuck in place, waving back and forth. Lily grunted again, and his semen dripped out of her ass, splattering onto the floor next to it. Quite a bit of his spunk fell out, creating a huge mess on the floor.

      “That’s…” So many words ran through his mind, so he picked the one he figured would least likely get him in trouble. “So unladylike.” He wrinkled his nose.

      “The Dreamscape is self-cleaning.” She fixed her skirt, then adjusted her headband. “I haven’t felt that full since my last gangbang.”

      “That…uh…”He wanted to ask more but decided against it. “Okay.”

      “Oh, don’t worry. It’s still special when we do it.” He was surprised when Lily threw herself at him, her cinnamon-flavored tongue suddenly in his mouth. Stumbling backward in surprise, he bumped into the dresser, his hands grabbing the sides to steady him.

      Lily broke the kiss and stuck her hand in the mirror behind him. When he turned to watch, he saw that the surface of the mirror rippled like hot oil. Lily’s hand clutched tightly to the shadow figure hiding in its reflection, pulling on his face like it was made of cloth.

      “Gotcha, fucker. Now let’s see who’s under that mask!”

      The mirror exploded, sending both of them across the room. Mike crashed into the wall, the wallpaper distorting like rubber behind him, allowing him to slide safely to the floor. Lily struggled to stand, her wings and tail bursting into view.

      “I’m going to hurt you so bad,” she hissed and stood to face the shadow.

      “Caretaker.” The shadow’s voice was a collection of whispers. It didn’t even bother looking at Lily. “I would speak with you.”

      “Oh, I don’t think so, you nasty little pervert.” Lily approached it, her hands morphing into claws. “Since you like to watch so much, I think you should watch me tear you a new asshole.”

      “Enough.” With the wave of a shadowy hand, Lily was smashed through the wall of the house by an unseen force, her headband falling to the floor. In the distance, Mike heard her shrieking with rage before going quiet.

      “Lily!” Mike ran to the hole, but all he could see was a series of holes through the house, eventually ending with the outside world and a fantastic view of the ocean. “What did you do to her?”

      “A succubus is a powerful weapon, yet you waste your time fornicating with her.” The shadow’s voice dripped with disgust. “You have much power at your disposal, yet you squander it, achieving nothing. Your journey is far, and you take so few steps. I merely removed a distraction that we may speak.”

      “I’m not trying to achieve anything. We’re all just trying to get by, and things have been really nice recently. Except for shit like this.” He turned to the shadow and let his wrath bleed into the dream. The floor creaked beneath his feet, and the baseboards turned into gnarled claws that reached for the shadow’s feet but couldn’t quite reach.

      “And yet one of your own has been taken.” The shadow rippled, then walked to the door of the room. “It is a slight that cannot be suffered.”

      Mike squinted at the shadow, curiosity overriding his anger. “And what would you know of it?”

      “I am not bound by any law, fairy or otherwise. I have seen the gilded cage and heard the queen speak ill of you. Mark my words: she is a dangerous foe who would take the world from you if she could.”

      “I’m glad to hear that you care so much about my personal well-being.” Mike sat on the bed and crossed his arms. “I suppose the offer to help me for a price is coming now, right?” Every time the shadow spoke with him, it offered him immeasurable power for just a piece of his soul. Soul magic was extremely dangerous, and he had been warned about letting a piece of his go. The previous Caretaker, his Great-Aunt Emily, had gone crazy and done shady things before she died, and he had a suspicion that the shadow had been the reason behind it.

      The shadow hissed, a sound very much like boiling water. “You would be wise not to discount my advice. The time will come when you beg for my assistance, Caretaker. Your world will—”

      “Burn, right?” Mike finished the shadow’s statement, tilting his head to look through the hole in the wall. In the distance, dark wings flapped furiously, and he could see the murderous gleam in Lily’s eyes, even from this distance. “It’s always about fire—the house burning, I’m burning, my world is burning, blah, blah, blah. Maybe we should make a different kind of deal?”

      The shadow cocked its head. “Such as?”

      “Tell me what I want to know and I’ll keep her from kicking your ass.”

      “What?”

      Lily burst through the hole in the wall, her razor-sharp fingers closing around the shadow’s neck.

      “Nasty little fuck!” She shook her hands, but the shadow melted through her, his hands now closed tightly around her throat. Lily gasped in pain, her eyes bugging out and her tail striking at the shadow and hitting nothing. Mike tried to stand, but the air in the room was suddenly so dense that he could no longer move. He slid off the mattress, struggling to breathe.

      “Know your place, Hellspawn.” The shadow smashed the succubus into the ground, the floor splintering around her. The shadow did this several times until Lily finally went still, her tail going limp against the floorboards. “Pathetic. We shall speak again, Caretaker. Alone next time.”

      Like a breath of fog, the shadow vanished. The heaviness dispersed, and Mike stood and rushed to Lily’s aid.

      “Are you okay?” He grabbed Lily by the arm and helped her up.

      “It looks worse than it is. I’m going to have a killer headache when I get out of here though.” Lily lifted her head to reveal that several sharp splinters now stuck out of her face. “But yeah, I’m fine.”

      “Is it gone?”

      Lily spat out a piece of wood. “Yeah, but it was pissed. Whatever that shadow is, it’s very powerful. I don’t want you talking to it anymore.”

      “That’s not a choice I get to make.”

      “And that’s what worries me.” Lily stepped back from Mike. “That thing shouldn’t have been able to toss me around like that, not in here.” She looked out the hole in the house. “I was miles out to sea before I could regain my bearings. That kind of willpower from a spirit should be impossible. It isn’t a ghost, in case you were wondering.”

      “Well, I think we both know the shadow isn’t just a random spirit.”

      “Hmm.” Lily turned her attention on him, her eyes smoldering. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but I think I’m going to be keeping a closer eye on you for the foreseeable future.”

      “How…how would I take that the wrong way? It sounds like a nice thing.”

      Lily rolled her eyes. “Of course you’d think like that. Maybe it’s about my own self-preservation, the idea that I actually like my freedom. I knew you would get all moon-eyed at me. You going to start writing me poetry now?”

      “Maybe.” He flicked a piece of wood off her shoulder. It hit the ground and turned to marbles, rolling in every direction. “I’m pretty awesome at haikus.”

      “Doesn’t surprise me, since you’re all about feelings and shit. Time to wake up now. I want you sleeping in your own bed from now on. Oh, and no making that door without me. I don’t want that fucker watching you do it.” Lily winked, then popped like a bubble, vanishing from sight. An intense smell hit his nostrils, and the world ruptured around him.

      Mike opened his eyes and coughed, the air rich with the scent of sulfur. Groaning, he sat up, rubbing a sore spot in his neck. The floor was hard, and unforgiving, apparently, and the book he had used as a pillow lacked any sort of neck support.

      “You are awake, Mike Radley.”

      He flinched at the sound of Death’s voice, then looked up at the specter. “Have you been waiting here this whole time?”

      Death shrugged. “I did not want to get separated in this place so have remained by your side.”

      “I see.” He groaned, then stood. His legs hurt too. “I think we should take what we have and go meet up with the others. I feel like shit.”

      “Let us take our leave, then.” Death’s hood concealed all except his lower jaw, but Mike could feel the reaper’s intense gaze on him. “Mike Radley, are you aware that a demon of Hell had sexual congress with you while you slept? She left just before you awoke.”

      “You…you saw that?”

      “I did. I found it interesting.”

      “I, um…” Mike looked at Death. “Interesting like your maps?”

      A chilly laugh emanated from Death, a laugh that echoed through the Library. “I found it fascinating to watch, and have so many questions!”

      “Ah, jeez.” He and Death walked back through the stacks toward the large ledge overlooking the rest of the building.

      “Are you in love with this demon, Mike Radley? Were you two making love? I have heard the term before but find it quite silly. I guess you could claim that a child itself is a form of love, but how do you know if you are making love when you have to wait so long to find out that the woman is pregnant? Is it just wishful thinking to make such a statement?”

      Mike sighed. “Her name is Lily. As for how I feel about her, let’s just say that our relationship is extremely complicated.” He looked out over the expanse of the Library and saw a distant carpet moving their way.

      “You slept through the whole thing, Mike Radley. Did you not enjoy it? I know that humans sleep through things they find tedious or boring.”

      His cheeks burned. “It’s how some demons do it is all.”

      “I see. Mike Radley, you seemed to suffer a series of seizures toward the end of your sexual encounter. Is your body okay? Are you well?”

      Mike rolled his eyes, willing the carpet to come faster. Death continued to question him on the nuances of sex for the entire ride, and it became perfectly clear by the time they landed that Death wasn’t going to let it go anytime soon.

      He spotted the others in the Lobby. Tink was crashed out on a separate carpet with a giant stack of books nearby, and Sofia appeared in a flash of light, wheeling an empty cart into the Library. She had obviously dropped a load of them off in the house.

      “So you’re saying these seizures are pleasurable? People do it on purpose?” Death was sitting with his bony legs crossed, gazing up at Mike with a sense of wonderment.

      Mike felt like he was a kindergarten teacher for the damned.

      “Look, you and I can talk about what an orgasm is later,” he told Death. “Sex talk can be sensitive for some people, and I don’t want to upset the others.”

      “I see.” Death looked at the women by the entrance. “We must use discretion, then.”

      “Yes, absolutely.” He let out a sigh of relief, grateful that Death had gone quiet. When the carpet landed, Sofia approached him, holding her staff up.

      “You’ve been gone a while.” She looked past him at the cart full of books. “Hmm. Tink found way more books than you did.”

      “She had Reggie’s help though.” He looked around. “Speaking of, where is His Majesty?”

      “He went home hours ago. C’mon, let’s get these to the dining hall, and then get you to bed. You look like shit.”

      “Gee. Thanks.” He grabbed his cart and pushed it toward the exit, stopping long enough to shake Tink awake. She scrambled onto his back and locked her arms around his shoulders, then laid her head down. Death followed close behind, pushing the last cart. Back in the office, they moved the carts over to the corner, setting them with the two that Sofia had already pushed through.

      “That’s a lot of books,” he said, rubbing his eyes.

      “And we’ll get to them…” Sofia squinted, and she opened her mouth wide, an enormous yawn escaping her. “Sorry about that. I’ll catch up with you this afternoon. You’re on your own for breakfast, if you get up before me.”

      “That’s fair,” Mike mumbled, then watched Sofia activate the magical bookshelf and vanish. Tink muttered something in her sleep, then lightly bit his shoulder.

      “C’mon, little goblin, let’s get to bed. Good night, Death.”

      “Good night, Mike Radley.” The reaper gave a wave and then sat down at the desk. “I will think about what you have told me.”

      “Discreetly?” Mike asked.

      “Very.” Death winked, causing Mike to flinch.

      “Good.” He left the office behind and walked into the living room. The lights were all off, but he could see well enough to realize that someone was asleep on the couch. Walking slowly, he squinted, his eyes adjusting to the dark.

      A loud thud startled him, and he nearly dropped Tink. He rushed over to the light switch and flicked it on, revealing that the figure on the couch was Beth.

      “Hmm?” Beth yawned, stretching her arms so high that her shirt lifted, revealing her bare stomach. “Oh, it’s you. Finally.”

      “Finally what?” Again, a loud thud. “What is that?”

      Beth rolled her eyes. “Yeah, about that. Remember the stuff missing from the storage unit?”

      “The stuff that got sold at auction? Of course.” Honestly, he never thought of it. It had been gone before his arrival, and he figured it was already out in the wild, so why worry?

      “Well, you got some of it back.” Another thud came from the dining hall. “Here, let me show you.”

      Curious, he followed but not before Tink slid down and sleepily drew a hammer from her belt.

      “Tink smash, then sleep.” The goblin yawned, then blinked weary eyes.

      Beth led them into the dining hall. The first thing Mike noticed was the cardboard box in the middle of the table. It had been duct-taped in place but kept lifting itself off the ground. A squadron of rats were watching it, their tiny spears at the ready. Sitting atop the box like a tiny cowboy was the doll Jenny.

      “What’s in it?”

      “No idea. Figured I would wait for you.” Beth pointed toward the corner of the room. “There are five other boxes, but this one is restless, to say the least. So…you going to open it?”

      Curiosity compelled him to do it, and he was at the edge of the table before he realized what was happening.

      He thought about his conversation with Sofia, and even the one with Lily. Determined as he was to open the box and see what was inside, he was dead tired, and so were the others.

      “You know what? It can wait for tomorrow.” He turned to the rats. “Would that be okay?”

      The rats looked to their leader, a heavyset rat with a modified tin can for a helmet. The chunky rodent gave Mike a solemn nod.

      “Good. C’mon, Tink. You can smash it later.”

      “Okay.” Tink slid her hammer back into its holster and wandered off toward the stairs.

      Mike turned his attention back to Beth. “So other than this box, anything I should know about?”

      “I can tell you later. Nothing that can’t wait.” Her unkempt hair fell past her face, and she pulled it into a loose ponytail to get it out of her eyes. “Let’s go to bed.”

      “Uh, yeah, uh…” It was stupid, but he felt his face heat up. Why was it so easy with the others? It wasn’t something he could even remotely explain, but Beth still brought out the old him, the one who struggled with women. “Yep. Let’s go to sleep in our beds.”

      If Beth noticed his awkwardness, she didn’t acknowledge it. She walked ahead of him up the stairs, her wrinkled shirt caught on the edge of her pants, exposing the thick curves of her ass.

      He did his best not to stare all the way up. Once in his room, he stripped to his boxers, turned off the light, and fell into his bed. Tink joined him, curling up behind his back.

      He thought about the shadow, Cecilia, and the unknown boxes downstairs. Exhaustion claimed him, his thoughts becoming a tumbled heap as he slipped into the realm of dreams. Somewhere below, the box continued to thump in place like a beating cardboard heart.
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      Sleep came for Mike, but it was far from restful. Unable to properly enter the Dreamscape again, he tossed and turned in his bed, his brain unwilling to let things rest.

      His first thoughts were on Cecilia. He could see her now, trapped inside a silver cage in the middle of a glen surrounded by waterfalls. Breaking the lock on the cage, he stepped inside—only to have her melt like wax in his arms and slide through holes in the floor.

      “Cecilia,” he cried out, her name slurring as if spoken in slow motion. Heat licked the back of his neck, and he turned around to see his home on fire.

      “I told you, Caretaker! I told you!” the shadow hissed before burning up like a piece of paper and drifting away on the wind. As the flames crawled into the cage and consumed Mike, his body would go numb and the dream would start over, the smell of fire and brimstone clinging to his nostrils.

      After hours of his brain doing this to him, he finally gave up on sleep and rolled out of bed.

      “Lily? You there?” He half expected her to poof into existence. She had said she was going to watch him more carefully while he slept. Clearly the dreams themselves had taken place outside the Dreamscape, which meant he didn’t qualify for Demon Dream Insurance LLC.

      His phone, which he had forgotten to charge, informed him that it was a little after twelve in the afternoon. He plugged the phone in on his nightstand and got dressed before heading downstairs.

      Beth, Yuki, and Tink were already sitting in the front room, and the goblin sprang to attention.

      “Finally, husband up. Find out what’s in box now?”

      “Box?” Mike blinked, the events of last night slowly filtering through the haze of his dreams. “Oh, right. Yeah, I need to eat something first.”

      “Ugh.” Tink rolled her eyes and picked up a sledgehammer she had set on the floor, then dragged it out of the room, moping the whole way. “Call Tink when open box!” she hollered before storming out the back door.

      “She’s in a mood,” he commented.

      “She got up early and has been watching the boxes with the rats.” Beth arched an eyebrow. “Apparently she has a bad feeling about one of the boxes.”

      “The one that’s moving?”

      Beth and Yuki looked at each other.

      “About that. The moving box isn’t moving anymore.” Yuki grinned at him, revealing a pair of sharp canines. “It broke free of the duct tape sometime last night.”

      “Oh shit, where is it?”

      “It’s…still in the dining room.” Yuki stood, and Beth joined her. Beth was holding a few sheets of paper in her hands.

      “What are those?” he asked.

      “Guesses at what’s in the boxes. We have a full inventory from the storage unit, so technically we know what it could be.” She handed the sheets of paper over. “By eliminating what was sold off versus what wasn’t and crossing off what is too big to go in the box, the remaining list is what we could be looking at.”

      “Okay.” Mike looked down the list. “You’ve only crossed off a few things.”

      Beth rolled her eyes. “I’m a lawyer, not a psychic. This missing stuff was a huge pain in my ass, and so much of it is still out there, and we have no idea what Unearthly Delights sold. So yes, I only crossed off a few things.”

      “Yeah, sorry.” He ducked past her and walked into the dining hall. “So let’s just go ahead and…”

      Mike never finished his thought. The first thing he saw was that the rats had doubled in number, all of them holding miscellaneous weapons of some sort. The second thing he saw was that they were all looking up.

      “Oh, fuck me.” He lifted his gaze toward the box that now rested on his ceiling and promptly dropped the papers he was holding.

      “Well, what do you think?” Beth scooped up the papers. “I know I’m curious.”

      “I think I’m going to need some coffee.” He turned to look at her. “Please tell me the list has an enchanted ceiling fan on it? Or maybe a chandelier? Something that belongs there?”

      Yuki giggled. “C’mon, let’s get some food in you and then open up that box.”

      “I… Shit. What about research on the fairy queen?”

      “Mike, you have a cardboard box on your ceiling.” Beth put her hand on his shoulder. “Sofia is going through those books right now with Ratu in the study, so don’t worry about it. Take care of whatever this is first.”

      “I knew it had been too quiet around here.” Scowling, Mike moved into the kitchen, pulled a box of Eggos out from a secret location in the freezer, and tossed a pair of them in the toaster. Coffee had already been made, so he poured himself a mug and drank a third of it before his Eggos popped up.

      “Anything about our latest guest?” he asked Beth as he slathered butter on his breakfast.

      “Oh, he’s interesting. But nothing useful, so far anyway.” Beth grinned. “I’ve been keeping an eye on him all morning. He’s been busy chatting it up with the centaurs. They’ve been trying to figure out what’s killing the bushes out front. Apparently the unique climate of the geas means that conventional knowledge no longer applies, and they’re all fascinated. Sulyvahn is the talkative sort, it would seem.”

      “Hmm.” Peanut butter went on top of the butter, and he slathered it all in syrup. Since he was in a hurry, he flipped one waffle on top of the other to make a sandwich out of it.

      “I don’t know how you can eat that,” Beth commented. “Too many carbs all at once.”

      He shrugged and took a big bite, savoring the taste of melted butter mixed with peanut butter. Mike still felt oddly strung out by his bad dreams, and having a mysterious box on his ceiling officially had him on edge. Still, putting some food in his belly was already helping.

      Why now though? he wondered. The last month had been peaceful, but things were suddenly happening all at once, and he half expected a giant to stomp its way into his front yard and take a huge shit on his house while Tink tried to smash its toes with her hammer. He pictured the little goblin running back and forth, swinging her club and spitting out a symphony of swears before climbing up the giant’s leg hairs and biting it on the nuts.

      He choked on his Eggo.

      Yuki smacked him on the back, and he coughed it back up, then chewed it better before swallowing. “Thanks.”

      “Itashimashite.”

      “Beg pardon?”

      “She said you’re welcome.” Beth poured herself a cup of coffee.

      “You speak Japanese?”

      “I speak context.” Beth smirked. “Still not a psychic. Just a lawyer.”

      “And a damn good one, probably.” When Beth frowned, he put his hands up in self-defense. “No, I just meant that I haven’t really used you in a regular lawyer kind of way. Other than signing some paperwork and preventing magical home invasions, I have no idea how good you are at actual litigation-type stuff.”

      “A fair observation. I’ll let you off just this once, counselor.” She smiled and took a sip of her coffee.

      Mike shoved another bite of Eggo in his mouth, chewed carefully, then swallowed and turned to Yuki. “Why aren’t you working on your tarot cards?”

      “You have a box on your ceiling.”

      “You’re curious about what’s inside, aren’t you?”

      Yuki shook her head. “Nope. I’m supposed to keep you out of trouble. Ratu did a brief inspection this morning and didn’t detect anything dangerous.”

      “Her actual word was ‘interesting,’” Beth interjected. “She didn’t detect anything ‘interesting’ and declared that she thought you could handle it.”

      “But we won’t know until you open it, so it’s my turn to watch you.” Yuki bowed her head.

      “Ah.” Mike slammed the rest of his breakfast, then worked his way through his coffee. After he’d been locked in an extra-dimensional wardrobe last month, the household had discussed heightened security for him, particularly if weird things started to happen. His mysterious shipment definitely qualified as weird. “Well, I guess we should get this show on the road, then.”

      “I’ll get Tink.” Beth left him alone with Yuki while he put his plate in the dishwasher.

      “So I know this is a sensitive subject, but…any idea what Emily put in storage?”

      Yuki shrugged. She had been locked away in her tower when Emily had died and the house had reset, which meant she still had her memories from before that. Everyone else only regained them if Mike discovered something or somebody new. “Hard to say. Between how much stuff has gotten broken and how much is already missing, I really don’t know what she could have gotten rid of. The rats came after I did, and they moved quite a bit of stuff around. I will say that a magic box that has done its best to come home on its own is beyond me.”

      “Ah. Well, thanks anyway.” He finished his coffee and rinsed the cup out before putting it on the drying rack. “Shall we?”

      “Yes.” She followed him past the small kitchen table and into the dining hall. The rats were still watching the box on the ceiling intently, and Mike took a seat at the table and waited.

      Beth and Tink showed up and sat down. Tink was covered in dirt, but he didn’t bother asking what she had been up to. Beth set Jenny down on the table, the doll’s vacant eyes staring across the room.

      “Should we open the other boxes first?” he asked.

      “Your call,” Beth told him. “Let’s itemize what we have though. Make sure stuff goes where it needs to instead of making a big mess.”

      “I miss the good old days when we could just throw stuff in the trash if we didn’t want it.” He picked up one of the boxes that had been stacked against the wall. Tink slid him a box cutter, then readied her hammer.

      “Here goes.” He could feel the whole room tense up, and he pushed the blade of the box cutter into the thick tape that had sealed the box shut. He moved slowly, half expecting something to jump out at him. Satisfied that he was probably safe, he put the box cutter on the table and opened the flaps.

      “Oh,” he muttered, staring at the pile of Styrofoam popcorn inside. He was going to have to feel around with his hands. Shaking his head in disgust, he stuck his hands inside and felt around, his fingers closing on something hard.

      “What’s behind door number one?” he asked in an announcer’s voice and pulled the object free.
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      Dana watched Tink go into the house with Beth, a small frown on her face.

      A minute ago, they had been testing one of the drones using a magical stone as a power source. The drone had behaved perfectly for about fifteen seconds, then started chasing Tink through the yard, ignoring its remote. The goblin had taken a nasty fall into one of the potted plants, shattering the pot with her thick skull and covering herself in damp dirt.

      With a deluge of angry words in goblin, Tink had slid the goggles over her eyes and picked up a chunk of pottery. Her aim had been perfect, and she’d smashed one of the rotors.

      The drone had spiraled out of control, rising while spinning. A strong breeze had caught it and carried it across the yard while Dana frantically tried to land it before it landed in someone else’s yard. The drone had seemed to respond somewhat to altitude controls but only intermittently.

      On its way down, the drone had caught on the edge of the large iron gate in the back of the yard, then tumbled into a death spiral on the other side. That was when Beth had arrived and asked Tink to come with her.

      Dana walked up to the large iron gate and put her hands on her hips. The stone wall wasn’t great for climbing by any means, and if Tink had been here, she could have easily given the goblin a boost (or the other way around—Tink was quite strong). Grabbing the gate with both hands, she gave it a shake.

      It didn’t budge. The old lock on it had some rust but looked otherwise functional. She sincerely doubted that Mike had the key to it though. They had never had any reason to check out the woods behind the house, and she certainly hadn’t seen a key lying around that looked nearly as big as the keyhole was on this particular lock.

      “C’mon,” she muttered, sticking her arms through the bars. The drone was still several feet away from her outstretched hands.

      The drone itself wasn’t important, but the magical stone inside it was. She hated to even take her eyes off it, worried that some passerby might pick up the drone out of curiosity. She pressed her face against the bars, looking along the edges of the forest behind the house.

      There were no trails to be seen, and no signs of life either. It seemed odd to her that so many houses backed to this forest but nobody was back there. It seemed like the perfect place for an afternoon stroll. The gate was made of thick bands of iron with decorative spikes at the top beneath a brick arch. The arch wasn’t high enough for her to fit through the gap, but if she scaled the gate, she could easily get on top of the wall instead.

      She put her hands and feet on the gate and started to climb. When she was halfway up, her foot slipped off one of the bars, and she fell backward, the iron spike at the top she was using as a handhold bending until she slipped. She fell flat on her back, the wind knocked out of her.

      Standing, Dana coughed a few times in an attempt to get her lungs to function properly. She didn’t need the air to breathe but did need it to talk. Several moments passed before the pinching sensation in her chest vanished.

      Scowling, she looked at the top of the gate and saw that none of the spikes were bent.

      That was odd. She could have sworn she’d felt it bend. Shrugging, she tried again. This time, she was far more careful about where she put her feet, which was good because she nearly slipped twice.

      Near the top, she put a hand out to grab onto the brick wall and pulled herself up.

      “Ha!” She wouldn’t let an old, rusty gate defeat her. Twisting around, she dropped onto the ground and started looking for the drone.

      It was gone. Puzzled, she walked back and forth along the brick wall.

      It should be right here. Dana turned to look at the wall and froze.

      There was no gate on this side. It was just a solid wall of brick.

      “I… That’s…” Logically, she wanted to debate the reality of what she saw, but she had already seen far weirder things. Turning to look at the forest, she saw that where it had used to be was different as well. Instead of closely grouped trees and thick vegetation, she was looking at a large area with a path that ran through it, as well as a few benches along the path. People walked by even now, but nobody seemed to pay her any attention. On the other side of the clearing was the forest as it had been but now suddenly over a hundred yards away.

      Looking around, she spotted what looked like a makeshift step stool by the wall. Some rocks had been stacked, and when she stood on them, she got a good view of the back of the house. It took her a couple of jumps, but she made it up and onto the wall.

      “Super weird,” she muttered to herself, then dropped down on the other side. She was expecting to land on the soft grass of the backyard but was surprised when she landed on the hard concrete of a sidewalk. The suddenly stiff landing caused something in her leg to pop, and when she stood, her leg was at a weird angle.

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck.” She looked around, realizing she was now out in front of the house. How had that happened? Hopping over to the entrance, she was relieved when she passed between the lions without any issue, and was greeted by the sight of a pair of centaurs talking with a man in black.

      “Um, hey.” She waved for their attention, and the centaurs immediately recognized her. “Could I get a little help?”

      “Oh, now, yer a fascinatin’ lass,” the stranger said, and she realized this must be Sulyvahn. “What on earth happened to ye?”

      “Broke something, probably.” She indicated her leg. One of the centaurs helped her over to a stone to sit on, and the other one examined her, then declared he could set the bone. The process wouldn’t hurt, but it would be tough to do.

      “Oh, I’m not talkin’ about that.” Sulyvahn knelt next to her, his eyes on her breasts. “Ye’ve got the divine spark in ye—I can see it. But no heartbeat. Are you a member of the undead?”

      “Yeah, it was a pretty fucked-up Monday. Could you step back please?” She shooed him away, and one centaur held her down while the other twisted her leg back into place. The bones realigned, and a chill spread through her as the break repaired itself. That was a serious injury, which meant she was going to have to feed sooner rather than later. Already, a gnawing sensation formed in her belly.

      “Now tell me, lass, how did ye come to be in such a predicament?”

      “My name is Dana. Don’t call me lass.”

      “Beggin’ yer pardon, Miss Dana.” Sulyvahn gave a slight bow. “I meant no offense. I’ve not met such a creature as yerself, one with her faculties still intact. I’ve rarely seen such a feat.”

      “Wait, you’ve seen this before? Hold on a second.” She stood, testing her leg. It seemed to be fine. She thanked the centaurs, and they went back to their gardening duties. “Have you met someone else like me? An undead that could think for herself?”

      “Not quite. The few I’ve met like ye have been the cursed ones, men and women o’ great power who refused to move on. But ye don’t seem to have the aura of a lich, Miss Dana.”

      “I’m definitely not a lich. But out of curiosity, what are you?”

      “I’m a dullahan, la—Miss Dana.” He grabbed his hair and pulled, revealing a black mist that flowed from the hole in his neck. “It’s my job to make sure lost souls get to the afterlife.”

      “Great. Can you help my soul cross over?”

      “Eh…not that I’m aware of. I can only affect the dealin’s of a soul that isn’t anchored to this world, I’m afraid. I imagine trying to ferry ye over would be like trying to raise the bottom o’ the ocean by givin’ it a good yank.”

      “Shit. Sorry, I’m actually in the middle of something right now. Nice talking to you.” She walked past the dullahan at a fast pace, more pressing concerns on her mind. How had she ended up in the front yard? What had happened to the gate? Passing through the house, she heard the others talking in the dining hall but kept going down the hall to the back door. Once she stepped outside, she saw Naia standing in her fountain, gazing toward the gate.

      “Oh, there you are.” Naia gave her a wave. “I was down in my spring and came up just as you hopped the wall. Are you okay?”

      “I’ve been better.” Her leg clicked when she walked now. “Do you know why I ended up in the front yard?”

      “You can only get in through the front. If I had known what you were doing, I would have warned you.”

      “The geas, I’m guessing?”

      Naia nodded. “The whole world can’t be blocked off, but the back of the house has been sealed. It’s why the society didn’t come over the gate out back during their last assault. They could only come in the front.”

      “Then why the hell do we have a gate?” Dana pointed at it.

      “I…uh…” Naia’s eyes immediately went blank. “I have no idea.”

      “Well, do you have a long stick or something? Wait, never mind.” Dana walked into the garage. “Ticktock, I need you!”

      The mimic, disguised as a recliner, came bouncing across the garage only to stop at her feet, its footrest lolling about like the tongue of a dog.

      “My drone crashed on the other side of the gate. Do you have an arm long enough to reach it?”

      Ticktock’s leg rest opened and closed like a mouth, so Dana closed her eyes. When she opened them, the recliner had become a mannequin with an arm that went nearly to the ground. At the end of its wrist was a large claw that looked like something out of a crane machine.

      “Awesome. Let’s do this.” She walked into the yard with the eerie mannequin in tow. Ticktock could replicate most objects it was familiar with but only things with mechanical parts. Luckily for her, the shape-shifter had quite the imagination.

      “There it is. Do you see it?” She reached the gate, and the drone was thankfully still there. Ticktock squatted and pushed its arm through the narrow slot of the gate, reaching for the downed drone.

      As the mimic’s arm moved between the bars and toward the drone, the leaves in the forest began to rustle. An ominous wind picked up, blowing through the gate itself, causing Dana’s hair to flutter away from her face.

      In the distance, behind the trees, something large began to growl.

      “Hurry, Ticktock.” The shadows in the forest darkened unexpectedly as Ticktock’s claw closed on the broken drone. The trees continued to rustle their leaves, and whatever was growling was moving closer, the trees shifting at its passage. A dark shape stepped into view, and the sunlight itself seemed to bend around it.

      Dana grabbed the mannequin around the waist and pulled. Ticktock fell backward, the drone in hand, and the shadow beast suddenly vanished from sight. The trees were no longer rustling, and the forest was still once more.

      “Sorry, Ticktock.” She helped the mannequin stand and brushed the dirt off its body. “You okay?”

      The mannequin nodded.

      “Let’s get you back inside.” She picked up the drone and walked to the garage. Ticktock followed her in and quickly turned into an upright piano that rolled across the floor and came to a stop next to her desk.

      The mimic played a few notes.

      “Yeah, I’m okay too, and thanks for asking.” She sat at her bench and examined the busted drone. Luckily, the stone was still there. She removed the stone and the harness and put them in her toolbox. “Any idea what that was out there?”

      Ticktock played a series of notes that sounded roughly like the words no idea.

      “Yeah, well, me neither. Any ideas on marrying science and magic to make this drone work?”

      Ticktock played a similar tune.

      “Yeah, I’m out of fucking ideas too.” She tossed the drone on the ground.

      Ticktock played a bunch of notes, and Dana turned around with a frown.

      “Hey, watch your mouth. Who’s been teaching you language like that?”

      Ticktock went silent, then softly played the opening notes to Moonlight Sonata.

      “No, no, don’t change the subject. Was it Lily? Tink? I won’t be mad. I just wanna hear—”

      A loud explosion rattled the garage, and dust fell from the rafters above. The ground shook for several seconds, and Dana put her arms over the piano to protect it from debris.

      Once the world settled, she turned around and looked at the garage. A few cracks had appeared in the concrete floor, and she hoped her little apartment underneath was okay.

      But that could wait until later.

      “Stay here,” she told the mimic and stepped outside the garage, her gaze scanning the house. Windows had cracked, and a few shingles had fallen free, but nothing seemed seriously damaged.

      “Oh!” Naia stood in the fountain, her hands over her mouth. She was gazing at the roof of the house, so Dana stepped back, eager to see what Naia was looking at.

      Once she saw it, she couldn’t help but agree.
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        * * *

      

      Mike sat at the table, frowning at the collection of objects they had unpacked.

      With the exception of the box on the ceiling, they had unpacked everything. A pair of silver candlesticks and some ornate drapes were the only things that seemed to have any value, but the rest of the items looked like someone had gone on a thrift store shopping spree.

      “I don’t get it.” Mike picked up a throw pillow. “Who packs a pillow? None of this stuff has any value whatsoever.”

      “Are you sure you don’t detect anything magical?” Beth asked Yuki.

      “Nothing. At all. This is just ordinary stuff.” Yuki set down a small wooden statue of a man holding a net full of fish. “I don’t recognize any of it either.”

      “But it’s on the list, right?”

      Beth shrugged. “The list is very specific, but most of this would fall under the miscellaneous category they have. The candlesticks are on there, as well as the drapes, so we know we have stuff from the house.”

      “Tink? Anything?”

      The goblin was going through a small stack of clothing, which amounted to little more than some tube tops and booty shorts. “Tink see nothing useful.” She held the tube top over her own chest, stretching the fabric. “Clothes too big for Tink, too small for dead girl.”

      “Definitely too small for Emily, right?” He looked to Yuki for confirmation.

      “Indeed.” Yuki picked up one of the tube tops. “Emily was far curvier than this.” She stretched one of the tube tops and fired it at Tink, who slapped it out of the air.

      “Wait a second.” Mike looked at the collection of items on the table. He could almost see it now, if he were to rearrange the items. Curtains, a blanket, pillows, even a set of clothes. “This looks almost like a bedroom set.”

      “Oh!” Beth stood and moved to a different position along the table. “I think you’re right. Look at the colors on the pillows; they match the drapes. There’s a small blanket that matches as well. Still…” She picked up a broken watch. “I’m not certain what’s going on with the junk drawer vibe.”

      “Seriously, look at all these pens.” Mike grabbed the stack on his side of the table. Some of the pens had business names on them, and a couple even still had chains attached. Jenny, active now, was busy building a mock log cabin out of them on the corner of the table. “So we’ve got a bedroom set and someone’s trash pile.”

      “And their piggy bank,” Yuki announced, picking up a quarter. There was a bunch of loose change scattered through the boxes, and they each had a small stack in front of them. “Might be enough to order a pizza later.”

      “Tink want pineapple,” the goblin declared, and both Yuki and Beth groaned.

      “So…if we have the contents of a room, and someone’s belongings…” Mike lifted his gaze to the ceiling.

      “Then perhaps somebody is actually inside that box,” Beth finished. “But who?”

      “Tink have bad feeling about box.” The goblin slid off her chair and picked up her hammer.

      “Yuki? Still not getting anything?” Mike looked at the kitsune.

      “No. It’s weird because the box is clearly magical, but I’m not detecting anything off of it.” Yuki squinted at the box suspiciously. “I get an angry feeling just by looking at it. It feels…wrong, somehow.”

      “Okay, then I guess the real question is how should we open it?”

      The moment the words were out of his mouth, the box fell straight down, landing neatly in front of Mike. It had been taped shut with multiple layers of packing tape. He tried to pick up the box, but it was extremely heavy.

      “Um…” He looked at Beth. “Who has the box cutter?”

      “It’s under the blanket.” Yuki pulled the blanket off the table and neatly caught the box cutter before it could hit the floor. “Here.”

      “Sure you don’t want to do the honors?” he asked, taking the cutter.

      “No, thanks.” The room was already growing cold, and frost had begun to accumulate on the table in front of her. She held up one hand to reveal that her fingertips were now claws. “I need to be ready.”

      “Aw, jeez.” He touched the blade to the tape on the box and paused. His gut would tell him if something meant him harm, and right now he felt fine. The tension in the room was palpable, and when he slid the razor blade through the tape, he could tell that everybody was holding their breath.

      He expected something to burst out, jack-in-the-box style, or even a blast of fire, lightning, or smoke as he opened a portal to another dimension. Instead, the box sat there, waiting for him to peel back the flap.

      “That was anticlimactic.” He lifted the flap and looked inside.

      “Well?” Beth asked.

      “It’s…it’s…” He looked up at her. “A door handle.”

      “And?”

      “That’s it.” He stuck his hand inside and pulled the piece of metal out. “There’s nothing else in the box.” He grabbed the box and shook it with his spare hand. It wasn’t even heavy anymore.

      “That doesn’t make sense.” Beth came to his side and looked in the box. “None of this makes sense.”

      “Why would Emily pack up a—” The handle became hot and leaped from his hand, then blew a hole through the wall, taking chunks of plaster with it.

      “Shit!” Everyone stood and rushed to the front room. The handle was spinning wildly around the room and bouncing off the walls with heavy clangs.

      Yuki summoned up a barrier of ice for them to hide behind, and the handle clanged off of it several times before launching itself into the office.

      “Death!” He didn’t know if the grim reaper could be hurt by such a thing, but he had given up on logical assumptions weeks ago. “Heads up!”

      They all ran to the office, and Mike leaned around the corner. Death sat calmly at his table, his cup of tea in one hand and his pot in the other as he tilted his skull to watch the flight path of the door handle.

      “Mike Radley, what is this strange device? It is acting—” The metal handle struck Death’s teapot, shattering it and spraying tea everywhere. Covered in what smelled like chamomile, the grim reaper rose, fire burning deep within his eye sockets.

      “I didn’t want to do this, but you’ve left me no choice.” Death’s voice was little more than a hiss, and he pulled his cowl up and tilted his head from side to side, the bones popping within.

      “Death, be careful!” Mike hollered. He half expected the specter to summon his scythe and slash the handle in half, or cast it straight into Hell.

      “I do not need to be careful, Mike Radley.” Death passed around the table, and the door handle ricocheted harmlessly off his skull. He stopped briefly at the doorway to appraise everyone. “I am simply going to make myself some more tea.”

      “But… I thought… You sounded so mad.”

      “I am angry, Mike Radley. I now have to make my tea one cup at a time, and that is quite annoying.” Death passed by all of them, and Yuki snorted, her hand over her mouth.

      “What did he say?” Beth asked.

      “Nothing important.”

      They watched the handle bounce around some more, knocking books off the shelves and scattering Death’s maps around the room. Suddenly, it halted in midair and glowed red-hot, showering the floor with sparks.

      Tink bolted around the corner and swung her hammer through the air. The moment before impact, the handle fired itself straight into one of the bookshelves, puncturing the wood and embedding itself in the wall behind it. Tink’s swing went wide, and the hammer splintered the floor on impact.

      “Fucking cock-eating piece of shit…,” she started, but Mike tuned her out. Smoke was pouring out of the bookshelf now, and he worried the books would catch fire. The last thing he needed was another fire in the office.

      “Yuki, quick!” He and Beth ran for the shelf and began pulling books down. Yuki stood in the center of the room and blasted the shelf with her magic, trying to cool the room down before it ignited. Frost formed in a giant ring around them as the heat kept ice from forming.

      A constant fountain of sparks now emerged from the door handle, and Mike finally grabbed the bookshelf and pulled it down, spilling books across the floor. Beth stood across from him, her hands shielding her eyes. He couldn’t help but notice the odd shadows the light cast across her body and how her nipples stood at full attention in the chill of the room. With her arm folded up, her breasts were now pressed together, revealing an ample amount of cleavage.

      Focus! He turned back to the handle just as Tink attacked it anew with the hammer, her goggles over her eyes.

      A sound like thunder filled the room, and the goblin was blasted into the opposite wall, holding only the handle of her hammer. The room was now like a sauna, and the office disappeared into the mist.

      “Tink!” Mike took a deep breath to call for her again but choked on the thick steam.

      “Tink fine,” the goblin grumbled from somewhere behind him. “Broke hammer but okay.”

      A hand grabbed his and tugged. He followed and was pulled out into the living room by Beth, who was in turn being pulled by Yuki.

      “Tink!” he shouted back into the office. A green figure crawled out of the steam and collapsed on the floor with a grunt. When he knelt by her side, she dramatically flopped onto her back.

      “Husband do mouth-to-mouth,” Tink whispered, then pushed her goggles up to reveal closed eyes. “Tink probably die. Maybe.”

      He rolled his eyes but leaned in to give her a quick peck on the lips. She grabbed him by the back of the head with both hands and held him in place as her tongue darted into his mouth. Caught off guard, he tried to sit back, which resulted in Tink biting his lower lip as she popped free.

      He rubbed his lip and stood, shaking his head.

      “Tink saved!” the goblin declared, then stood and flexed her biceps before throwing herself at him and pinching his butt. “Husband is Tink’s hero.”

      Over his shoulder, Mike heard Beth laugh.

      “The steam is clearing,” Yuki announced. She was crouched on the floor, and several rivulets of ice ran from her fingertips into the office. She was clearly cooling the air with her magic.

      “Let’s go see what sort of mess we’re in for now.” He took the lead only to have Tink rush ahead of him. She pulled her goggles down and scrutinized the metal handle that was now embedded in the wall.

      “Not hot,” she declared, then grabbed the handle and pulled. “Stuck good.”

      “Why would a door handle fly through the house and embed itself in the wall?” Beth wondered, her chin in her hand. “I don’t get it.”

      “I don’t think there’s anything to get.” Mike leaned in close to inspect the handle. It was a nicely twisted piece of black metal, which reminded him of the door handle of a fancy downtown restaurant he had once eaten at. It was bolted neatly into the wall, which was somehow untouched by the heat it had given off earlier. “I have a handle on the wall now.”

      “For what though? Is the whole house gonna tilt?” Beth stood by his side now. “Is that the ‘oh shit’ handle for your home?” She grabbed onto it and gave it a pull. “It must be in a stud.”

      “Please. Don’t even suggest things like that. Sometimes I think the house is listening. Now that you’ve said it, I’m going to find myself crawling down the stairs at two in the morning just to grab this handle to keep from falling out of—” To emphasize his point, he grabbed the handle and pulled.

      A loud boom shook the house, and the ground rumbled beneath them. A nearby bookshelf toppled, adding to the mess already on the floor, and Beth let out a scream. Tink grabbed onto Mike’s leg and held on for dear life as the wall behind the handle glowed like a tiny star, the plaster burning away beneath it. Two beams of light came from the wall and moved in a large rectangular pattern.

      He felt like he had been plugged into a wall socket, and a golden glow surrounded him, rushing down his arm and into the wall. His fingers tightly gripped the handle, and he felt his entire body heat up.

      A tone like a church bell sounded, and the shaking stopped. He fell to his knees, and his fingers released the handle. He looked at the palm of his hand where he had gripped the handle so tightly that the twisted pattern of the metal had been left behind.

      “Is this… Is this a portal?” He stood and took a step back, looking at Yuki. “It’s gotta be, right?”

      “I don’t think so. It looks like an ordinary door.” Yuki frowned. “I don’t understand. Does it go outside?”

      “No go outside,” Tink muttered from the floor.

      Mike helped her stand.

      “Stay inside. Tink remember.”

      “Tink remembers what?”

      “Tink show you. Understand from out here.” The goblin bolted toward the front door, and Mike followed. When they walked outside, he let out a groan.

      Where the front porch had been extended to include the gazebo, a giant section of the house now stood, and the gazebo had been ripped completely off its foundation. Across the yard, a few centaurs had appeared, weapons ready, and the Jabberwock lifted its head from the bushes, the roof of the gazebo falling off its head. It snorted and lay back down, vanishing into the bushes.

      He walked out into the yard and turned around to look.

      “Okay. I know for a fact that wasn’t on the list.” On the left side of his house was a turret that was slightly larger than the one on the right side of the house. This one looked dirty and faded, as if someone had cleaned the entire house but neglected this portion.

      “I don’t… I just…” Beth tilted her head. “Do I hear moaning?”

      Yuki’s ears twitched, and her cheeks reddened. Mike listened intently and heard a woman grunting in pain beneath a section of porch roof that had toppled off the house. He and Tink moved toward it and lifted the section to free the trapped woman.

      Underneath, Abella stared up at them in embarrassment. In her hand was her tablet, the screen cracked all the way across. She was frantically tapping it with her other hand, but obviously the screen’s sensor had broken, and the porn she had been watching continued to play unhindered. A headphone jack dangled from one of her ears; she plugged it back into her tablet, and the sounds of moaning disappearing.

      “Um, I was on the roof when this appeared.” Abella looked over her shoulder at the house. “I fell down, and, uh…”

      “It’s fine.” Mike knelt by her. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah. Just a bit embarrassed.” Her cheeks darkened, and she stood. She let out a sigh, then handed the tablet to Mike. Through the large crack on the screen, a woman was getting pounded by two energetic men. “I don’t know how to make it stop.”

      He chuckled and did a force shutdown on the tablet. “I’ll get you a new one, once this is all sorted.” He turned his attention to the new addition to the house. “Tink says she recognizes this. How about you?”

      “I do, but…” Abella’s features pinched. “I was never allowed inside. That’s all I really know about it.”

      “Tink know. She can show husband.” The goblin grabbed his hand, but Mike held his ground.

      “Hold up. Let’s check on everyone else first and make sure there isn’t serious damage anywhere else. Then we can check it out.”

      Why had this addition’s appearance been so violent? And how had Emily packed away a portion of the house itself? Why had she put it in storage?

      Those were questions he intended to find the answers to, but before he did anything else, he crossed the yard toward the sundial. Several of the bushes had been flattened by chunks of his porch, and when he got to the dial, he gave it a good twist. If he had learned one thing from his time in the house, it was to make sure the defense system was active before going somewhere new.

      ---

      The woman opened her eyes, quickly scanning the room. It seemed empty, and she found herself on the floor. Instinctively, her hands went to her throat, and she relaxed when she realized nothing was there.

      What was that about? she wondered. Letting out a big yawn, she stretched, feeling all her limbs pop, then stood. How long had she been asleep? And where was she? The room she was in had a large window that overlooked the large yard, and she walked toward it.

      Down below, a small group of people were talking to each other. As she pressed her face against the glass, her attention was caught by one of them. It was a man, and he moved through a maze-shaped garden to turn a sundial. He had a weird aura about him, almost as if he was a movie star, and the spotlight followed him around. It was strange to contemplate someone she didn’t know in such a manner, but everything about her situation seemed odd to her, so she looked around the room some more, hoping for answers.

      Her best guess was that it was some kind of music room. With nothing in it other than hardwood floors and a large, broken harp, she had no idea what else the space could be. This should have troubled her, but now she realized something even worse.

      She had no idea who she was. Looking down, she saw that not only was she naked, but large portions of her body were covered in dark silken fur that closely matched the color of her skin. Her belly was white though, and she ran her fingers over it, marveling at how soft it was.

      Wait, no, not completely naked. Her fingertips caught on a pair of Lycra shorts that her fur. Moving back to the window, she tried to catch a glimpse of herself, but it was too bright outside to get a reflection off the glass.

      She heard movement beneath her and realized that the crowd of people had moved back inside the house. Using her hands, she felt around the window, hoping to find a way to open it and climb out. There was something about the house she didn’t like, a fear response that told her to run, but the window was painted shut.

      Could she break the glass? She looked at the harp. It was far too heavy for her to pick up, and even if she did break the glass, the strangers would likely come to investigate. Her heart pounded in her chest, and she moved silently across the room to the door. Fearing that it would be locked, she gave it a tug.

      The door slid open, catching briefly in its frame. She stepped into the hallway, grateful that nobody was there. Moving stealthily, she saw that she was in a hallway that terminated at a door if she went straight, but turned into a flight of stairs if she went right.

      A strange smell caught her nose, and she sniffed. Her eyes narrowed on a room at the end of the hallway, and she stared for several seconds, her instincts demanding that she go check it out.

      Something brushed against her back, and she flinched, then spun around. The hallway behind her was empty.

      Something touched her again.

      Spinning wildly, she caught it out of the corner of her eye. She tumbled around, both hands grabbing for it, and finally managed to catch it just as she rolled onto the floor.

      “What the hell are you?” she croaked, holding the furry object in her hands. She had pinned it under her back while falling, and when she pulled on it, she felt painful pressure just above her butt.

      I have a tail?!? She let go and stood, watching the protuberance swish playfully back and forth and barely resisting the urge to grab it.

      What’s wrong with me?

      The stairs creaked, and she ducked around the corner, crouching near the ground. A woman walked past, putting her hair up in a ponytail, and she was followed by a slightly shorter woman with a large, thick tail of her own.

      No, wait. It was multiple tails. What is going on here?

      She slid along the wooden floor, down the hall, ready to scramble away at a moment’s notice. From the stairway, she could see the front door below, which was currently blocked by a goblin and several large rats. They weren’t looking her way, so she slunk up the stairs, staying low.

      The two women had gone into a room down the hall, so she moved the other direction into what appeared to be the master bedroom. It was scarcely furnished, and the bed hadn’t been made.

      She moved toward the dressers and opened them, hoping to find some clothing that would fit. Unfortunately, this room belonged to a man, and the clothes were far too big for her. She held a pair of his pants up, the waistline reaching above her breasts.

      What about the window? She looked outside and scowled. Down below was a beautiful woman standing in a fountain. She just couldn’t catch a break.

      Footsteps approached, so she hopped over the bed, then slid beneath it without making a sound. Easily able to roll over, she watched a pair of legs come through the door. It was the man from outside, and he sat down on the bed, then grabbed something off the nearby nightstand.

      “Let’s see. New tablet, new screen protector…yes, I want the waterproof one…” He was mumbling to himself and tapping his fingers on something up above.

      “Mike?” Another pair of legs appeared. It was the woman from the stairs. “Yuki went down to the Labyrinth to fill Ratu in on the situation.”

      “Sounds good. Couldn’t send a fairy?”

      “Didn’t see one. However, it looks like there’s a new room down the hall from mine.”

      He chuckled. “How is this going to affect my home’s value? I mean, I know I still have to pay taxes on this place, but at what point does somebody look and realize the number is too low? Like, I sort of get Google Earth playing catch-up on satellite photos, but is the geas paying back taxes for me too? Like, it’s one thing to alter the flow of information, but now money is just appearing if that’s the case, right?”

      “I’m kind of tempted to look into it, now that you brought it up. Anyway, I’m headed downstairs. Dana came in and told me the house has some damage out back, so she’s going to check it out, but Tink refused to go help her until she showed you the new rooms, so…see you soon?”

      “Yeah, let me finish ordering a new tablet for Abella. My phone just updated, and now I have to put my card number in again.”

      “Aren’t you worried she’s rotting her brain with that thing?”

      “Stone doesn’t rot.”

      “Aren’t you worried she’s weathering her brain with that thing?”

      He groaned at her pun. “Seriously, that was just gross. I’ll be down in just a second.”

      “See you soon.” The woman left, and he let out a sigh. He tapped for a little bit longer, and she wondered how long he would be up there.

      It was barely a minute. Mike stood, and something slid off the bed and onto the floor. It was a rectangular piece of metal with a cracked screen.

      “Shit,” he muttered and bent down to pick it up. “At least it was already—” His bed was at just the right height that when his face appeared, his eyes darted up to meet hers.

      She extended her claws and scrambled out, growling deep within her chest as her claws scratched grooves into the floor. Mike backpedaled, blocking off the path to the door.

      “Whoa, hey, who are—” He didn’t get a chance to finish, because she darted forward, her clawed fingers slashing through the air. She was fast, but he was somehow just a hair faster, managing to slash open his shirt, drawing a thin line of blood.

      “Easy, easy!” He put both hands up, and she grabbed him by the wrist and pulled him toward her. Even though she was much smaller than he was, she was easily able to put a lock on his wrist and twist him around, shoving him against the bed frame. He fought to remain on his feet, but she was crawling all over him now, doing her best to scratch and bite.

      Buried beneath the animal instincts was an understanding of the human body and how best to break it. She fell to the ground and hit him behind the knee, taking him down. Before he could get up, she slid one arm across his throat and used her other arm to pull back on her wrist, putting him in a chokehold.

      He smacked at her arm and tried to stand. She squeezed harder, knowing that the flow of blood to his brain was interrupted. How many seconds did he have left before going down? Once he went limp, should she keep squeezing or make a run for it?

      Something hard slammed into the side of her head, and she sprang free, hissing. Standing over Mike now was a goblin roughly the same size she was.

      “Tink fuck you up,” the goblin swore, then ripped off her goggles and tossed them to the woman who had followed her in. Tink held up her hands and snarled, revealing razor-sharp teeth.

      “I’d like to see you try,” she replied, her voice cracking when she spoke. She also had a slight lisp. Had she always sounded like that?

      Tink was fast, but she was faster. She dodged the first couple of punches, then deliberately took a poorly thrown one in the shoulder to get in close and smash a fist into the goblin’s face.

      She howled in agony, clutching her injured hand. Her whole hand throbbed, and she couldn’t straighten some of her fingers.

      “Goblin have hard head. Tink teach you.” The goblin grabbed her by the fur around her collarbone and yanked, slamming their heads together.

      The world briefly dimmed, but she wasn’t out of the fight yet. Now that they were close, she grappled the goblin onto the ground, trying to twist an arm behind her back. The goblin, who was surprisingly strong, forced her way out of the hold.

      She growled and slashed out with her claws. Tink took the hit, her dress tearing in the process, then landed another punch to the face that knocked her silly.

      “Stupid kitty cat. Tink beat all nine lives out of you, then make you into a rug!”

      Shaking her head, she charged forward and tackled the goblin to the ground where they became a bundle of hair, teeth, and nails. Shrieks of rage came from both of them, and the other woman tried to break them up but took a nasty slash to the arm and backed away.

      When Tink bit down on her tail, she twisted around and used her claws to gouge Tink in the eyes, blinding her. She used that moment to break free. With a powerful leap, she crossed over the bed and landed by the window. It slid open easily, and she scrambled onto the ledge, looking down. The fall didn’t look too bad, and she could probably outrun the woman in the fountain.

      So she jumped.

      A powerful hand grabbed her painfully by the scruff of the neck, her legs dangling over the ground below. She squirmed, flailing her arms around wildly in an attempt to get away.

      “Hey, stop, you’ll fall. Hey, knock it off!” The woman who spoke to her had a slight French accent, and she was able to twist around enough to catch just a glimpse of large stone wings, followed by the concerned face of a statue.

      She was being held by a gargoyle.

      Adrenaline surged through her body, and she fought even harder to escape. The pain behind her neck was terrible, and she thought her skin might rip, but she had to get away.

      The gargoyle sighed. “Okay, then. Whatever.” The monster cocked up her spare fist and swung it, the impact immediately twisting the whole world sideways.

      Darkness swallowed her whole, carrying her away on a symphony of silence.

      ---

      Cecilia’s cage was constructed of cold iron with silver accents. Not only were the bars close enough together that she couldn’t hope to squeeze through them, but the floor was also made of cold iron. Just the act of walking across the cage would cause her pain, but luckily she had a swing to sit on. It was a simple wooden plank, attached to the ceiling by ropes. Maybe the queen had given it to her to be kind, or maybe as a depressing reminder of her time on Earth at the Radley estate.

      It was always hard to tell with the fairy queen.

      On Earth, she could only see vague outlines of the world, brightened by the spirits of the creatures that walked it. Here in the Otherlands, the world itself was made of magic, and she was able to view the world as it was normally seen.

      The court of the fairy queen was luxurious. She had built the court into the base of a mountain, and three different streams terminated in waterfalls that fed the pool that surrounded Her Majesty’s throne room. Behind one of the falls was where servants and vassals waited until they were called. A series of stepping stones led to the central platform, and it was here that the queen sat on a solitary throne.

      Today, however, court was not in session, and the only sound she heard was the steady rush of water into the pool. Her cage had been placed on a stone just behind the queen’s throne. None of the other fae dared to even look Cecilia’s way, terrified that some of the queen’s anger might become misdirected.

      She wondered how long it had been on Earth. The flow of time between the worlds was constantly shifting, and the light here was unnatural. Assuming that the fairy queen only held court once a day, Cecilia had already been underhill for three years. That could mean an hour in the real world, or maybe even fifty years, and she wouldn’t know until she returned.

      If she returned.

      The chamber filled with a sense of foreboding, and the fairy queen stepped out of a ball of light appearing briefly on the other side of the room, walking slowly across the rocks on bare feet.

      Golden hair cascaded down her back, tumbling around all six wings that protruded from her shoulder blades. The wings themselves were made of white light, and they blinked out of existence, transforming into a sheer, silken cloak that dragged along the ground.

      “Good morning, a leanbh.” The queen walked up to Cecilia’s cage. “And how are you this day?”

      “I am well, Your Majesty.” Cecilia bowed her head in reverence.

      “Oh, good. I would hate to hear that you felt otherwise.” The queen tilted her head. “I do wonder though. Do you still think often of him?”

      “I do, Your Majesty.” Cecilia fought to keep a smile from forming at the thought of Mike. “Every moment.”

      “Interesting. You pine for him, though he has made no effort to come retrieve you.” The queen sat on her throne, which hovered above the ground. It rotated so that she could face Cecilia. “My spies are watching him, you know. He has no interest in coming for you. I won’t be cruel and tell you he is glad you are gone, but I will say that he knows you are here and simply can’t be bothered. Knowing this, do you feel any different?”

      “No, Your Majesty.” It wouldn’t do any good to lie, for the queen would know. She was connected to all fae, and that included Cecilia. There could never be any lies between them. “I still love him like I have loved no other.”

      “Clearly.” The queen rose and paced outside of Cecilia’s cage. “And why do you suppose that is? Is it the piece of his soul that festers inside you? Is it the whimsy of human emotions you are ill-equipped to handle? Tell me, a leanbh.”

      “I don’t know, Your Majesty.” Cecilia lowered her head. “My time with him was brief, but it has meant more to me than the entire time I have walked the world of man. It started so simple, as a curiosity, but something happened.” Even she wasn’t sure what. His magic had done something to her, something that shouldn’t have been possible. A piece of his soul had swapped places with her very life force. The sidhe didn’t have souls in a traditional sense, which meant that Mike had unknowingly become part fairy.

      It was hard to figure out which angered the queen more. The idea of a banshee falling in love with a human, or a human gaining access to fairy magic.

      “Hmm.” The queen regarded her coolly, as she did every time they had this discussion. Sometimes it was days, or even months, between these chats, and the queen would occasionally pontificate for hours before getting to the point.

      Cecilia held her breath, waiting for the question that was coming.

      “Would you like me to fix you?”

      “No, Your Majesty.”

      “As you wish, silly child.” The queen smirked and turned her throne around. Raising her hands, she clapped twice, and the day’s proceedings began with selkies flying through the waterfall and bringing the queen news of the outside world. Servants appeared too, scurrying about as they provided refreshments for every creature, from the common brownie and the tylwyth teg to the noble families themselves. Some came for the parties, others for the political intrigue, but attendance was definitely mandatory on their part, and more than a few of them watched the proceedings with bored expressions until they could fill their bellies with wine.

      Cecilia sat in her cage, her gaze on the court. The queen could fix Cecilia and return her to her prior state. However, by doing so, she would cause Cecilia to forget everything that had transpired since her last trip here, when she had ferried Emily’s soul across. She would forget about Mike, who she sincerely doubted would just sit around if he found out she was being held against her will.

      The queen’s other option was to simply wait until Mike died. On his death, his soul would depart, and that part of Cecilia he carried with him would return.

      Cecilia dreaded this day as well. Not because it meant she would never be with Mike again. The idea of never being with Mike again broke her heart, but she was consoled by the fact that he would forever be beyond the queen’s wrath.

      No, what scared her was how angry the queen would be when she discovered that the tiny piece of Mike’s soul had taken root, like a seed. Unlike the other girls’, Cecilia’s entire being was composed of old magic, which was little more than raw potential. It was said that nature abhorred a vacuum, and the roots had spread. What had started as something else was now becoming much, much more.

      Cecilia was slowly growing a soul of her own. She swung back and forth on the swing and closed her eyes, her thoughts on Mike.

      “A chiste is a stór,” she whispered. “Oh, my cherished love! Please…stay away.”
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      Beth stepped out of the secret tunnel into the center of the Labyrinth, her shoe catching a rock and sending it skittering across the cold stone.

      Up above, a large gemstone shone like a tiny star, warming the entire room to a comfortable temperature. Large tables were covered in different magical items in various states of disrepair, and rats moved around in the shadows, carrying what looked like rocks of different sizes.

      Ratu was leaning over a stack of books, her kimono hanging open and revealing a patch of scales that traveled along the inner curve of her breast. Her kimono had a phoenix on it that flew in circles and occasionally leaped off the silken fabric to cross over bare skin and then dove back in.

      Across from her was Sofia, who was mumbling to herself while tucking bookmarks into a book. She set it aside and then picked up a new one, an assortment of bookmarks held between the fingers of her free hand.

      “Hmm?” The cyclops looked up at Beth, who was followed in by Asterion. “Oh, hey. More news from above?”

      “That and a delivery. Wait, where’s Yuki?”

      “The fox is helping the rats.” Ratu sat back and adjusted her kimono. “You see, when the earthquake hit, it apparently fractured large areas of the Labyrinth, and they are now being flooded out by the river. One of the only reasons we aren’t underwater right now is because of her ability to freeze large bodies of water with her magic. So tell me about this delivery of yours?”

      Asterion stepped forward and lowered his bundle.

      “Oh, you have my full attention now.” Ratu abandoned her books and stepped around the table. “Who do we have here?”

      Sofia closed the book she had been looking through, her eye wide with interest.

      “No idea. We think she was in the new part of the house.” Beth knelt over the woman on the floor.

      Her hands and feet had been bound, but she was still unconscious. Her frizzy hair was caramel colored, with a pair of ears sticking out of them, and she had a human face with just a slight cleft lip. Patches of black hair started around her neck, and her entire torso was covered in a thin layer of fur. Her belly was white, however, and a matching spot was also on the end of her tail.

      “Fascinating.” Ratu knelt over the woman, her tongue flitting in and out of her lips. “Her facial features suggest postadolescent reconstruction, and she smells of…wood polish and dust. And what’s this?” She traced her finger along a patch of the woman’s skin that transitioned into fur. “Interesting.”

      “What’s interesting?” Beth, genuinely curious, took a seat nearby.

      “Oh, the skin beneath her fur is different from her exposed skin. Like, on a cellular level.” Ratu pulled out a magnifying glass from her sleeve, her green snake eye magnified through its lens. “Human hair follicles here but the fur of a cat elsewhere.” She licked her lips, her tongue elongating and hovering over the cat girl’s slumbering form for a second before disappearing. “So she’s human, or was, anyway.”

      “Someone made her like this?”

      “Oh yes. There are many artifacts across the world that can affect such a transformation. Not much different from that time you were turned to stone, only in this situation, the results were more organic.” Ratu tucked away the magnifying glass.

      “Wow. Is there any way to undo it?”

      “Experimentally? Perhaps. Without knowledge of the method of her transformation, I’m afraid that anything we did would be extremely risky. Besides, I think we should probably talk to her first. Maybe she’s this way on purpose.”

      “I guess.” Beth rubbed her arms. There was a chill in the air. “Other than the flooding, any other problems?”

      “Some rocks fell in here.” Sofia pointed to the rats. “They were nice enough to help us clean up this area. And we might have news.” She patted the stack of books next to her. All of them had multiple bookmarks inserted into their pages. “We think we know how to get Mike to the fairy realm.”

      “I’m sure he’ll be ecstatic. Will probably drop everything to do it.”

      Sofia sighed. “Yeah, I bet he will. You’re still planning to go with him…right?”

      “I am.”

      Sofia and Ratu exchanged a look.

      “Then we need to address the issue of your spiritual hitchhiker first,” Ratu said. “The last thing we need is to discover that Oliver has been biding his time until he can get you alone with Mike. Going to a strange realm would be the perfect time and place for such a move.”

      Beth frowned. “So what are we going to do?”

      “I have everything ready for that, actually.” Ratu pointed at the woman on the floor. “Asterion, can you please take our guest to the pagoda? Put the irons on her—they’re enchanted to prevent her from leaving—but give her a nice room. Beth, is Jenny with you?”

      Beth laughed. “Always.” She turned around to reveal the doll sitting in a handmade pouch that Tink had knitted for her. Jenny dangled her arms over the side and did a slow clap.

      “Good. We’ll need her help. I’ll need your help as well, Sofia.” She looked over at Sofia. “And Yuki’s. That should be enough.”

      “That’s a lot of hands.” Sofia closed the book she was working on. “But I could use the distraction. I’ll get these put away for safekeeping, then come join you once I find the fox.”

      “Thank you, Sofia. Walk with me, Beth.”

      Ratu walked toward the pagoda, which looked like it had been stolen from a miniature golf course. It was only fifteen feet tall and was decorated in silken flags. Asterion was ahead of them, and he ducked to step through the silken folds hanging over the entryway.

      Beth stepped through and gazed up. The pagoda was far bigger on the inside, stretching several stories high. She had only been inside a couple of times but never long enough to explore it properly.

      Asterion took the cat girl into one of the rooms on the first floor, but Ratu continued up the ramp that spiraled toward the top.

      Beth followed the naga, pausing to look in one of the rooms on the way. Inside was a lone table with a sphere of water hovering above a marble bowl. Inside the sphere was a necklace with a blue crystal pendant. She had seen it once before.

      “What’s that about?” Beth asked.

      “Oh. That’s an interesting story I don’t have time for right now. Let’s just say it’s a research project. This way.” Ratu gestured for Beth to follow her, and they climbed the spiral, moving even higher.

      Beth often wondered what would happen if she were to drill a hole in the wall and look outside of it. Would she only be seven feet off the ground? Or would the pagoda burst like a giant balloon, spilling its contents everywhere? If they climbed all the way to the top, would they become tiny?

      “In here, please.” Ratu pointed to a room with an unusually large entryway, and Beth realized they were at the top of the spiral. When she walked in, she expected to find a throne room, or maybe a giant bed for the naga to sleep in while in snake form, but neither of these was the case.

      Glowing runes lined the floor and walls, but in the center of the room were a pair of large glass chambers stacked one on top of the other, and both were suspended within a wooden-and-wire frame. The magical device was an impressive eight feet tall.

      Beth stared. “Is that…an hourglass?”

      “Sort of. The premise is the same. What goes up top will fall into the bottom. However, this one has been built to allow the flowing of souls from one place to the other.”

      Beth’s stomach tightened. “That sounds super dangerous.”

      “Oh, it is.” Ratu regarded the device. “Soul magic always is. However, your current situation is potentially worse. Think of it like cancer. For now, that remnant is benign, but it could start to grow, and consume your immortal soul to become something else.”

      “Shit. So, what, you’re going to pull my soul out and stick it in that…thing?”

      “Ah, that’s where Jenny comes in.” Ratu walked up to the device. “The larger the device, the more chances for error. It’s actually a thought I had the other day. Jenny will inhabit your body, and you will be inside the doll. When I put you, as the doll, inside here and turn it on, your soul will pass to the bottom of the chamber, carrying along the soul shard. I’ve designed a filter that will allow your soul to return to the doll and trap the demon soul in this.” She pulled a crystalline container from beneath the hourglass. “I got the idea for this material very recently. It’s capable of holding a human soul indefinitely and should be able to ensure that your parasitic passenger is isolated and contained. Then we put you back in the doll and take you out.”

      “So what happens if my soul doesn’t go back into the doll?”

      “Jenny’s an expert. She’ll get you back where you need to be, no problem.” Ratu winked. “Worst-case scenario, this fails and Jenny gets a body.”

      “Ha.” Beth examined the equipment again. “How long will it take?”

      “Once the device is ready, about twenty minutes. I would like the others here to assist me first, so we should probably make ourselves comfortable.” Ratu looked around the room. “There’s a sitting room just below us that is far nicer. We should wait there. Would you like some tea?”

      Beth nodded. “Do you have something for frazzled nerves?”

      Ratu smiled, then pulled a tin from her sleeves. “I have just the thing.”

      “What else do you have in there? I’ve seen you pull stuff out before. Is that a magic kimono? I would kill to have pockets like yours.”

      “Oh, I have all sorts of things in here.” Ratu walked toward the door, and Beth followed. “Yes, the kimono is magical. It’s something I made to keep the important things on hand.”

      “Like tea?”

      “Like tea.”

      Ratu stopped outside a doorway and gestured inside. Beth walked in and found a small sitting room with a serving table and some comfortable chairs.

      “This is lovely.” Beth took a seat and watched the naga put some loose leaf tea inside a metal ball, then lay it in a teacup.

      “Thank you. This pagoda has been my home for many centuries, and it has served me well.”

      “Wow, centuries? Do you just take it with you?”

      “Oh yes. It takes some doing, but the whole thing comes down much like a tent, and can be rebuilt at a later time. It has been convenient being able to move about without leaving all my research behind.”

      “Have you moved often?”

      “Indeed.” Ratu pulled a pot of water off its serving dish and held it in the palms. They glowed with heat, and a trickle of vapor squeezed out of the opening. “It was actually a stroke of good fortune that Emily discovered me when she did.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yes. I found myself in a bad situation with little hope of a favorable outcome.” The vapor from the pot was already turning to steam. “Are you familiar with the naga?”

      “No, I’m not.”

      Ratu smiled demurely. “Once, there were many of us. It was our job to guard the sacred waterways and treasures of the mortal world. I won’t bore you with the details, but I was known to get rather curious about the treasures I was guarding. I was seen as a bit of a troublemaker in this respect. The naga migrated across Asia from our home in the mountains, seeking out new waterways to guard, or even mortals to watch.”

      “So what happened? To the other naga?”

      “You would know it as the Industrial Revolution. Rivers being poisoned and drying up sickened the naga, and many of them fell prey to mortals or other magical beings. Naga rely on their connection with the earth to maintain their health, both mental and physical. I was one of the lucky ones. Due to circumstances beyond my control, I was forced to relocate to the Philippines and had spent many decades hiding among them from one of my own kind. I avoided some of the unnecessary wars and pollution of the mainland and was able to lie low when trouble came about.”

      “Interesting. So you came from the Philippines?”

      Ratu nodded, then poured the water into the cups. “Let that steep first. Yes, I lived there for a very long time. It’s why I look the way I do. Most naga would appear as Indian to you, but we prefer to say that Indian people look like the naga.”

      “So you can change your human form?”

      “Only during a proper shedding.” Ratu smirked. “During my next shedding, I could choose to look like you if I wished. But then I would be locked into that form for quite some time, and you would come to resent me as you grew old and your own beauty faded.”

      “I doubt I’d resent you. I would totally rock my old lady bod.”

      Ratu laughed. “I have no doubt. Anyway, while living in the Philippines, I chose to change my facial features to minimize detection but otherwise remained in this general form. I even lived as a human a few times. It was not hard to find a home in the mountains by my river, and I even partook in human culture, though rarely for long stretches of time.”

      “So I could run into a naga almost anywhere?”

      “Not quite. They need to live in an underground space with an ample water source, much like the Labyrinth. We like to be connected to the world in this manner. Many of us rarely venture out, but I’ve always been a bit more…curious.”

      “If naga can change their shapes, how do you find other naga?”

      “We always know. Think of it like true seeing. Though I may change my face a hundred times, my identity would be known immediately.” Her face darkened, and she looked down at her tea. “That is a story I do not wish to discuss.”

      “I won’t ask. I’m just curious about your people is all.” Beth lifted the tea to her mouth and paused. She could feel the heat on her lips from the liquid and assumed she would burn her mouth. “So there are male nagas out there?”

      “Indeed. Finer men you will likely never see, but such is the gift of the divine.”

      “Do all naga have the patterns like you do?” Beth pointed at her own neck for emphasis.

      “Only if they choose. I do it as a reminder that I am more than just this human form.”

      Beth sat in silence for a few moments but had to know. “Are those patterns everywhere?”

      Ratu laughed. “You are a rare individual. Yes, those patterns are everywhere, and yes, it does feel different from regular skin.”

      A wave of heat filled Beth’s cheeks, and she sipped her tea to hide her embarrassment, promptly burning her tongue. The two of them chatted for a while about nothing in particular, and it occurred to Beth that she had never really had a chance to get to know the naga on a personal level. Ratu preferred the solitude of the Labyrinth, away from the others, and now Beth wondered why that was.

      Eventually, Sofia returned with Yuki, who wore a look of concern on her face.

      “Is Mike okay?” she asked upon seeing Beth. “Sofia said there was an attack.”

      “He’s fine, though his ego might be a little bruised. He did get beat up by someone half his size.” Beth had just finished her second cup of peppermint tea, and she was feeling much better about what was to come.

      “I should have been there.” The kitsune’s eyes glowed for a moment, then she let out an exasperated sigh. “It really doesn’t matter though. He finds trouble no matter what he’s doing.”

      “He’s like a magnet for it.” Beth set down her cup. “Are we ready?”

      “I think so. Come.” Ratu set her cup down as well and led the group back up to the room with the magical hourglass. Once inside, she had Beth wait by the device, then spoke in low tones with the others.

      Beth craned her neck, trying to pick up any additional info, but all she caught were bits of magical jargon she didn’t understand and a level of seriousness from all three of them that made her nervous.

      She pulled Jenny out of her sling and held her tight against her chest. “You wouldn’t let anything happen to me, would you?”

      The doll rotated her head a hundred and eighty degrees to look Beth in the face, then winked.

      “Okay, remember the ‘do fewer creepy things’ talk? This is a creepy thing.”

      Jenny’s head swiveled forward, and Beth shivered.

      “Okay, we’re ready.” Ratu walked up to Beth, then looked down at Jenny. “Yuki is going to help me regulate the flow of magic into the device. I estimate that her assistance will triple the chances of success. Sofia’s unique ability to tap into the future will be used to prevent the device from overloading, which eliminates almost every other potentially bad outcome.”

      “I get to stand next to the device and yell at them if it’s about to explode,” the cyclops grumbled.

      Ratu waved a hand dismissively. “Any questions before we begin?”

      “No.” Beth handed Jenny to Ratu. “But this is the fucking weirdest girls’ night ever.”

      “It isn’t nighttime, but we’re getting close.” Ratu took the doll. “I’m not certain what you may experience while in spirit form, but do your best to hang on.”

      “Let’s just get it over with.” Beth looked at the doll. “That’s your cue.”

      Jenny’s eyes glowed, and the world became a gray mist until all that was left was Jenny and Beth.

      A shadow stretched itself out of the doll, and Jenny stepped free, her long hair obscuring her face. She took a few lurching steps toward Beth, then rolled her head to one side to reveal a macabre grin. Jenny lifted her arm and poked Beth in the shoulder.

      “Tag. You’re it.” Though her voice was just a whisper, the whole world imploded and then went dark.

      ---

      “We’re sure this is the room she came from?” Mike stood in the second-floor hallway, his gaze on the door in front of him. The hallway used to be L-shaped, but with the appearance of the latest addition, it now split at the end.

      “Quite sure, Lord Mike.” Reggie stood farther back, a rat guard on each side. “Her scent trail comes to this room.”

      “Oh boy.” He put his hand on the door, then looked at Tink. “You sure about this?”

      The goblin’s goggles were over her eyes, but he knew they were both bloodshot from the fight earlier. He had practically dragged Tink to the centaur village for some quick medical care, and she had dragged him back after they declared her ornery but fine.

      She now wore fierce grin and held a crossbow aimed at the door.

      “Tink ready.”

      He pushed open the door and stepped aside, allowing Tink to rush in. The rats followed, and he and Reggie brought up the rear.

      “Huh.” The room was practically empty. Tink was surveying the perimeter, but unless there was a secret door hidden away, there wasn’t anything to be seen. A broken harp had been tipped over in the corner, and the floors were made of wood. “What is this place?”

      “Empty. Room good for music and dance.” Tink pushed her goggles up. “Tink remember, Emily play music box in here.”

      “What music box?”

      “Tink no see.” The goblin touched the walls, then looked out the window. “No place for sneaky cat bitch to hide.”

      “Do you suppose she was trapped?” He looked around the room, then turned at the sound of footsteps.

      Dana stepped around the corner, carrying a small toolbox.

      “There you are. So far, nothing major to report. Some roof damage, and you need new windows. There was a temporary clog in the fountain, but Naia and I fixed it.” She paused and surveyed the room, then looked at the harp. “So this is where she came from?”

      “Yeah. I didn’t get the sense she was after me or anything. It was more like she was trying to run away.”

      “Makes sense. Maybe she got locked away in here and wanted her freedom.” Dana set the toolbox down. “I took a peek in the room downstairs. Didn’t see anything lurking about, but you should probably come down and check it out with me.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it’s full of all sorts of things. Easier for you to just come see it.” Dana took a look around. “Far more interesting than this room. This place looks like it’s been cleaned out.”

      He nodded, then headed for the door. Tink looked up from the harp, then set it down to follow. Reggie stopped at the stairs and looked up.

      With a series of grunts and squeaks, he sent the rat soldiers to the next level.

      “If anybody comes out of the third floor, we will know.” He adjusted his plastic glasses and followed Mike, Dana, and Tink down the stairs, holding Tink’s hand to walk on his back legs.

      At the bottom, they turned into the office, and Mike saw Death standing outside the new room, bony fingers stroking his chin and a cup of tea in the other hand.

      “Ah, Mike Radley, you have found a most interesting space. I have been waiting for you to join me, and—” Death’s fiery orbs looked beyond Mike. “Is that a magical toolbox?”

      “What?” He looked at the toolbox Dana was holding. “Why do you think it’s magical?”

      Death pushed Mike aside and knelt to inspect it. “What sort of magic makes it float like this? And it seems to be following you, Mike Radley.”

      Dana frowned. “He has a weird sense of humor, doesn’t he?”

      “You can see him?” Mike asked.

      “Of course, but we’ve never talked or anything.” She pointed at herself. “I did technically die, so I thought that explained why I could see him. But whenever I tried to talk with him, he just kept looking at his maps. I figured maybe he was pissed that I got away or something, so I’ve just been leaving him alone.”

      “Mike Radley, who are you talking to?” Death was looking near where Dana stood, his bony brow furrowed.

      “I’m talking to Dana. You…can you not see her?”

      “I am capable of seeing anything with a soul, yet I only see you, the goblin, and His Majesty, the Rat King. Are you saying there is somebody else here?” Death held out a bony hand. “You may call me Death. I am pleased to meet you.”

      “Oh, I still have my soul. That’s the problem.” Dana reached out for his hand, but hers passed through it. “I can’t touch him, apparently.”

      “Her hand went through yours,” Mike explained.

      “Fascinating.” Death stood and swallowed some more tea. “You have brought me a better room to conduct my studies in and an intriguing mystery. Today has been a wonderful day for me.”

      Mike shook his head in disbelief. “I’m happy for you, Death. Really.”

      Death let out a chuckle and stepped away from Dana. “I am learning so much in your home.”

      “Yeah, so am I.” He shook his head with a grin, then turned to look in the new room.

      It was well decorated and had several bookshelves covered with a variety of items. On one wall was a large collection of pictures and some devices that looked like goggles with sticks on them, and the other wall had a large phonograph machine. Covering the walls was a bewildering assortment of artifacts that looked like they’d come straight out of a museum, and in the middle of the room was a large ebony table with a stack of records on it.

      “See what I mean?” Dana walked over to the phonograph. “Now that you’re here, I can try this out and see if it works.”

      “Why do I have to be here?” he asked.

      “In case it doesn’t. Didn’t want to take the blame.” She smirked, picked up a record, and put in on the phonograph. Mike watched her mess with the device until the scratchy tones of an old record filled the room with soft music.

      “Sounds like it works.”

      “Yeah. The record isn’t labeled though, and I didn’t take enough liberal arts classes to tell you what song it is.”

      “Tink like phonograph.” The goblin moved toward the device, then took a step back. “But Tink no touch. Break too many times.”

      “Break it as much as you like,” Mike told her. “I’ll just have you fix it.”

      Tink grinned, and Dana handed her a record. While the two of them messed with the phonograph, he circled the room. What looked like Egyptian hieroglyphs had been carved into the sides of the shelves, and several of the pictures were printed in duplicate.

      “Weird.” He held up a picture of a dig site. The pictures seemed old, but the clarity of the image was amazing. In the one he held, a large statue was being excavated. “Why are there two of every picture?”

      “Oh, neat.” Dana picked up one of the goggles and held it to her face. “These are stereoscopes. Here.” She took the picture from him and set it in the frame, then fiddled with a knob at the top. “Now look.”

      When he held it to his eyes, he saw the world of the picture extend into three dimensions. “That is pretty cool.”

      “Right, Mike Radley?” Death’s voice came from over his shoulder, and he nearly dropped the stereoscope. Death had found a stereoscope of his own and was looking at a picture of a pyramid. “This is way more interesting than a map.”

      “I’m sure.” He looked around, then spotted a large statue tucked in an alcove clutching a scepter. “Is that Anubis?”

      Dana looked up at the statue. “It might be. Certainly looks straight out of the movies, doesn’t it?”

      “Wasn’t he a death god or something? Shit.” He set his stereoscope down. “Let’s leave for now. I feel like we’re just going to end up cursed or something if we go digging through all this stuff without the necessary precautions. Last thing I need is to unleash the mummy’s wrath or something.”

      A loud screech filled the room, causing him to jump. Everyone turned to look at Tink, who had lifted a panel on the phonograph, causing the record to pop off. The goblin blushed, then lowered the panel.

      “May I continue to use this room, Mike Radley?” the grim reaper asked.

      “Yes, but no fighting with Anubis.” He pointed at the statue. “There’s plenty of room in my heart for both of you.”

      “You are a good soul, Mike Radley.” Death held the stereoscope to his face.

      “So…upstairs?” Mike looked at Tink and Reggie. The goblin and the rat king nodded, and they left Death behind to enjoy the pictures in the room.

      ---

      “Hello?” Beth hovered in the void, her eyes on a shape in the distance. There were no stars, no ground, just blackness, save for something that looked suspiciously like an antique lamppost. She tried to kick or swim through the void but was unable to discern any sort of movement.

      From all around her came a low-pitched buzzing sound that turned on and off intermittently. She wondered if she was hearing voices from the real world or if this was some dumb version of Purgatory.

      Typically, when she and Jenny exchanged places, she was unconscious for all of it. She wondered now if her soul was already inside the device, slowly being extracted into the lower chamber.

      She would have shivered at the thought if she had a proper body.

      The light from the lamppost flickered, and she realized she was moving closer to it. She let out a sigh, relieved to see something other than a yawning void around her.

      Her limbs were transparent until she stepped into the light of the lamp. The lamppost stood on a round patch of cobblestone roughly ten feet in diameter. Curious, she crouched and looked at the edge of the island she was on. The ground flickered and expanded with the light of the lamp, and she tried to feel the edges of the ground with her fingers only for her hands to vanish once they were outside the light.

      “Light equals matter. Okay.” She walked around the edge of the island but learned nothing new, then turned her attention toward the lamp.

      It was ornate and roughly ten feet tall. The flame inside was far too bright to look at directly, so she focused on the wrought-iron structure beneath. Intricate patterns shifted along the length of the lamp, and the flickering light above cast twisted shadows onto the ground.

      “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”

      The voice startled her, and she spun on one foot, her back slamming against the lamp.

      “You!” she hissed.

      “Me.” Oliver stepped out of the darkness, wearing a white button-down shirt and dress pants. His red skin was paler than usual, and his tie had been undone, hanging limply over his shoulders. “Or at least as much me as I ever remember being.”

      “So you survived.” She stepped around the lamp, putting it between her and the demon. Mike and Yuki had rescued her from eternal damnation with the demon by putting a dagger through his head and then popping the dimension he was trapped in, like bursting a bubble. With nowhere to go, it was assumed that Oliver had simply ceased to exist.

      “And you’d be right, in a manner of speaking.” Oliver grinned without a hint of malice. “Of course I can hear your thoughts. You are literally just a soul right now. It’s like reading a book for me.”

      “How are you here?”

      “I’m that little part of me that Oliver left on you. Maybe, in a way, I’m technically just an offshoot of the original, or what’s left of him.” He held up his hands to reveal that, despite the light’s presence, they were semitransparent. “I’m afraid that something like this is beyond my own knowledge, at least until you ask me about it. Upon your destruction of my dimension, the universe hung on a coin toss involving the fate of the demon you knew as Oliver. Should he be freed and dumped back into the material plane? Or was his place in eternal destruction? His opinion could hardly be asked, as that cursed blade kept him from waking.”

      “So he is gone.”

      “He is, but he isn’t. The void is funny like that. By nature, nonexistence is a paradox. I can have an empty box or a full box, but the void itself cannot be an empty box, because that would imply that something exists in the first place. I guess you could say he went to the same place your dreams do when you’re awake.”

      “You mean like the Dreamscape?”

      He laughed. “Hardly. I mean your ordinary, run-of-the-mill dreams. When you meet a stranger inside of them, where have they come from, and where do they go? Did they truly live full lives until you chanced upon them, and have they died upon your awakening?”

      “This sounds suspiciously like an effort to get me to discuss philosophy with you.”

      “Or maybe it’s an attempt to get you to ask the right question so that I may decide what my fate is to be.” He circled to the left, but Beth moved, keeping the lamp between them. “You see, I’m not sure what I am. I’m a ghost of a shadow of a memory at best. In fact, I have no true memory of a time before this moment. I am still everything Oliver was, but everything I know, I know from your memories. Now I wonder if I’m simply a figment of your imagination.”

      “Then I guess you want to know what comes next?”

      He nodded. “When you wake, do I die? Will I persist again? Is my eternity conscripted to this all-too-brief and -bleak existence, or is there some hope of salvation?”

      “Sounds like you’re wrestling with the same shit people do every day.” Beth leaned against the lamppost, pressing her cheek to the cool metal. “Until I met everyone at the house, I wondered those same things. Is there life after death? What happens to people when they die? All that fun stuff. Those questions account for a majority of mankind’s decisions, in my opinion.”

      “Oh?” Oliver sat down as if on a chair, but none was visible. “You have my curiosity.”

      “Do we have souls? What’s the meaning of life? If I do this, do I get into heaven? All those things. You can either live in existential terror over every decision or simply accept that you just don’t know. Approach death in the same way you approached birth.” She arched an eyebrow. “Welcome to being a fucking human being.”

      “And what would you have of me? Should I not know what will happen when you leave this place? I’m not even sure what this place is.” He looked over his shoulder into the darkness. “Nor am I sure how we are here.”

      A loud buzzing sound filled the space, loud enough that they both covered their ears until it was over.

      “What the fuck was that?” Beth growled.

      Oliver’s yellow eyes flashed. “Magical dissonance. Whatever is holding us here is struggling to contain us. We are hearing a physical manifestation of a magical ripple effect.”

      “Oh.” She realized she hadn’t meant to ask the question. “So you don’t know what’s causing it?”

      “No. You asked what that noise was, and that’s all I got.” He stood from his imaginary chair. “And you remember I cannot lie.”

      “That I do.” But what if the rules have changed?

      “You would have no way of knowing.” He grinned, his teeth on display. “I’ve decided I want to play a game.”

      “And what if I refuse?”

      “Well, such a refusal would indeed be your choice, but consider this: I have no idea what will happen to me when you leave this place, if I will live or die, but now I wonder what would happen to me if I were to find a way to dispose of you instead. Perhaps my fate would be the same, or maybe I would be allowed to go free in your stead.”

      “You have no idea how much I fucking hate you.”

      “I have some idea. While I don’t remember existing before this moment, I do have access to those shared memories.” He licked his lips. “It’s a weird thought, isn’t it? If not for my memories, perhaps I would be a different creature, yet here I am, ready to make the same mistakes all over again.”

      “So what’s the game you wish to play?”

      “Hide and seek.”

      “There’s nowhere to hide. We’re surrounded by darkness.”

      “Then I think I will let you hide first. If I find you, you have to ask me the question of my choosing.”

      “What’s the question?”

      “How do I get out of here? We could skip the game and you could simply help me.”

      Beth swallowed the lump in her throat. There was no way she could let him out. “And if I refuse?”

      Oliver fanned out his fingers, revealing long talons. “I spend whatever time I have left shredding your skin off your body, or maybe even bite pieces of you off until I’m full. Maybe find a way to curse you to the same fate I suffered.”

      “Why even give me a choice?”

      His eyes shone. “Because we are tied together. And you know how much I love my games.”

      Shit, shit, shit. Beth backed away from the lamppost. “I’m not going to agree to anything.”

      “Doesn’t matter. I’m going to count to twenty to give you a fair shot.” He winked. “And when I catch you, we’ll see who comes out on top. This time, you don’t have your friends to bail you out. It’s just you and me here, and whatever lies in the darkness.”

      “But I—”

      “One.” Oliver covered his eyes with his hands, then let out a scary laugh. His fingers were now triple their original length, with inch-long talons. The scene was almost comical because his head disappeared in his oversize palms. “Two.”

      Beth bolted out into the darkness, her body disappearing. The little island receded behind her, and she chanced a look back. Oliver stood beneath the light, but she could no longer hear him.

      Realizing she could move backward just as fast, she turned to keep an eye on him, then drifted sideways a bit. It would be no good traveling in a straight line, especially if he could move faster than she did.

      The island was tiny now, and the universe buzzed again.

      The demon lowered his hands and leaped toward where she had been, slapping the light out of the lamppost. Flames scattered into the darkness, creating a weird pattern of visions to emerge as unseen objects caught on fire. Her mind twisted about in an effort to understand what she was seeing. The entire world briefly looked like a crystalline lattice, then exploded with light.

      “Oof!” She had fallen hard onto the ground, rolling on a patch of grass.

      “Beth!” a voice from her past called out to her, and she looked up to see she was lying on a soccer field. She now wore a jersey and a pair of gym shorts. Scanning the area, she stood and brushed herself off.

      “What are you doing over there?” the voice asked again, and she rolled her eyes. It was Janine Lucillo, her best friend from middle school. Her family had moved away the summer before freshman year, and Beth had been devastated.

      She turned around to see the plucky brunette running toward her, arms waving in the air. Beth surveyed the area. Yep, it was her former middle school. However, from where she stood, the middle school looked like it had been painted on the wall, and even the clouds above were suspect.

      It was like a giant soundstage. Anything farther than a hundred feet away was clumsily made or just painted on the background.

      “Hey, I’ve been looking for you.” Janine grabbed her by the hand. “I needed to talk to you about something.”

      Janine looked so small.

      “What is this place? Why are you here?”

      Janine frowned. “Um, so, like, my dad found a new job.”

      “Uh-huh.” Was this some sort of trick? She didn’t see anybody else nearby but needed to keep moving.

      “It means my family has to move.” Janine’s eyes were welling up now, and Beth looked at her again.

      “Oh.” This was a memory. In fact, this was the day Janine had told her she was going to have to move. The two of them had cried all afternoon, then ridden their bikes to the mall for ice cream. But why this memory?

      Janine was crying now, having the other half of a conversation Beth wasn’t participating in. She wandered away, leaving the distraught teen behind her. The school was the only building that was nearby, but it had been painted onto the horizon. She wondered if the door to the building might work. If so, the school would have plenty of places to hide.

      The whole world rumbled again, and Beth looked at the sky. Other than the birds that had been painted over the clouds, everything seemed fine.

      She broke into a jog and immediately noticed that the definition of the building changed as she grew closer. The building painted onto the wall appeared to stretch and distort toward her, suddenly becoming real. Beth looked back over her shoulder to see Janine and a younger version of herself painted on the soccer field. Both of them were crying and holding each other.

      It was like the island, only now she was the light. Was it the same way for Oliver? Was he running toward a picture of her right now, just waiting for it to become three-dimensional?

      The middle school was built of brick with large glass windows. She couldn’t quite see through the glass, but the interior looked like it was painted on as well.

      Pulling on the door, she stepped inside and froze. There were dozens of versions of herself running around, all of them different ages.

      Curious, she picked one to follow. It was the sixth grade version of her, and she was running to her locker with her hand over her mouth. Once Beth drew close, the little girl disappeared, and Beth now wore her outfit.

      Something was in her hand. It was a piece of paper, and she lifted it to reveal that the writing was obscure, but the large red F on the page was not.

      “Oh.” She remembered this. It had been a book report, and while everyone else had chosen things like The Baby-Sitters Club, she had written a full report on a book she had found under her mother’s bed. The title was long lost to her, but she remembered getting in trouble for writing a report on smut.

      In-school detention followed by a meeting with her parents—she’d thought her life was over.

      Moving through the halls, she tried to dig up some more memories of her childhood to confirm her theory. She turned the corner of the hallway and saw another version of herself in a white dress walking sideways toward the front door, the wall to her back while Janine ran ahead to open the door.

      “Awesome.” These weren’t just regular memories but were some of her most intense ones. Janine had helped her get home without the rest of the school knowing she had bled through her dress.

      Home.

      How many memories did she have there? Could Oliver see all her memories? Maybe it made sense to surround herself with copies of herself, but she would need to find some that were a bit older in order to make that happen.

      She caught up to Janine, and her outfit changed into a clean, school-appropriate white dress. When they ran outside, there was a large perspective shift. Instead of the two-mile walk to her house, it had been shortened to a couple hundred feet, the entire walk squished down onto a pair of distant panels. If she moved toward the wall, the world expanded just a bit. Were her memories being compressed? On some level, it made sense.

      Upon reaching her house, she came to a stop. Janine vanished into the cacophony of Beths of various ages that spiraled around the house. She had grown up in only one house, and it was strange to see hundreds of versions of her parents standing nearby.

      “I need the older ones,” she said, moving across the front yard.

      Her outfit shifted several dozens of times as she overlapped and became the different versions of herself. Each Beth was printed on a transparent film, and the more she focused, the more of them flipped away like pages in a book, vanishing from view. Little Beths no longer rode their bikes or tried to skateboard for the first (and last) time, and several memories of Janine vanished as well.

      “C’mon, c’mon.” Here was a teenage version of herself screaming at her mother. An older teen holding a college acceptance letter. Her dad chewing out a boy on the front porch for bringing her home late while she cowered behind the door.

      The home held so many memories, and she tried to concentrate on specific ones. Visits from college, or beyond. When was the last time she had gone to see her parents? She was always working these days, and now she wondered how much they missed her.

      Once inside the house, she took a quick look around the living room. Sleepovers, baking cookies with Mom, doing math homework with Dad. Seeing her parents when they were young tugged at her heartstrings, and she got caught up watching her parents chase a seven-year-old Beth around the living room couch.

      “Focus,” she growled through her teeth, and several of the phantoms vanished. She wandered through the house, wondering if she should try to find a more recent memory to hide inside of. But where? She had followed herself here; maybe she could follow an older version out?

      The world buzzed, and she looked out the front window of the house. On the painted wall in the distance was a dark splotch that was slowly growing wider.

      Of course. Nobody in the world knew her better than Oliver did. The demon had been inside her head, watching and waiting. Undoubtedly, he would look for her where she was most likely to hide, and it wouldn’t be long before he was here.

      Could Oliver predict her next moves? He had been able to read her mind, after all. Could he still read it, even now?

      “Shit!” If he could, it didn’t matter where she went. Then again, wouldn’t he have caught her much sooner?

      She needed to make an unpredictable move. He knew she would try to hide in one of her own memories if he drew near, but which one?

      Out front, she saw herself get into a car loaded with boxes and back down the driveway with her dad at the wheel. That was moving day. They had stopped for lunch at a barbecue place, and he had reminded her college could be fun and amazing but to never lose sight of what was important.

      Another car backed out of the driveway, a fifteen-year-old Beth clutching the wheel nervously. It was her first driving lesson, and her mom was already frazzled because Beth had pulled forward into the trash cans on accident.

      Several other cars were leaving all at once, superimposed over one another. It would make the most sense to hop in one of them and go, thus leaving the demon behind.

      It made the most sense, so she needed to do the opposite. Focusing again on the older versions of herself, she caught sight of a twenty-year-old Beth sneaking onto the front porch, her eyes looking up and down the street. A brown package had been placed on the doorstep, and she grabbed it and took it into the house.

      Beth watched herself run up to her bedroom and heard the door click shut. She knew exactly what was about to happen and ran up the stairs. She pushed open the door to her room to see herself slowly opening the box, a look of hungry anticipation on her face.

      Her first couple of years in college had involved sharing a room with Julianna Price, one of the biggest prudes she had ever met. Beth had ordered a dildo online called the Devil’s Knot and had it delivered to her parents’ house over winter break. She had been afraid her parents would see the package and had watched out her bedroom window for the delivery truck for almost ten hours to make sure she grabbed it.

      This was it, the memory she needed. Oliver was expecting her to hide, but she was going to do it in plain sight. Everything about what she was going to do seemed absolutely insane, which made it the perfect choice. It was a lateral move, and she hoped the demon couldn’t predict it.

      She stepped into the memory, and her clothing changed to a set of flannel pajamas with bears wearing scarves on them. The Devil’s Knot was clutched tightly in her hands, and she marveled at how thick it felt. In the middle of the large red dildo was a knot roughly the size of her fist, a knot that had gotten her off almost every time she’d come home for a visit until she got her first apartment.

      It had been the first in her collection, but she had parted with it long ago when it had developed some cracks in the rubber. It had been an early lesson in dildo maintenance, and a costly one for a college student who was usually short on spending money.

      A chill settled over the house, and the world buzzed again. Downstairs, the front door slammed open.

      “Lucy, I’m home!” Oliver’s voice resonated through the house.

      Beth cleared her mind, letting the memory carry her away. She had used cash she had saved on the side to buy a gift card to purchase the Devil’s Knot. She had first seen it in an article about unusual sex toys, and it had quickly become the sole focus of her attention. Back in her dorm room, she had three different vibrators hidden away, but they could no longer touch the itch the Knot had created for her.

      It had a suction cup, but she worried that the wooden floor would become stained by the amount of lube she would pour over it. The last thing she needed was to explain the magic sex circle that would inevitable appear in her room, so she carried it into the bathroom and searched for a suitable place to put it.

      She considered the bathroom counter but imagined what would happen if she slipped and fell. Which one of her parents would bust into her bathroom to find her ass in the air and the Knot dangling from her pussy? Would she clench up, causing the Knot to become fixed in place, thus requiring an emergency room trip?

      Nope. Not the counter. Her bathtub had a wide rim, and the floor would probably work. However, the floor was very cold, and she was more than a little scared of the Knot itself. She wanted to have more control over the situation, to take it one step at a time.

      Below, she heard furniture being tossed about, and Oliver growled.

      She decided on mounting it vertically on the rim of the tub. With a little squirt of water, she stuck it on the porcelain surface and appraised it with a grin.

      “Ah, fuck.” She had forgotten to wash it first. Pulling it off was difficult, but once she did, a little bit of soap and water put her mind at ease, and she reattached it, then grabbed the free sample of lube that had come with it.

      The process was clinical, but she covered the whole thing in lube, her hands expanding around the thick part, causing her stomach to tighten. This was really going to happen; she was actually going to try to fit this thing inside her.

      Should she go completely naked? Or would it make more sense to keep something on in case her parents came to check on her? There were so many ways this could go wrong, and each one ended in some form of abject humiliation.

      A door below her squeaked, and she recognized it as the door to the basement. Growing up, she had been convinced that some form of evil lived down there, but when she was older, she learned that most of her monsters were just the old furnace kicking on and breathing life into the house.

      The basement was somewhere she never would have hidden, and the fact that she could hear Oliver clomping down the stairs while monologuing meant he was trying to outguess her. She couldn’t make out what he was saying but could hear him scratching at the walls as he descended.

      She kept her shirt on. For some reason, she felt embarrassed getting completely naked, and that extra layer of clothing meant the difference between moving forward or cleaning off her toy and waiting until her parents weren’t home.

      “Okay, so…” Playtime was typically relegated to an “under the blanket and pretend I’m napping if Julianna comes home early” affair, and the freedom of having the whole room to herself left her with some options. Did she want to take her time and get in the mood first? Or did she want to get off and clean up before anybody found out?

      The Devil’s Knot demanded a certain level of respect, and she knew trying to get off in a hurry wasn’t going to be easy. She made a quick trip to her bedroom and grabbed a pocket vibrator from her underwear drawer, then came back to the bathroom and spread her towel out on the floor to keep her legs from getting chilly.

      She turned on the vibrator and touched it to her clit. A jolt went through her pelvis, and she sighed in approval. It had been a few days, a deliberate decision on her part. The first time with the Devil’s Knot needed to be special, but she also wanted to be properly excited for it. Julianna’s Bible group met every Tuesday and Thursday evening, and Beth had practiced stretching herself out with hairbrush handles, Sharpie markers—whatever she could find that was in her desk.

      The wait had been long, but now it felt like Christmas, only she knew the biggest package under the tree was for her.

      “Ho, ho, ho, little girl,” she mumbled in her best Santa voice, scooting toward the dildo. “You’ve been very good this year.”

      “Oh, I certainly have, Santa.” She spoke in falsetto this time, letting out a grunt while she teased the opening of her snatch with the vibrator. “I get good grades and live with a bitchy prude, and all I want is a little monster dick for Christmas.”

      “How about a big monster dick—” she said with a laugh, unable to keep a straight face any longer. Role-playing while masturbating seemed like something that would be forever beyond her.

      She closed her eyes and let images of monster porn run through her mind. If there was one thing the internet was good for, it was giving her plenty of material for the spank bank, a term she had overheard in one of her classes.

      She scooped some of the lube off the Knot and teased herself, pushing one finger inside. The sensation was incredible, but even better was how wet she was once she got past her labia.

      Fingering herself helped, and she kept stroking her clit with the vibrator while she added a second finger, then a third, getting good and properly ready. Her eyes were locked onto the top of the Devil’s Knot now. The tip looked largely like a regular cock, but tapered to a point with a split down the middle.

      The buzz resonated through the house, temporarily breaking her out of the memory.

      Crashing noises from below were followed by the sounds of low growls and then Oliver traipsing up the stairs. Her heart pounded in her chest, and she let herself slip back into the memory.

      There was nothing seductive about the way she stood and positioned herself over the rubber cock, and she nearly lost her nerve when she saw her reflection in the mirror. She sat down with the cock between her legs, the thick knot resting against her lower belly.

      “Holy shit,” she whispered, giving the cock a flick. The tip bounced against her belly. Was it even going to fit?

      The thought flooded her with heat, and she took a deep breath and stood.

      Oliver shoved his way into her room, dark smoke drifting from his scalp and forming a cape on his back. He squinted, his eyes on a version of her trying on dresses for the prom.

      “I know you’re in here,” he hissed, then crossed her room and vanished. Her closet door opened. “Which one are you?” he muttered.

      He can’t filter them out. Was that because these were her memories? How many hundreds of versions of her did he see right now?

      Oliver froze, his head turning toward the open bathroom door.

      She placed the tip of the Devil’s Knot between her labia, then lowered herself a couple of inches, her eyes closing as she savored the sensation of her vaginal canal filling up with medical grade rubber.

      “Unf.” I just need to turn the keys and drive off; he’ll never be able to find me. When she opened her eyes, she could see the demon regarding her from the door of the bathroom.

      “There you are.” He opened his claws wide and moved forward, but Beth kept her gaze unfocused, looking past him.

      Wait, is this the time I head out to college? Dad drove me, shit. No, wait, here we go, that road trip down to Florida. Yeah, there we go.

      Oliver swung at something she couldn’t see. The thick knot of the dildo was now pressing against her labia, and she paused to add a bit more lube. She used the vibrator on her clit again, humming along with the little toy as she did a series of small bounces against the thick rubber invader.

      “Mmh, yeah, that’s…yes…” Oliver was looking directly at her now, and he took a step forward and raised his claws.

      In her mind’s eye, she pictured turning the keys in the ignition, and the stereo blaring to life. She always left it turned way up, and the speakers pumped Christina Aguilera’s “Genie in a Bottle” throughout the car.

      “Fuck.” Oliver turned around and bolted, and she heard his heavy footsteps slam down the stairs. Beth kept her mind on the song, playing it at full volume while she bounced on the knot.

      “Oh…fuck…” The knot was slowly making headway as she loosened up, and she pushed herself onto it, feeling that thick bulge work its way inside her. The Devil’s Knot was no joke, and she wondered if she would ever be able to make it fit the rest of the way.

      “Fuck it.” She poured a liberal amount of lube all over her lap and forced herself down onto the cock. A small bulge formed above her pubic hair as the knot was shoved inside her, and she clenched her teeth to keep from crying out.

      The world buzzed again, and the room shook. She fell sideways off the tub, and the Devil’s Knot slid with her, then popped free of the porcelain surface of the bathtub’s rim. When she hit the ground, the dildo popped free of her and smacked the side of the tub with a loud splat, scattering lube all over.

      “Ow, shit!” This wasn’t what had happened before, and the sound of footsteps coming through the house and up the stairs filled her with dread.

      “Sneaky little bitch,” the demon said as he stepped into her bedroom, his eyes on her prone form. Beth used the bathroom counter to stand and picked up the towel to cover her nakedness. “Looks like I found you.”

      He charged at her but slipped on the lube and crashed into her legs instead. Beth scrambled over him, but he grabbed her leg with one hand and pulled her down.

      “Ask me the question,” he demanded, flames crackling around his eyes. “Ask me before this place falls apart!”

      “Eat a dick.” She grabbed the base of the Devil’s Knot and smacked him across the face with it, covering him in lube and blinding him. He snarled and scooped lube out of his eyes, and Beth pulled herself into the bedroom, her outfit changing into a pair of overalls with paint on them.

      The time Mom helped me paint my room. It had been when she was fifteen, and her mother had declared it was time for Beth’s room to look like a grown-up’s. The two of them had spent all weekend doing it.

      That also meant the floor was now covered in tarps and paint cans, and she stumbled over the ladder her mom had used to paint the ceiling. Oliver stepped out of the bathroom, goo dripping off his face, then grabbed Beth by her overalls and picked her up.

      The world buzzed and shook so hard that the floor creaked beneath them. Oliver tossed her across the room and onto her bed, her outfit changing in midair into her red sequined prom dress, then a pair of pajamas. He showed her the razor-sharp teeth in his mouth and held his arms out wide to reveal his distorted demonic hands.

      “You’re almost out of time,” he growled. The whole world buzzed again, and this time, cracks formed along the floor and ceiling. The painted sky out her window had giant cracks in it as well, and Beth let out a yelp of terror, then gritted her teeth.

      “Never going to happen.” She flipped him the bird and threw herself backward into her bedroom window. The glass didn’t shatter but split and stretched like old cellophane. She fell into her front yard, the breath knocked from her body, but she managed to get to her feet anyway. This place wasn’t real, and she didn’t need to breathe. All she needed to do was run, and she was now wearing a jogging outfit.

      Her memories were cracking like glass and shattering all around her, and the buzzing now played nonstop. Everything tilted left, and she lost her footing and tumbled into her neighbor’s yard. The trees and bushes were little more than painted pieces of particle board, and she bounced off the oak tree only to tip over the nearby hedge. Suddenly dizzy, she fell down a few feet later, her hands clutching at the grass to keep her from sliding back into the street. Everything tilted until she was almost vertical while lying on the ground.

      “Do it now, Beth!” Oliver was digging his claws into the soil to crawl his way over to her, his crimson eyes blazing with anger. His skin was burning, bits of it falling away as ash. “Ask me how to escape!”

      “I’d rather die than let you out,” she told him, then let go of the grass.

      She fell, her feet punching holes in the side of the house. That infernal buzzing was now shaking the world apart, and she tried to free herself to get away. Oliver slammed into the siding, the skin of his face splitting down the middle to reveal the scaly skin beneath.

      “Then that’s what will happen.” He grabbed her by the throat and pulled her free, a large grin on his face. The whole sky now had a crack across it, and Beth could hear angry shouting fill her world.

      She met Oliver’s gaze and spat in his face. “Looks like it’s gonna be a tie, asshole.”

      The demon opened his mouth wide and pulled her face into his jaws. She closed her eyes, trying to avoid the scream that had built up in her chest.

      Oliver’s teeth slammed together, just missing her face. Beth was yanked from his grasp, bouncing along the side of the house and coming to a stop at a pair of bare pale feet. She looked up in awe at the dark and mottled spirit standing over her.

      Jenny regarded the demon before her with curiosity, then looked down at Beth.

      “You did thirst for blood, and with blood I fill you.” Jenny’s lips didn’t move, her voice coming from everywhere.

      “Oh, I know who you are. You don’t frighten me, you—” The siding on the house exploded, turning into dozens of sharp wooden spears that punctured the demon and held him in place. He made little gasping sounds, his limbs twitching in place.

      Jenny grabbed Beth’s hand, then pulled her to her feet.

      “Do you…” Beth looked at Oliver. “Get me out of here, please.”

      The ghost let out an eerie laugh, then pulled Beth to the side of the house. Behind them, the wood was already crackling as Oliver ripped it apart. When Jenny tossed herself over the side of the house, Beth followed.

      They were falling through the sky, moving toward the crack in it. The buzzing sound was loud enough that she could hear nothing else. While tumbling, she looked back over her shoulder to see that Oliver was now behind them, looking like he’d lost a fight with a mutant porcupine.

      She shouted to Jenny, who was ahead of her, but the ghost didn’t look back. As they drew closer to the crack, the world dimmed and then turned black as it had before. Light poured through the opening, and she was almost there when a clawed hand grabbed onto her foot.

      “No!” she cried as Oliver pulled her back into the void. A clammy hand clamped onto her wrist, and she looked up to see Jenny grabbing the edge of the crack with one hand while holding Beth with the other.

      Stuck in a tug-of-war between the two, Beth lashed out, kicking at Oliver with her feet. His body was now breaking apart and crumbling into nothingness, his mouth open wide in agony. She missed him the first few times, but her final kick hit him in the jaw, and his face exploded into a cloud of ash. His grip now gone, she rocketed through the gap and into the light. She screamed in rage, pain, and fear. The world tilted again, but this time, a pair of hands caught her.

      “Seal it!” Ratu shouted, and there was a loud pop as the device was shut off. Ratu helped Beth into a sitting position, where she held her stomach and sobbed uncontrollably.

      Minutes went by, and Ratu stroked Beth’s head while she cried.

      Through her tears, Beth saw that the top of the device had been blown apart, and Jenny was held in place by a busted wire. The bottom half of the device was cracked in multiple places, and beneath it was the crystalline container Ratu had shown her. Inside the chamber was a black ooze that bubbled like hot mud as it gradually became clearer.

      “Is…is he gone?” Beth finally asked.

      “Is that what happened in there? Did the demon make an appearance?”

      Beth nodded. “He was inside there with me.”

      “I didn’t account for that level of sentience. It may be a result of extinguishing the original host, but no matter. Your soul got caught up in the filter with his, and he wasn’t letting go of you. The device kept overheating, and when the top broke off, Jenny rushed in to help you. I’ve never seen anything quite like it, frankly. Jenny risked her own soul to save yours.”

      “Is Jenny okay?” Beth wiped the tears from her eyes.

      The doll waved to her from the harness, then spun her head around a single time.

      Beth laughed, then let out a long sigh. “Is that black stuff him?”

      “It was.” Yuki said this, and she was examining the substance in the crystal. “Ratu, you should come check this out.”

      “Excuse me.” Ratu moved away from Beth and pulled the container free of the device.

      Beth waited for someone to say something, but Yuki and Ratu consulted each other in whispered tones while Sofia pulled Jenny out of her harness.

      “Well?” she asked, breaking the silence.

      “See for yourself.” Ratu came over to her with the container. The black sludge inside was gone, replaced with what looked like a large amount of snot.

      “What am I looking at?”

      “It’s complicated, but I’ll tell you what you need to know. The demon you knew as Oliver has been completely wiped from this plane of existence and can never return. You are finally free of him.”

      Beth wiped one final tear from her eye, then smiled with satisfaction.

      “Good.”
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      Up on the third floor, Mike contemplated the large set of double doors in front of him. The wall where the wardrobe used to be had been replaced with a slightly wider hallway that terminated after a few yards at a large pair of metal doors with a series of gears built into them.

      He tested the handle, but the door didn’t budge. Symbols were emblazoned across both doors with shapes that seemed astronomical in nature—he recognized the symbols for the moon and the sun, and the planet Mars, but that was it.

      “Well?” He looked at Tink. “What’s supposed to be behind here?”

      “Wrong room.” She looked at the gears, then slid her goggles on. “Old room just bedroom with bed that smell like farts. Tink not sure why special door.”

      “It looks like a combination lock,” Dana added, pointing to the five large gears. Each gear had a slightly different hue to it and a central handle. “See how these turn? The symbols change and then line up in the middle of these windows here.” She pointed to a column of openings in the middle of the double doors.

      “The goggles should be able to figure it out, right?” Mike looked at Tink, who was now scowling at the door. “Tink?”

      “Goggles say turn dials, but no tell Tink correct password.” She moved closer to the door to inspect it, then put her hands on a piece of metal and gave it a slight pull. “Pull lever when correct, but…”

      “But what?”

      “Tink don’t know. Goggles say pull lever anytime.” She shrugged. “That how door works.”

      “Yeah, I’m suspicious.” Dana examined the gears of the door with a mixture of curiosity and excitement. “There’s a series of tumblers behind the gears. I can see them in a couple of places.”

      “Tink see too!” She had shoved her face against the door, turning her face sideways to see behind the mechanism of the door. “Tumblers move rods, unlock door.”

      “So, what, do we just have to get the combination right?” Mike grabbed the lever and gave it a pull. The door emitted a series of clicks but failed to open when he pulled the handle.

      “It would seem that way.” Dana knocked on the door a few times and put her ear against it. “Can you turn one of the gears for me?”

      “Yeah, sure.” Mike grabbed the one closest to him and gave it a slow turn. The thick teeth of the gear clicked as a series of symbols moved through circular openings in the middle of the door. There were seven windows, and the symbols were changing in only two of them. He watched the symbols cycle through, and he looked at Dana, waiting for further instructions. The symbols had yet to repeat, and he noticed that one of them changed three times faster than the other.

      “Oh, wow,” Dana said, then pulled her head off the door and gave one of the other gears a turn, causing Mike’s gear to lock up. Two other windows rotated their symbols, but one of them went through five symbols by the time the other went through two. “This is so cool!”

      “Glad you like it.” Mike grinned and gave the third gear a twist, then frowned. The third gear controlled a new window and one of the previous ones. “Oh, that’s a nasty trick. How is that even possible?”

      “Do it again.” Dana put her ear to the door, and Mike alternated turning the two gears. “There’s a slight delay, but I can hear something shift in there.”

      “How does that help us?” he asked.

      “It doesn’t, really. Sounds like there’s a mechanism in there for changing from one window to the next. Would love to take this apart and see how it works.” She turned the remaining gears. Each gear controlled two windows, meaning that three of the windows were controlled by two different gears. The ratios were different for each gear as well, and he was having trouble figuring out which ones did what.

      “Is this something we could brute force?” he wondered aloud, looking at the column of symbols.

      “Probably, but it would be a giant pain in the ass. That top window has twenty symbols alone.”

      “Have you figured out what they mean?”

      “Nope. I did astronomy as an elective in college, but…” She scrunched up her face. “I can’t remember most of it. It’s kind of like a dream I forgot the details of. I do recognize most of these symbols as astronomical, but some of the others aren’t familiar.” She pointed at one that looked similar to the number three. “Here’s an example. It could mean third planet, maybe?”

      Mike had always liked puzzles growing up. They had been a fun escape for him, and he found the intricacies of the door fascinating. What he didn’t like was having a door in his house that had been locked down with God knew what behind it. The outer edges of the door had similar symbols to what he had seen so far, but he couldn’t make any sense of them. He knocked on the door. “Hey, Stargate! Anyone there willing to slip a hint under the door?”

      All of them waited quietly for several seconds.

      “Well, figured it was worth a try. Maybe we could just try to get in through the window?”

      “I guess.” Dana looked disappointed. “Might be a pain in the ass to get in and out with a ladder.”

      “Yeah, probably. Still, wouldn’t hurt to at least take a shot at opening it, right?” He looked at the symbols again and took out his phone. “The door and the symbols look old, so let’s do some educated guesses. Seven windows, right? Let’s see.” He dug through the internet until he found a reference chart for astronomy. “Let’s do the sun for window one, then go through until we reach Saturn. Can’t hurt to try.”

      “Ooh, Tink help!” The goblin snatched his phone from him, her eyes going back and forth to the door. “Goggles tell Tink how to put this in!”

      “Well, that should save us some time.” He and Dana watched as Tink alternated spinning the large gears, the symbols slowly lining up. It took her a couple of minutes to do, and she stepped back when finished.

      “Let’s see…” He pointed at the top window. “So there’s the sun. Mercury, Venus, Earth…”

      “Mars, Jupiter, Saturn!” Tink jumped to tap the last symbol with a claw. “Tink know order, now know symbols.”

      “Great job,” he told her, ruffling her hair and tweaking one of her horns.

      “Tell Tink great job later,” she said, pinching his ass before standing back.

      He chuckled, then grabbed the lever on the door and pulled. This time, the clunking behind the door continued for several seconds, and a sound like a piston being compressed was followed by the sounds of inner gears.

      “Guess that puzzle wasn’t too—” An icy chill spread through his body as a series of interlocking blades that had been hidden in the door’s design opened like a flower, revealing a glowing yellow gemstone that hummed like a dynamo that was spinning up.

      Tink was just close enough that he could grab her by the hair, and he pulled her to the ground right before the gemstone discharged. A wave of force bounced the two of them down the hall, and Dana, standing in front of the door, was blown through the wall. Plaster and dust fell like snow all along the hallway, causing Mike and Tink to cough.

      The aperture on the door slammed shut, the thin lines of the metal vanishing into the surface. Mike stood, then helped Tink to her feet.

      “You okay?” he asked, brushing dust out of her hair. The goggles had gone askew on her forehead, and she removed them entirely before using the hem of her skirt to wipe the dirt out of her eyes.

      “Tink okay.” She grinned up at him, then licked her lips. “Husband pull Tink hair anytime.”

      “I’ll add it to your kink list. Dana?” He turned his attention to the hole in the wall. On the other side was Yuki’s bedroom, and on her way through, Dana had broken one of the studs, eventually crashing into a set of easels set up along the opposite wall. “Hey, are you okay?”

      All he got was a muffled response, so he opened up Yuki’s door and stepped inside.

      “Sorry, Yuki,” he muttered out loud, on the off chance she would turn the corner and see him. He had promised her on the day she had moved in that he would never trespass on her private space, but he felt like she would understand.

      Her room was full of paints, brushes, and several easels with art in various stages. An image of a beautiful tree dropping blossoms caught his attention, but he shook his head and moved around Yuki’s bed to where Dana had landed. She had pulled the bed’s comforter off on her way down and was wrapped up inside it.

      “Dana?” He crouched and gave her a shake.

      “Mmmf,” she replied.

      “You okay?” He pulled some of the blankets off her, then recoiled in horror.

      Dana’s head was at an unnatural angle, a large lump in the side of her neck. Her arms were still twisted up in the blanket, but he could tell that something was wrong with her shoulder.

      She let out a raspy sigh that sounded more like a cough. “Apparently my neck is broken,” she said, her voice like a scratched record.

      “I… I see that. Um…do you think I should take you to…Zel?”

      Dana stared at him for a couple of seconds, her gray eyes flat and lifeless. “Oh, sorry. I tried to shake my head no. If we can get me…situated, I should be fixable without her help.”

      “Yeah, let’s…uh…” He tenderly moved the blanket off her side, then tried to shift her by dragging the fabric.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      “Trying to move you without hurting…oh.” He grabbed the blanket, dragged her into the middle of the room, and unwrapped her.

      “Dead girl broken bad.” Tink’s features were scrunched up in disgust. “Husband fix?”

      “Of course.” He grabbed Dana’s shoulders and lifted, then placed himself under her torso and stood. She was now hanging over his shoulder, butt first. “Tink, do you think you could try to get that hole patched? Yuki’s more likely to forgive us if she at least has her wall back.”

      “Tink try.” She slipped the goggles over her face and moved to examine the hole. “Whole house broken today. Husband make Tink work too hard.”

      “Sorry, Tink.” He felt bad leaving her with the mess, but Dana needed him first. He carried her down the hall to his room and put her on the bed. With her laid flat, he could see that one shoulder hung much lower than the other, and one of her feet was twisted the wrong way.

      “How should I start?” he asked.

      “Once everything is lined up, I’ll heal.” A weird gurgling noise came from her mouth. “Ugh, I can’t swallow.”

      He looked at her and shivered. She couldn’t see him from her current position, but he was looking at the weird knob in her throat. By rights, if he had been caught in the door’s blast, then the same thing could have happened to him.

      “Let’s start with your foot?” It was more a question than a statement, and he waited for a response.

      “Whatever gets me fixed, but…” She wheezed. “Just start soon, okay?”

      “Okay.” He grabbed her foot and pushed her pant leg up. It looked like a bone in her shin had popped up, so he gave it a tentative push. “So just shove it back?”

      “You can try. I’ve had this break before. It seems that my injuries cause weak points sometimes. Twist my foot around and then push on the raised part.”

      He felt nauseous but tensed his jaw and did what she said. Her skin was cool to the touch, and he almost got sick when he felt how springy the bone was when he pushed on it.

      “You gonna play with it or put it back?”

      “Sorry.” He pushed on it a couple times, then climbed onto the bed and held her foot in place with his knees before using his body weight and both hands to shove the bone back into place.

      He felt a shifting beneath her skin as the bone mended, and when he lifted his hands, the bone stayed down. “Is that better?”

      “No idea. My neck is broken, remember?”

      “Oh. Right.” He moved toward her shoulder, then grimaced. Maybe he should have taken her to Zel, or someone with any sort of medical experience, because he was freaking out a little. “How about the shoulder?”

      “Dead girls don’t swell up. If you can rotate it around, all you have to do is pop it back in.” She coughed, then let out another wheeze. “It won’t hurt me, so get creative.”

      “Once more unto the breach, I guess.” He grabbed her shoulder and wiggled it around, trying to picture it as something other than a human arm. He gave the arm a push where he thought it should go and felt the bone inside scrape against the socket.

      “You seriously don’t feel that?”

      “Even if I could, it would just be uncomfortable. Like, the pressure would be there but no pain.”

      “Okay, well, then let’s get it over with.” He straddled her torso, picked up her arm, and leaned into her. This took several minutes of trial and error, but eventually he felt something give and her arm popped back into its socket.

      “Oh yeah, just like that,” Dana groaned.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Dead girl humor. It’s a thing Lily does.” She turned her eyes toward him, so he leaned into view so she could see him better.

      “Ah, yes. Lily. She makes life interesting.”

      “She makes death interesting too.”

      “Glad to know you didn’t break your sense of humor when you went through that wall.” To be honest, he wasn’t even sure he had heard her crack a joke before.

      “It’s deadpan humor.” One side of her lips twitched into a brief smile.

      “Was that…a zombie joke?”

      “It’s either laugh or scream. I’m lying on your bed with a broken neck, trying not to freak out a little, so if you don’t mind?”

      “Right, sorry.” He got off the bed and positioned himself over her head. “So what do I do here?”

      “What’s it look like?”

      “Well, your head is crooked, and—”

      “No, tell me what it looks like.”

      “Oh. There’s a lump in your neck where it’s crooked, so… I wonder if I just need to push your head back on top of it?”

      “Won’t hurt to try.”

      He knelt by the bed and slid his hands under her scalp. Her hair was completely gray now, just like her eyes. “I’m going to pull, okay?”

      “Pull straight toward you. You’re fighting all those muscles in there right now. Don’t be afraid to get rough with it.”

      “But… What if…” The image of Dana’s head somehow separating from her body was ludicrous, but he couldn’t help himself.

      “Then Sulyvahn and I can start a club, or something. Maybe even a goth band. He’s already got the outfit for it.”

      He laughed. “I keep forgetting that guy is out there. I’ve had too much on my mind recently. Have you met him? What do you think?”

      “Not much to think about, really.”

      He pressed his feet against the frame of the bed and pulled. Dana slid toward him, and he swore to himself. He sat down and raised his feet, placing them on her shoulders.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      “Bracing myself.” He pushed with his feet and held tight to her jaw. Her skull slid along the bones of her spine, and the crackling noise alone turned his stomach.

      “Oh, I hate how that sounds,” she said.

      “That makes both of us.” He relaxed for a second and then tensed up again, hooking his fingers around her skull. He took a deep breath and yanked as hard as he could, trying to ignore the popping sounds and sensations.

      There was a loud crack, and Dana let out another groan. Her head now seemed to be properly seated, and the lump was finally gone.

      “Just like that, right?” Mike asked.

      “It’s like popping your elbow, times a million. All that buildup and then a moment of…” She blinked a few times, then looked toward Mike. “Um… I still can’t move.”

      “Oh shit, let me feel.” He worked his fingers along her spine. Though he had no idea what he was doing, he figured he would notice something really off. Already, he was thinking of the best way to get Dana to the centaurs. He really should have taken her there first instead of trying to deal with the issue himself, but he had wanted to be helpful.

      At least he couldn’t kill his patient by accident.

      “I don’t feel anything weird. Your neck feels normal.” He stood and leaned over her, then frowned. “I think I might know the problem.”

      “Well?” Though she looked at him, her eyes were completely unfocused. Her skin was now an unhealthy shade of gray, and her face had sunken in just a little.

      “You look dead. Like, no joking or anything, but you look bad.”

      “Shit.” She frowned, which looked like a quirky smile from where he stood. “I fucked up my leg earlier. I can only regenerate so much without…”

      “Say no more.” He made a dash down through the house to the kitchen and removed one of her few remaining shot glasses of spunk. He went back to his room and pulled the lid off. “Let’s see if this does the trick.”

      The moment he had uncorked the glass, Dana’s nostrils flared, and she opened her mouth wide, making him think of a baby bird waiting for its meal. He poured the fluid down her throat and watched her swallow it.

      Seconds later, she inhaled sharply through her nose, and he heard a couple of pops throughout her body.

      “What was that?” he asked.

      “My ribs, apparently.” She looked at him. “I can sort of feel my body now, but I still can’t move.”

      “Should I get some more…food for you?”

      “Uh…” She was breathing hard now, indecision on her face. “I think I’ll need something stronger, actually. And soon.”

      “Here, we can have Naia help.”

      “No, wait.” The faraway look in her eyes had turned to something else, and he recognized it for what it was. Hunger. “I mean… It’s a little bit weird, but we can both be adults about it, right?”

      “Yes, of course. If you’re sure.” He knew how she felt about sex with a man, and had done everything in his power to keep her from feeling like she had to. The last thing he wanted was to be resented. After all, it was partially his fault she was a zombie to begin with, and knowing she had to do this to remain alive and sane often filled him with guilt.

      “Oh, I’m sure. Absolutely sure.” A bit of a spark had returned to her eyes, and she was licking her lips. “Like, if you don’t do something soon, I’m going to freak out.”

      “Okay, yeah, I get it.” He started to unbuckle his pants, then frowned. “So…you can’t really move.”

      “You’re stating the obvious.”

      “But then how… Like should I just…”

      “Just rub one out, okay?” Her voice was strained. “Blow your load on my face. Really. Less talking, more jerking.”

      “Uh, yeah.” He pulled his cock out of his pants, and Dana inhaled sharply, staring at it like a starving orphan at Thanksgiving dinner. He stroked himself a few times, and his cock hardened in his hand, now standing at full attention. When he looked down at Dana, drool was running along her cheeks, and he swayed his cock from side to side.

      Her eyes followed, her entire focus on his thick shaft. Seeing how enthralled she was with his meaty member gave him a rush, and he used his other hand to tug down on his balls, preparing himself for the task at hand.

      His magic woke up now, humming through his veins with nowhere to go. It crawled along his chest and belly first, then ran across his thighs before rolling up his spine and repeating the process. The sensation was both pleasurable and a bit distracting.

      Dana made a noise similar to a whimper, and he saw that her attention was caught by a single bead of precum that had spilled over the top of his cock and clung to the ridge of his glans.

      He moved closer, his cock hovering just over her mouth. Should he flick it and try to get it in her mouth? Saliva was running down her cheeks now, so he moved his cock closer to her mouth with the intention of pushing the drop in with his finger.

      Her tongue flicked out and caught it, and his magic briefly shifted in her direction while they were in contact.

      “Oh fuck, I hate how much I love it.” She smacked her lips and looked up at him. “More, I need more.”

      “I’m working on it.” Seeing her naturally cool demeanor vanish was unsettling, but this version of her seemed easy to please. He stroked faster, letting the magic flow through his groin and up his back, willing it to expedite the process.

      A clear glob formed on the head of his cock, and he lowered it for her to lick again. This time, he held it in place long enough for her to lick it free, then use her tongue to explore his urethra and clean out any extra. When he pulled his cock away, she let out a whimper, so he put it back where she could reach it.

      The progression was natural, and when his cock hit the edge of her lips, she sucked him in, forming a seal with her lips while her tongue explored the surface of his cock.

      Dana’s inexperience giving blow jobs was nothing compared to the absolute enthusiasm with which she slobbered all over his dick. He had no idea how much of his precum she consumed, but her fingers began to twitch, which was a good sign. She was swallowing constantly now, making tiny moans afterward.

      “Mmm, oh yeah.” He spread his legs and squatted a bit to get a better angle, stroking his cock the whole time. Tiny little sparks shot out of the head of his cock and into Dana, and her arms spasmed with each one.

      He knew his semen was altered by magic, but was the magic itself something she could consume? It seemed a testable theory, so he willed it to build up in his cock, hoping it would help her recover faster.

      Dana clenched her fingers into a fist, and her arms twitched.

      “Are you—” he asked, but her arms flipped over her head, and she circled his waist with them. With a yank, she pulled his cock into her mouth, then let out a muffled sigh of contentment.

      The head of his cock now pressed against the back of her throat, and he couldn’t help himself. He pressed into her, then pulled back, letting out a grunt as he released another trickle in her mouth. She let go of his waist and was using her hand to jack him off. Her other hand moved to the waistband of her pants, then slid underneath.

      Well, she seemed enthusiastic enough. He put his hands on her forehead and thrust into her mouth some more. She let go of his cock to play with her breasts, and he held on to her shoulders to make the process easier. He slid himself into her mouth as far as he could go, then pulled out. She let out a grunt, and he pulled his cock free. Large, sticky strands of cum and spit temporarily connected them.

      “You good?” he asked.

      “I don’t…need to…breathe…” Her eyes were flickering between gray and blue, so he shrugged and shoved himself back into her throat. She moaned in delight, forming another vacuum seal and inhaling him even farther. A bulge formed beneath her jaw, and he realized that he was now sliding into her esophagus.

      He started slow, fucking her face while the pressure in his cock built. The process was slow at first, and when she opened her eyes, he could see the sparks inside them, radiating out and along her face. Little jolts of static turned her hair from gray to blonde, and the color was coming back to her skin.

      She unbuttoned her pants to shove both hands down the front, her movements now frantic. Her legs spasmed a couple of times, and one foot kicked hard enough that a shoe fell off.

      Groaning, Mike grabbed Dana’s jaw and fucked her mouth vigorously, his orgasm approaching. Dana seemed to sense it too, and she let out an encouraging moan. Watching that bulge in her throat move back and forth was almost hypnotic, and he felt the inner walls holding back his orgasm collapse.

      He slowed down his thrusts, let the pressure build, then shoved his cock as far as he could, letting out a growl, filling her throat with cum and magic.

      Dana let out a moan of delight and pulled her hands out of her pants to grab him by the ass and hold him in place. Every swallow was a loud, gulping noise, and she swirled her tongue around, eagerly consuming every last drop. She was making adorable little “mmm” noises around his shaft.

      Suddenly, she screamed around his dick, and sparks erupted from her skin, then traveled along her belly and down between her legs.

      She spat him out. “Oh fuck!” Dana let go of him and shoved her hands down her pants. Growling, she lifted her hips to push her pants down. Her panties soon followed, revealing a pair of thighs slick with her juices.

      “Shit! Shit! Shit!” Dana was masturbating furiously, her hands alternating between her clit and her vagina. She tried to sit up but kept falling back down.

      “Are…you okay?”

      “I need to come!” She looked at him with desperation in her eyes. The sparks were jumping all across her now, running circles around her thighs and stomach. “I…need to…fuck!”

      “Let me get you to the tub.” He grabbed her by the shoulders, intending to take her to Naia, but Dana grabbed him and yanked him down onto the bed.

      “But… I thought…”

      “Just…shut up. Don’t talk.” She rolled him onto his back with a surprising amount of strength, then sat up. “Don’t…don’t say anything. Please.”

      He held a finger to his lips, then pretended to lock them and throw away the key.

      She closed her eyes and mounted him, her suddenly warm body sinking down onto him.

      “Oh, fuck! Fuck me!” She put her hands on his stomach, then leaned back and rode him. One hand was frantically working at her clitoris while she used the other to squeeze her breast. She was nearly manic now, letting out loud shrieks that had him covering his ears. What was wrong with her?

      The sparks were circling her belly now, crawling up to disappear beneath her shirt. She leaned forward, her hips rolling wildly as she took in a deep breath and shrieked one final time, her whole body shuddering as the sparks jumped from her, back into Mike.

      He was already hard, but the throbbing in his cock threatened to undo him. He grabbed her by the hips and thrust into her, and she let out a gasp.

      “Stop!” She slid off his cock and rolled onto her back, breathing hard.

      “Everything okay?” He sat up and looked at her.

      “If you keep going…we’ll be at this all day…” She sucked in a mouthful of air, then let it out. “I…feel weird like…” Her blue eyes turned toward him. “I feel alive.”

      Looking at her, he had to agree. She had consumed his cum many times, but this was the first time he had used his magic. Not only did Dana’s skin have the healthy glow of a living woman, but she looked winded from the effort.

      “Oh my God, I’m alive!” Tears formed in the corners of her eyes, and she held up her hands to look at them. “I can feel my heart beating, and oh my God, so many emotions, I’m actually—” Her eyes crossed for a second, and her head twitched to one side. Her whole body spasmed for about ten seconds and Mike realized she was suffering a seizure.

      “Holy shit, Dana!” He held her on the bed and wondered if he needed to do something to keep her from biting her tongue. Eventually, the seizure faded, and she opened her eyes, her gaze meeting his.

      “I died again.” She sat up with a sigh, then looked at her hands. Oddly enough, it looked like she was holding back tears. “But I still feel way better than I did.”

      “You…you scared me.” He sat away from her on the bed.

      “I was scared too.” She took a moment to put her panties back on, deliberately looking away from him. “Hey, I’m sorry this is so weird for us. I wish it was easier, like with the others. I’m just carrying too much baggage. Stuff about Alex and…yeah.”

      “Huh? You have nothing to feel bad about, I’m sorry that…well, everything.” He was also sorry that he couldn’t will his erection to go away but kept that bit to himself. “I’m sorry you have to keep doing this.”

      A thin smile crossed her lips. “Well, one of these days, we’ll get things fixed so I don’t have to. Please don’t take that the wrong way. What we just did was…fun. You’re still just not my type.”

      He let out a chuckle. “If I ever figure out how to turn into a woman, I’ll do it just for you.”

      “That’s probably not a promise you should make, knowing what you know.” She found her pants and put them back on, then retightened her ponytail. “Chances are good that something in this place can do that.”

      The smile slipped off his face. He had already done something similar in a vision, so it wasn’t much of a stretch to imagine it being possible. “Okay, well maybe just on a temporary basis. Nothing permanent.”

      Done putting on her clothes, she turned to face him, her mouth open as if to say something.

      “WHAT THE FUCK HAPPENED TO MY ROOM?!?” Yuki cried from the hallway.

      “Sounds like the others are back.” Dana winked and headed for the door. “Let’s go help Tink deal with Yuki.”

      Mike let out a sigh and put his dick away. There was no rest for the wicked, after all. He adjusted his clothes and walked out of his room and down the hall. He could hear the kitsune’s distressed voice inside her room, and Beth was sitting against the wall in the hallway, clutching Jenny to her chest. He stopped in front of her, noticing the haunted look in her eyes.

      “Hey, you okay?” Mike asked.

      Beth looked up at him and nodded, letting out an explosive breath. “Rough day. Is this your fault?” She looked at the hole in the wall.

      “Tried to hack a lock on a magic door and broke our resident zombie. You?”

      “Freddy Krueger-ed by Oliver across the surface of my soul… I think.” She shrugged. “The details are super fuzzy, and I’m having trouble remembering it, which might be for the best.”

      He looked in the room to see Dana holding Yuki’s hands and talking to her in a calming voice. The hole was larger than it had been, and Tink was frantically sawing through a cracked piece of wood at the base. He moved out of view, choosing to stay outside with Beth. “What’s this about Oliver?”

      She explained to him the process of having the demon’s soul piece removed from her own as best she could. When she was done, he helped her stand and showed her the locked door from a safe distance.

      “So it blew Dana through the wall when you put in the wrong code?”

      “Only the second time. We pulled it the first time and nothing happened, so we figured it was safe.”

      “Interesting.” She let out a yawn. “I’m afraid I don’t have any insight. Ratu might, but she’s down in the Labyrinth with our latest guest. Wants to be there when she wakes up, and ask her some questions away from all the weirdness up here.”

      This made him laugh. “I’m glad she considers waking up in a Labyrinth with a snake-skinned sorceress the tame choice. Maybe we need to build a sitting room or something. We could put in a fainting couch and a noise machine.”

      She laughed. For some reason, it sounded musical to him, and he slid down the wall to sit next to her. Though Beth had been there from the beginning, he often forgot that she was just as new to this as he was, and she wasn’t even bound to the house.

      What was this world like through her eyes? he wondered.

      “Oh, there you are… What the fuck happened here?” Sofia stood at the top of the stairs with a stack of books in her hands, her eye wide in surprise.

      “Long story. What’s with the books?”

      Sofia grinned. “Feel like taking a trip to the fairy realm?”

      Mike stood, using the wall for balance. “Tell me how.”

      ---

      Dana walked into her room under the garage, clicking on the light as she entered.

      “Oh, fuck me.” There was a large crack in the far wall and several hairline fractures in the cement up above. She should have Tink look at it after she was done repairing the broken wall in Yuki’s room. The small fractures didn’t look too bad, so she could have Tink verify it for her later. For now, she needed somewhere away from the others.

      Well, not all of them. Ticktock was the piano again, and was now playing some classical music for her in the corner. She and the mimic had been practicing music together in yet another one of her nightly pursuits.

      She sat down in her game chair and took a deep breath, then picked up a nearby pillow and screamed into it.

      Screams of rage were forced into the soft cushion of the pillow. Hysterical sobbing came next, followed by unrestrained laughter, followed by more crying. Her fingers dug into the pillow so hard that she was tearing holes in it, and this went on for nearly an hour.

      When she had swallowed Mike’s cum, his magic had passed into her, raw and unfiltered. In the moments that followed, she had felt warm blood rushing through her veins and heard her heart beating in her ears. At the same time, every dulled emotion she had experienced since her first death had tried to force its way forward, replaying in her mind on repeat, and if not for her faux death afterward, she wondered if she would have gone insane.

      Barely able to contain herself, she had quietly helped Tink patch Yuki’s wall and come down here to let it all out, and when it rained, it poured.

      Her mind was playing out conversations, confrontations, and moments of terror that had all been waiting in her mind for her to dissect and emotionally process. Ticktock was no longer playing music but had wandered over with a small blanket. Tiny metal hands draped it over her shoulder, but she couldn’t even articulate her thanks.

      It was sometime in the middle of the night before she was finally able to gain control once more, the part of her brain responsible for emotion finally sweeping the rest of her feelings out. Her dead anatomy allowed her to shed very few tears, but she still felt raw and drained afterward. What was happening to her?

      She stripped down to take a look at her body in the mirror. Old scars had mostly faded, and the weird clicking she sometimes got in her knee was gone. The really bad scar on her shoulder was faded, and the thin lines on her thighs where Lily had removed her legs for an airplane trip were nonexistent.

      It was like a reset. But why?

      Had it been the sex itself? It hadn’t been unpleasant, though she did have to close her eyes and pretend she was riding Alex wearing a strap-on.

      And what was with those weird sparks of his? They had crawled inside her and driven her absolutely out of her mind, which was the only reason she had even considered fucking him in the first place. The regenerative properties of his semen did wonders, but had his magic done more?

      The air filled with the stink of fire and sulfur, and Lily appeared.

      “Hey, so I just had an interesting—” The succubus sniffed the air. “Holy shit, you fucked him, didn’t you?” Lily stood in the middle of Dana’s room, and she scanned Dana’s body first, her eyes eventually sliding up to the cracks in the ceiling. “Oh. Looks like I missed something.”

      Dana sighed. “Yeah, today has been busy. Mike opened a box, which made a new part of the house appear. He got attacked by a cat woman, and I got my neck broken by a magic door. I thought I could just let him jerk off in my mouth to help me fix it, but things got carried away and—”

      “Ha!” Lily wagged a finger in her face. “I knew it would happen eventually! Spill the details.” Lily’s outfit transformed into a set of pajamas, and she hovered in the air as if lying on her belly, her face held up by her hands. “Did he kiss you? Did you kiss him? Ooh, where did you let him blow his—”

      Dana stepped forward and pinched Lily’s lips shut. “It started as a blow job, and I think his magic did something to me, and I got carried away. That’s all I want to say about it.”

      Lily pulled her lips free. “Oh, please. I know a little girl talk isn’t going to hurt your feelings. You’re dead and don’t care that much.”

      “It’s uncomfortable.” She plopped down in one of her chairs. “Like, I enjoyed it, but I didn’t.”

      “Why not?” The humor had gone out of Lily’s face.

      “You know how the hunger is. It overrides everything. Mike could be a five-hundred-pound tub of lard with a micropenis and halitosis, and I would still have these thoughts about eating his cum.”

      “Except he’s not.” Lily sat down on the arm of Dana’s chair. “You could do far worse than Romeo, believe me.”

      “I know, but…” It was a difficult thing to put into words. She knew her attraction to him was artificial. The closest thing she could compare it to was an addiction, maybe. Her body was a thousand percent in favor of hooking up with him if it meant she could taste some of his sweet cum.

      In her head and heart, though, she had no desire to be with him sexually or otherwise, except as a friend. He wasn’t Alex, nor was he the soft, curvy vision she craved. She enjoyed burying her head between a pair of breasts, or hearing cute little moans while eating someone out. It was like eating tofu when she was perfectly capable of eating steak, so why settle?

      And what would it mean for her? When she was alive, she knew who she was and had the emotional scars to prove it. Years of coming to terms with her sexuality, exploring a relationship with another woman, learning to take pride in owning her identity. Did sucking dick somehow make all that go away?

      “Is it because he isn’t Alex and you’re afraid he somehow threatens your identity and sexuality?” Lily slipped her arm around Dana’s neck and slid down into the chair, shoving her over until they both fit.

      “I hate it when you’re blunt like that. But yes.” She sighed. “I still have all my old feelings, but these new ones disagree with them. I feel like I’m in high school all over again, trying to figure out why the cheerleaders excite me more than the football players.”

      No sooner had the words left her mouth than Lily’s outfit became a cheerleading uniform.

      “So I hear you’re into sporty girls?” She winked, then stuck out her tongue. “Here’s something for you to consider: what is it hurting?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “What does it hurt? Wanting to suck his dick, maybe get laid. Like, why the inner struggle? Why not just roll with it? It seems to do wonders for your skin.” She ran her fingers along the missing scars.

      “I…don’t know.” She hung her head. Despite having all the time in the world at night, it was something she couldn’t wrap her head around. When she had been killed by the necromancer Daryl, he had made certain that most of her emotions surrounding Alex were preserved in order to guarantee her obedience.

      If Daryl had simply wiped her clean and it was a matter of survival, then yes, it would be easy to just go with it. Very little would be complicated for her, and she could easily make the time to eat some spunk every few days. Any disgust or revulsion she may have once had would be dampened as it was now. In truth, it was easily the most delicious substance she had ever tasted.

      However, every swallow felt like a betrayal. Not just a betrayal of Alex. She could live with having sex with Lily or Naia, because she knew Alex would understand that she needed to move on. If she had never died, she would eventually have found someone anyway.

      No, the betrayal that hurt the most was of the person she used to be. Alex had played such an important part in helping Dana discover and accept who she really was, which meant all those feelings were still there, bleeding through every moment of the night and day and conflicting with the numb reality she now faced.

      “Hey.” Lily wiped her thumb across Dana’s cheek, revealing moisture. “I didn’t think you could cry.”

      “Until today, I didn’t think I still could.” She leaned her head on Lily’s shoulder. “I don’t know who I am anymore, and it should hurt more than it does, and that scares me.”

      “Hey. You’re you. That’s all that should matter.” Lily’s voice was soft, and she put her arms around Dana’s shoulder and pulled her tight against her. The cheerleading outfit was gone, replaced with the pajamas she had been wearing. The succubus rearranged the blanket until they were both properly under it. “And when you’re not certain? I’ll be here to remind you.”

      Dana moved her hand beneath the blanket, her fingers slipping between Lily’s.

      ---

      Lily disappeared in the early hours of the morning to, according to her, deal with the boogeyman, leaving Dana behind. The early hours were lonely, and she filled the time by messing around with the drone some more. Eventually, the sun came up, and she wandered out of her lair to the world above. Naia sat in her fountain, her eyes on the back gate.

      “Oh, good morning!” Naia did a little pirouette, then blew her a kiss.

      “Hi.” She looked at the gate. “What are you looking at?”

      “Thought I heard something.” The nymph sank into the fountain, her body disappearing beneath the water up to her shoulders. “It’s been unusually quiet this morning. Everybody is busy getting ready to send Mike and Beth to the fairy realm.”

      “Really?” She replayed the memories in her head from last night. After helping Tink, she had rushed straight to the garage, caught up in her own head. “When are they leaving?”

      “Tonight, when it gets dark, but I don’t know the full details.” She bobbed up and down, sending ripples through the water. “I hope he isn’t gone for too long.”

      “I’m sure he’ll be fine. He seems unusually lucky when it comes to stuff like this.”

      Naia laughed. “Trouble also sure does seem to find him.”

      Dana laughed, then went inside. Mike and the others were sitting around the table going over the details of his trip, but she noticed there was no sign of Beth. After a few minutes of listening, she realized none of the plans required her expertise so wandered off to find something else to keep her busy.

      The house still had some damage from yesterday, so she spent time doing basic repairs. On more than one occasion, she found herself looking up at the third floor of the new addition.

      From the outside, it had a dome-like structure with no windows, which meant it was going to be difficult to get inside. Replacing busted shingles and spackling over cracks became boring after several hours, and she decided to go check out the third-floor door again.

      A small squad of rats had been stationed outside the door. A couple of them were keeping watch, but the rest were playing a card game on the floor when she arrived.

      “Seen anything interesting?” Dana asked.

      The rats looked at the door, then back to her and shrugged.

      The wall across from the door was patched up with some spare particle board and a thin layer of newly applied plaster around the edges. It was what she and Tink had finished the previous night and was probably what the goblin would work on tomorrow if given a chance.

      Behind her, she heard the click of a door. When she turned around, she saw Beth coming out of her room. There were dark circles under her eyes, and her hair was unkempt. She was wearing a long T-shirt and nothing else, and she smelled delicious—an odor reminiscent of butter cookies and roses, with just a hint of spice beneath.

      “Oh, thought I heard someone.” She yawned, then looked at the rats. “How is everybody today?”

      The rats gave a series of chirps and squeaks in response, then went back to their game. Beth walked over and stood next to Dana, then looked at the door. “Heard you had a bad experience with this thing.”

      “Yeah.” The experience itself hadn’t been bad; it was the aftermath that had triggered some issues. Still, she saw no need to correct her. “It’s password protected. You’re sleeping in pretty late. It’s almost one in the afternoon.”

      “I feel like shit.” She yawned again. “I was up late going over fairy etiquette, and when I fell asleep, I had a bunch of nightmares. I think having that piece of demon removed from my soul was kind of like a spiritual teeth cleaning and I’m still sore or something.”

      “Oh? What does that feel like?”

      “I’m a fucking grouch. Don’t feel good about going tonight, but that’s not up to me.”

      “Why not ask Mike to wait? If you aren’t feeling good, I’m sure he would understand.”

      “Actually, he did offer to wait. Time flows differently in the fairy realm, and I don’t want Cecilia to wait another five years or something because I’m dealing with a demonic hangover.” She rubbed her eyes and yawned again. “Anyway, I’m going to get some coffee. You want some?”

      “I do.”

      “Great, let me change first.” Beth went back in her room.

      Dana waited in the hall for a few minutes, and when Beth emerged, she wore a pair of jeans and a button-up shirt. Her hair was piled high with a clip, and they walked down the stairs together, then skirted the conversation in the dining hall. Once in the kitchen, Beth saw there was coffee in the pot and poured a pair of glasses for both of them. She opened the door of the fridge and grabbed the creamer and then a shot glass of spunk for Dana.

      “I’ll try not to mix them up.” She winked, then put some cream in her coffee. “So can you really not drink anything without adding this stuff to it?”

      “I tried it once.” Dana picked up her cup, not sure how to tell Beth she wasn’t interested in the coffee but her company. “It doesn’t taste like anything, really.”

      “So is it just numb in your mouth? Like, completely flavorless?”

      “Essentially. Imagine if someone poured a glass of water in a recent coffee cup and then tasted it.” She took a sip to demonstrate, but her mouth was suddenly flooded with the bitter taste of dark roast, causing her to spit it out immediately.

      “Hey, you don’t have to prove—”

      “No, that’s not it.” Dana took another sip of coffee, then looked at Beth in awe. “I can taste it!”

      “Wait, really?” Beth frowned at her own cup. “Is it…because…”

      “No, I know what that tastes like, and this isn’t it.” She took another sip. “It tastes terrible, like it’s burned, but it’s actually coffee.” It was like some of her taste buds had randomly activated and were taking their best guess at what the dark fluid should taste like without properly consulting one another.

      “Well, cheers, then.” Beth held up her glass. “To the mysteries of the Radley house.”

      “Indeed. I think I’ll pass on the cream this morning. Don’t know when I’ll need it.” She didn’t feel like spending the afternoon feeling horny, not after last night anyway, and she wanted to have a clear head.

      Dana took the shot glass and put it back in the fridge, noticing that a couple extra glasses had been placed there already. It seemed like Mike had prepared for a semilong departure, just in case.

      That was who Mike Radley was. In all the time she had lived in the house, she was still looking at him as the man she had to deal with, forced to consume his juices to stay alive. But he was also the man who went out of his way to help her be comfortable, who always gave the others choices, and who rubbed out some extra man juice for her, knowing he would be away soon. He was constantly thinking of others and trying to make them all happy.

      “Hey, you good?” Beth put a hand on Dana’s wrist. “You zoned out there.”

      “Yeah, just thinking.” It wasn’t only Mike she thought about. Had she ever had a conversation with Beth before? They had lived together for a while now, and Beth was the only other human woman that lived there. They had both been pulled into this crazy-ass world against their will, so they probably had more in common than she realized.

      “About?”

      “Just stuff and things.” She had properly moved in after her trek across the States and was in a holding pattern until Ratu told her what to do next. But even though she had become a part of the household, she hadn’t spent much time with the others outside of what was necessary. If she truly admitted it, she had been treating the home as a rest stop.

      But to where?

      “Well, I guess I’ll leave you to it.” Beth smiled and headed for the door. “Duty calls.”

      “Later.” Dana took another sip of her coffee, then dumped it out. The excitement of being able to taste it didn’t dampen the fact that it tasted nasty. She rinsed out the cup, then put it back where it belonged.

      A quick trip into the dining room revealed that everybody but Beth had scattered. She was sitting over some old books and scribbling notes to herself, so Dana left her alone and kept going. Moving from room to room, she couldn’t help but notice just how much life and movement there was. Everybody seemed to have a job and pursued it with gusto.

      She walked out into the front yard and wandered into the garden, moving through the maze with ease. If she closed her eyes, she could picture it down to the inch. Many restless nights had been spent wandering it, and it was properly mapped out in her mind.

      “The house seems busy today.” Sulyvahn was sitting on the sundial with a faint smile on his face.

      “Oh. Hi.” She tilted her head. “Should you really be doing that?”

      “Doin’ what?” A look of concern crossed his face.

      “Sitting on the sundial.”

      “I…don’t see why not.” He hopped down and inspected it. “It doesn’t seem cracked or anything.”

      “Never mind.” She remembered how abrupt she had been with him yesterday morning and wondered if it was too late to get a fresh start and be friendly to the newcomer. “Sorry about yesterday. I was in a hurry.”

      “Hmm? Oh, right.” He laughed. “I’m used to it. People usually run and scream when they see me comin’, so I hardly noticed.”

      “Why do they run and scream?”

      “It’s my job. Huntin’ down the departed.” He squinted one eye. “Ye look different today. Somethin’s changed.”

      She nodded. “I think something has. I couldn’t tell you what though, so feel free to enlighten me.”

      “That’s the queer bit. I can’t quite figure it out myself, but I get a feelin’ off o’ ye.” He looked over Dana’s shoulder at the small shed Tink was finishing up. The rats were already inside, the sounds of their teeth chewing into wood carrying across the yard. “As for that, I’ve already heard. Sounds like Mike is plannin’ to go see Her Majesty.”

      “Who did you hear that from?”

      “It isn’t exactly a secret. They were all out here this mornin’ chattin’ about it.” He grabbed Dana’s wrist and pulled her toward him. “Beggin’ yer pardon, but if ye’ve any sway with the man, ye should beg him not to go.”

      Her first impulse was to pull away from the dullahan, but his dark eyes somehow conveyed sincerity. His lips were pulled into a tight frown, and he looked past her at the shed.

      “I mean it. If he goes over there, he may never come back.”

      “You seem adamant against him going.”

      “I’ll let ye in on a little secret.” He lowered his voice. “The fae realm is borin’. Has been for many of yer years now. It’s complicated, but somethin’ happened a ways back that caused the queen to forbid the fae from interactin’ with humans outside o’ the old contracts. She dinna want my kind and yer kind mixin’, ye see.”

      “What happened?”

      “I canna say.”

      Dana rolled her eyes.

      “No, really. Like, I can’t speak the words at all. She forbade us from speakin’ o’ it, and when the queen forbids somethin’, we canna do it, even if we want to.”

      “Are you afraid of her?”

      “No more than a child fears its mother, but she has her own ways. She does pity those who incur the wrath o’ the queen.” He shivered. “Would ye at least talk to him?”

      “No.” She curled up one side of her lips into a grin. “When Mike decides he is doing something, it’s no different from when the queen forbids it.”

      Sulyvahn laughed, a sound that was a cross between a bark and the cawing of a crow. “Well now, an unstoppable force versus an immovable object. I wonder who will win?”

      She looked across the yard. Tink was inspecting the outer perimeter of the shed, and a few centaurs had come over to help her. Reggie was staring into the open door of the shed and reading off a sheet of paper.

      “I guess we will have to find out.” She left him there, in the garden, and wandered up to the porch. The debris in the yard had been cleared away, and Cecilia’s swing had been moved to the far side of the door, away from the damaged porch. She took a seat and watched the world pass by, wondering what her place in it should be. She thought about the sudden urge to self-reflect and if it was somehow related to yesterday.

      The hours crept by, and when it was dark, she could hear the others eating dinner inside. Out in the yard, a few centaurs were doing some final maintenance on the grounds before clearing out for the night, and Sulyvahn kept them company, his dark form wandering among the shrubs.

      Hours after the sun had set, she was startled from her thoughts by a commotion inside the house. Mike came outside, reset the sundial, and ran back in without another word. Curious, she followed him in to see the others were standing in the living room waiting for him. He was wearing a sports coat with a button-down shirt and fresh-pressed slacks. Even though his tie was crooked, Dana had to admit that he cut a striking figure. Tink, Yuki, and Sofia stood nearby, and Reggie watched from the stairs while sitting next to Jenny.

      “Special occasion?” Dana asked.

      “You can say that.” He checked his pockets, pulling out an assortment of odd items and a couple sheets of paper. “Hoping to gain an audience with the queen. Gotta dress for the occasion.”

      “Well, you look nice. What’s all that stuff?” She gestured at his pockets.

      “Um, well…” He looked up at Sofia. “Have you ever watched any of the James Bond spy movies?”

      She nodded. “My dad was a fan, so I watched them. Loved all the gadgets that Q built for him. It was my favorite part of each movie.”

      “Okay, well, these are fairy-realm-specific gadgets.” He opened his hand to reveal a bunch of shiny buttons. “Nothing dangerous to the fae themselves, but there are other creatures that live there that may cause problems, so it should be okay.”

      “Mike.” She moved close to him, her eyes on his. “You do realize you’re holding a handful of buttons and calling them spy gadgets. Are you sure you’re up for this?”

      “Smaller fae are distracted by shiny objects,” Sofia explained. “We went with buttons instead of coins to avoid taking iron into their realm.”

      “Still, though…buttons.” Maybe Sulyvahn was right, but she had no idea what to say to Mike to talk him out of it. “What else do you have in there?”

      “Ah, well, a few different things. Oh, and some snacks. Apparently we shouldn’t eat anything while we’re there, just in case.”

      “Buttons. And snacks.” She shook her head. “I hope Beth is better prepared than you are.”

      “Always am.” Beth’s voice came from up the stairs, followed by her footsteps. Everyone looked up the stairs as Beth descended. She wore a red blazer over a white blouse with a matching red skirt, and her hair was pulled up into a bun. She carried a messenger bag slung over one shoulder. “I’ve got everything I need, anyway.”

      “Okay, so I think we’re ready.” Mike clapped his hands together and looked at the others.

      “Almost,” Beth said when she got to the bottom of the stairs. She adjusted the collar of Mike’s dress shirt and then retied his tie for him. “There. Now you look like you’re ready to meet the queen.”

      His face turned red, and Beth ran her hand down his tie, pressing it flat against his chest. “Do you have everything?”

      “I do,” he replied.

      “I really think I should be going with you,” Yuki said, scowling at both of them.

      “I would love to have you with me, but we want to be a nonthreat. Just me and my attorney.” He flashed Beth a smile.

      “And Tink!” the goblin piped up.

      “Not Tink.” He patted her on the head. “I need all of you here to watch the house. I just reset the dial, but you will all need to keep an eye out for me, okay?”

      Tink rolled her eyes and sat down on the couch, her face stuck in a frown.

      “Oh, and Dana… You good?” he asked.

      She nodded. “Yeah. I’m in good shape for a few days now, thank you.”

      His cheeks turned red again, and he looked at Reggie. “Okay, I think we’re ready.”

      “Follow me, Caretaker.” Reggie took them outside where a small shed had been built in the front yard. Sulyvahn was waiting for them, leaning against the frame of the shed and shaking his head.

      “Is there a problem?” Mike asked.

      “This is a terrible idea. The queen is…” The dullahan sighed. “I can’t stop ye. Friendly advice is all.”

      “You could just lead us there.”

      “Nope. Worse idea. Anyone showing up in yer company is in for a world of hurt. Mark my words.” Sulyvahn stepped away from the shed. “Yer welcome to yer fate; let no man stand in yer way.” He threw Dana a knowing wink, and she thought back on his words.

      “On that, we see eye to eye.” Mike looked at the others. “We will be back as soon as possible. We know that time can be weird in there, but based on Ratu’s calculations, the fairy realm should be close to synced up with ours. Every hour here will be three in there, so I’m hoping we will be back by tomorrow night.”

      Hugs were quickly exchanged, then Mike opened the door to the shed. Inside, a portal had been opened in the wall. Through it Dana could see a starlit sky and a mossy forest with large rocks scattered about. A cold breeze came through the portal and washed over the front yard.

      Mike chuckled and looked at Beth. “I’m looking forward to seeing you in action. Ever try a case before royalty?”

      “There’s a first time for everything. But if this works, it’s going on my résumé. And I’m increasing my fee.” Beth winked, then stepped through the portal. Mike followed, and everyone watched as the pair walked through the forest on the other side, using their phones as flashlights.

      “Yer friends are bitin’ off more than they can chew,” Sulyvahn said, shaking his head. “The queen, she will not be amused.”

      Dana looked at him, then over her shoulder. Abella clung to the roof of the porch, her tail curled up on the shingles behind her. Tink sat on the front step of the porch next to Yuki, both of them scowling. In the window, Jenny had pressed herself against the glass.

      “In my opinion, if something happens to them, it’s your queen who should be careful.” Dana turned her attention back to the shed. Reggie had closed the door, the cold breeze vanishing.

      “Ye think the two o’ them are a match for the queen?” Sulyvahn’s voice was laced with disbelief.

      “Not at all, actually.” She nodded at the others. “It’s them she needs to worry about. Them…and me.” A smile crossed her face. “And the centaurs too. Everybody would go to Hell and back for Mike.”

      Sulyvahn bowed his head. “I judge the man, but maybe it’s the company he keeps that should impress me.”

      “Now you’re getting it. I—”

      A loud blast of thunder shook the front yard, and the others stepped off the porch, eyes to the sky. A second blast came, followed by a third, but the sky was clear in every direction. Abella’s head was clutched tightly in her hands as she protected her ears, and the Jabberwock lifted its head, sniffing the air.

      “It’s coming from there!” Yuki pointed at the shed. A bright light had filled the shed, increasing in intensity until the whole building glowed like a light bulb. The kitsune summoned a wall of frost, which the others took cover behind.

      “What the hell is that?” Dana asked, looking to Sulyvahn. His dark eyes were on the ominous light, his mouth hanging open.

      “That…that’s the queen’s magic!” He bolted, running for cover around the side of the house. Dana wondered if she should follow suit when the front door of the shed blew apart, light spilling across the yard. A figure sailed through the air and crashed into the bushes beneath the porch.

      “Husband!” Tink was already running to Mike’s side when another figure was launched from the shed, and Abella leaped into the air from the roof, catching Beth in her talons and landing safely in the yard. The whole shed began to vibrate, the wood shaking itself apart as an electrical field radiated outward. Dana’s hair stood on end, and her body now crackled with her movements. The whole yard was buzzing with electric streamers forming along the edges of the house.

      Dana held up a hand in awe. Thin blue streamers stuck out of her fingers and became bigger when she pushed them together. It was Saint Elmo’s fire, a phenomenon typically caused by an immense buildup of electrical charge. Her feet were getting shocked around the soles of her shoes, and she moved away from the shed, worried about what was to come.

      The shed exploded, and a bright white figure was thrown through the air. It was a woman with long white hair, and she was completely naked. She formed a parabolic path across the yard, scorching the ground beneath her with blasts of miniature lightning.

      Yuki ran beneath the newcomer, both hands blasting ice magic along the front of the house and forming a series of curved trenches. A thick snow drift formed along the roof, and the woman crashed into it, scattering snow everywhere.

      The woman rolled free of the roof and landed in the ice gutter Yuki had formed, then slid down in a giant curve until she emerged from the ice by the front door. She landed on her belly, letting out a grunt of pain.

      Yuki spun around, her green eyes glowing with power as she summoned her magic into a frosty mist before her, her full attention on where the shed had been. Dana looked to see a figure with long blonde curls and translucent wings silhouetted by a bright light standing in what was left of the portal.

      “Is everybody okay?” This was from Reggie, who poked his head up from one of the bushes.

      Dana looked to the others. Tink was kneeling next to Mike, a look of relief on her face. Abella landed next to Yuki, her eyes locked on the winged woman.

      “Beth’s fine,” Abella said. “We’ve got this. Someone go get Cecilia.”

      Dana nodded, then ran up the steps. The crumpled figure moaned in agony with her hands over her face.

      “Hey, it’s okay, you’re ho—” The words stalled on her tongue when the woman on the porch rolled over. She hadn’t known the banshee very well, but it was immediately apparent that the woman on the porch was not their missing spirit.

      A large, fat horn sat in the center of her forehead, and her dark eyes crackled with the fury of a thunderstorm. When her gaze locked with Dana’s, she let out a whimper.

      “I can’t control it anymore,” she whispered.

      The horn was glowing white-hot now, and Dana felt the hair on her body rise as if she had been hooked to a Van De Graaf generator. It was the static field from before, and she could feel the energy building rapidly.

      She sprinted down the stairs just before a lightning bolt blasted free of the horn, the explosive force pushing her facedown into the yard and ripping a hole in the recently patched porch roof, showering the yard with ice and snow. A surge of electrical energy crackled around the newcomer, and lightning cascaded across the yard and roof. The thunder was deafening, and Abella fell to the ground, clutching her head, leaving Yuki to face off against the woman in the portal alone.

      The lightning was blinding, and the house was struck multiple times, eventually casting the neighborhood into darkness when the power was blown.

      Laughter, like the tinkling of bells, washed over the yard.

      Even in her dazed state, Dana felt a sudden rush of arousal at the sound, followed by a strong desire to go after it. It came from the silhouetted figure—who disappeared in a flash of light. The rear wall of the shed fell apart, causing the portal to pop out of existence.

      The silence was piercing.

      Across the yard, she could see the others as they stumbled about, clearly disoriented. Bits of wood, ice, and roofing rained down on the yard.

      “I see ye met the queen,” Sulyvahn called out from the shadows. “She’s a real peach, ain’t she?”
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      “You take me to the nicest places,” Beth said, stepping over a small, mossy rock.

      The world around them was dark, and the light from their cell phones poorly illuminated the forest floor. A breeze had formed as the cool night air of Ireland blew through the portal into Mike’s front yard. The portal had been chewed into the inner wall of a crumbling home out in the woods, obviously long forgotten.

      “I do my best.” He stepped over a large rock and offered his hand when she stepped over. “There’s a depression on this side, hard to see.”

      “It’s not that—”

      The depression was deeper than expected, and she lost her balance. When she tumbled forward, Mike caught her effortlessly in his arms. Her feet dangled above the ground, and he quickly set her down and cleared his throat.

      “Sorry. Should have warned you better,” he said, then knelt. “So how big is this fairy ring supposed to be? I can’t see anything. The ground is the same color everywhere.”

      “Reggie said it was a short walk from the portal.” The fairy ring in question was actually a ring of mushrooms that was supposed to be a portal into the fairy realm. The rats had struggled to track one down, but Reggie’s best scouts had managed to find one that wasn’t an hour away from somewhere they could chew a portal to. “It should be up ahead any second now.”

      “I hope so.” He stood back up and rubbed his stomach. “That’s weird.”

      “What is?”

      “Just an odd feeling. Almost feels like a gas bubble in my stomach.”

      Beth chuckled. “Are you nervous to meet the queen?”

      “What? No, not that.” He twisted his body around and then walked in a circle. “It keeps moving. Hold on.” He patted his belly, shifted ninety degrees, and patted his side, then pointed into the distance. “It’s guiding me that way.”

      “That’s not where we’re supposed to go.” Beth pulled up a map on her phone. Her reception was poor, so she had to wait a bit for it to load. “There’s not much out that way except…oh.”

      “Oh?”

      “Remember some of that extra land you own?”

      “Not really. Too busy trying to keep up with my magic house.”

      She laughed. That was fair. “You’ve got some land holdings in Oregon, Hawaii, and here, actually. This one is interesting because it’s actually a small island with a castle on it.”

      He paused. “I own a castle?”

      “Well, I mean…what’s left of one.” She had seen the pictures. It had been abandoned for centuries. “Might be worth looking into after we get Cecilia back.”

      “Oh man. I own a castle.” He just shook his head, his eyes on the ground as he kept walking forward. “You realize it’s probably the entrance to a dungeon or a tomb, right? Or maybe a dragon lives in it. How the hell would I even manage to take care of that?”

      “You’re putting the cart before the horse, aren’t you?”

      Mike was mumbling now, his voice barely legible. “I mean, what do we even feed a dragon? Does it like fish? Cattle? Virgins? Would it fight with the Jabberwock if we brought it home? I don’t have the energy for that. Good God, if it eats, then it shits, right? What the hell do I do with dragon shit? Rent a dumpster and fill it with cat litter? Scoop the damn thing with a front… Hey, found it!”

      He lifted his phone, the circle of light moving forward on the forest floor to illuminate a circle of mushrooms.

      “Okay, this is kind of cool.” Beth paced the perimeter of the fairy ring. It was a perfect circle, nearly four feet across. The mushrooms were shaped like dented bells, each one leaning slightly outward. “Just think, this is a portal to another world!”

      He smiled at her. “I’m glad one of us is excited.”

      “And you’re not?”

      “I’m still recovering from the last world I found.” He moved to stand next to her. “At least I know what I’m getting myself into.”

      “Hey, you’ve got the world’s best damn estate attorney with you this time.” Beth checked her messenger bag, then turned off her phone and tucked it away. “I’m ready when you are.”

      He took a deep breath, then released it, a wisp of fog leaving his lips. Once his own phone was off, he tucked it in his pocket, then reached out to take her hand. The world was dark, with only the faint glow of the stars up above to guide them. He stared intently at the ring, saying nothing.

      “You okay?” she asked.

      “Just nervous.”

      “Yeah, me too.” It wasn’t every day that she got to step into another world on purpose. “On three?”

      “On three,” he agreed.

      She counted, and on the number three, they both stepped into the ring. According to Ratu and Sofia, one of a few things could happen. They could fall an undetermined amount of feet and land unharmed. They could find themselves in the middle of a raging fairy party. They could even find themselves lost in a foreboding mist. No matter what happened, they needed to remain in contact with each other to avoid getting separated. The last thing they needed was to end up hundreds of miles apart.

      Nothing happened.

      “Am I missing something?” Mike looked over his shoulder, then forward again. The forest was unchanged. “We’re in the same place.”

      “We shouldn’t be, but…” Beth pulled his hand, leading him out of the circle. “This looks exactly the same as it did. I don’t understand.”

      He kept his hand on hers while kneeling. The fairy ring was gone, and his hand tightened on hers almost to the point of pain. “We need to get out of here,” he whispered, scanning the forest.

      “Which way?” she asked.

      “Um…” He looked behind them at where they’d come in, so she did too. The silhouette of the abandoned home they had come from was still there, but it didn’t look quite right to her. Logic dictated that they should probably go back through the portal and check in with the others, but the very thought of moving toward the crumbling structure made her nervous. Whatever Mike was sensing, she felt it too, and the feeling of being watched was worse in the direction of the rundown building.

      He coughed into his hand but tugged on Beth’s arm in a direction opposite of the house. A trap had been set, she was sure of it, but where? Did he know?

      “Ack. My throat feels so dry. Do you have any gum or something?” he asked.

      She couldn’t see his face in the darkness, her mind busy processing what he had said.

      “I think I might,” she answered, reaching into the messenger bag. “Requests?”

      “Whatever you have on hand is fine,” he said, then gave her arm another quick tug as a warning. When he broke into a run, she was right behind him, and the silent forest came alive with the sounds of flapping wings and scream-like animal cries rushing toward them. Tree branches whipped across both of them, and Mike slapped them out of the way with his hand, then reached into his jacket pocket.

      Always the boy scout, he had brought along an ultrabright LED flashlight, and once it was in his hand, he turned it on. The cone of light lit the forest ahead of them and sent dozens of shadowy creatures fleeing on contact.

      “Holy shit!” Beth cried. She had turned her own phone back on and was using the flashlight on it to see what pursued them. A boiling mass of darkness had scattered, flying through the trees around them and moving ahead to cut them off. Mike put the butt of the flashlight in his mouth, got out his phone, turned on the light, and held it out.

      The shadows looked like regular birds at a distance, but as Beth and Mike jogged and kept their lights turned on, the birds were revealed to be whisp-like shadows that shrieked in agony when the light hit them. Beth and Mike swept their arms around, chasing the shadows away when they drew close, their shrieking voices tunneling into Beth’s head like iron spikes. Their sharp fingers grabbed hold of her more than once, and she chased them away with the bright light of her phone.

      “Okay, they’re afraid of light, but I have no idea what to do,” she told him after sending a shade with dagger teeth back into the woods. It was a struggle to keep up with Mike. If not for the fact that he was pulling her, he would have long ago vanished.

      “Keef ooving,” he said around the flashlight, chasing off another cloud of birds. They had clearly stumbled into a nest of whatever these things were. Sofia had made Beth memorize a list of common fairy creatures before they left, but she didn’t remember anything about evil birds.

      They broke into a tiny clearing, and a small building was illuminated briefly by the light in Mike’s mouth. It was an old shed, covered in moss and creeper vines and built into the side of a hill. He shoved the door open with his elbow and pulled her inside. She shined her light across the room while he shut the door and put his back to it. The building was still in one piece and was full of abandoned farm implements.

      The shrieks from outside rose in volume, and a heavy weight slammed against the door.

      Beth let go of his hand and ran to the other side of the shed, looking for something to help.

      When another impact hit the door, Mike spat his flashlight into his empty hand. “Nobody’s home!” he shouted, shining his light over his shoulder.

      “Here!” Beth returned with a shovel, which she used to shore up the door. The shed was small enough that it was easy for her to drag over a table and a small pile of firewood, doing her best to wedge them in place where she could.

      The shadows howled at them from outside, and Beth switched places with Mike so that he could push a large barrel she had been unable to move across the dusty wooden floor. It was heavy and made a loud scraping sound as it traveled across the shed. Once pushed into place, the door wiggled no more than half an inch when the spirits slammed into it.

      “This is not what I expected,” he muttered, then turned off his cell phone and put it back in his pocket. He sat down and leaned against the wall.

      “I’m curious what you were expecting,” Beth said when she slumped down next to him.

      He chuckled. “A lot more glitter, fewer evil birds. Any ideas?”

      She shook her head. “None. You have no idea how glad I am that you found this place.”

      He patted his belly. “Felt like I was going to puke back there. Those things meant us so much harm it was nearly overwhelming, so I followed the path with the least amount of queasiness.” Mike stood the flashlight on end, letting the glow light the shed. Beth’s hair was already out of place, and she had scratches along her arms and cheeks. “Were those from the branches?”

      “Nope.” She showed him her bicep. The scratches came in patterns of three. “I felt like an idiot whipping my phone back and forth while trying to keep up with you. Glad I didn’t wear heels.”

      “Do you think I should have thrown my buttons at them?” He pulled the buttons from his pocket. “Dana was doubtful they would do anything, and now so am I.”

      Beth let out a deep breath. “You ever eaten a handful of nuts? I knew this girl in college who ended up in the hospital because someone handed her a peanut butter cookie. You just have to think of our fairy defenses as allergens, or something like that.”

      “Do people allergic to buttons use Velcro?” He held up one of the buttons. “I actually have a vial of glitter on me. Might toss it out there and see—”

      The walls rattled, and Beth pictured the shadows crashing into the shed from all open sides.

      “Thank you, Farmer John,” Mike whispered, his eyes on the walls. Though the building was old, it held up to the abuse of the shadows.

      The hours passed largely in silence as the shadows beat harmlessly at the sides of the shed. Neither Beth nor Mike was able to sleep, and the sounds finally faded when the light of dawn broke through seams in the wooden planks that made up the wall.

      “You think they’re gone?” Mike asked, pressing his face against the wood.

      “I hope so.” Beth rubbed her throat. She was thirsty but had avoided drinking from the water bottle she’d brought in case they got stuck for much longer.

      Both of them watched the forest through the slightly separated slats, and after a good ten minutes of nothing to see, they agreed to unblock the door. Once they were outside, Beth scowled at the large tear in the side of her shirt.

      “I didn’t even think to bring a spare.” She let out a miserable sigh.

      “Well, let me know if you lose a button. I can help you with that.”

      “Oh? You carrying a needle and some thread on you?”

      “Actually, yeah.” He turned to look at her. “Apparently some fae are super obsessive-compulsive. I toss the needle into a field of grass or some hay and they’ll stop to go find it.”

      “And the thread?”

      “Tie some knots in it and they’ll want to undo them. Most of my fairy defenses are based around the idea that they just can’t leave things alone.” He pulled out a small, clear bag with black thread and a pair of needles inside. “We could try to patch your blouse if you want.”

      She shook her head. They had more important things to do than worry about some holes in her outfit. “Let’s try to get our bearings. Maybe get away from here before those things come back.”

      He nodded, and they wandered. After they’d walked for almost half an hour, the forest woke up, filling with the sounds of birds and insects. After an hour, Beth couldn’t help but drink most of her water; she was simply too thirsty.

      “You okay?” he asked her.

      “Yeah, but let me know if we come across a stream or something.” The water in the land of the fae was supposedly safe for consumption—it was only food or drink prepared by the fair folk that might keep them trapped. “You…still have water to drink, right?”

      “Hmm? Oh, right.” He stuck his hand into his pocket and pulled out a small copper tube.

      “What is that?”

      “Meant to tell you but forgot about it when we were about to get murdered.” He unscrewed the cap on the tube. “Ratu let me borrow it. Holds ten gallons of water, so if you’re—”

      She snatched it out of his hands and tilted it up. Cold water ran along her cheeks as she spilled some of it, but she didn’t care. After drinking her fill, she handed it back to Mike and let out a sigh. She was already feeling a lot better.

      “I’ve also got a few of those weird food bars from Zel in case you’re hungry.” He held one out, and Beth took it.

      “It doesn’t… I mean, what’s in it?”

      His cheeks turned beet red as he retrieved another. “Nothing weird like that. The centaurs have been mass-producing them while getting their gardens up and running, so that’s mostly nuts, berries, and maybe eye of newt. Each bar has your calories for the day, but it won’t fill your stomach very well.”

      “Thank you.” She pocketed the bars he offered, and watched while he drank from the tube. “So any idea about where we go next?”

      “Nope.” He rubbed his belly. “My danger sense is absent, so we pick a direction and go. The fae court lies at an intersection of rivers, so we can always look for those.”

      “I feel woefully unprepared.”

      He nodded. “The expectation was that we would at least land somewhere with some locals and go from there. I don’t like the fact that we got dropped in the middle of nowhere.”

      Beth looked around at the surrounding woods. It did seem a little too convenient that an ambush had been sprung so soon after stepping through. “You think someone told the queen we were coming?”

      “I’m suggesting somebody gave her a heads-up.” He narrowed his eyes in anger but only for a moment.

      She sighed. Sulyvahn didn’t seem like the type to do such a thing, but her fascination with him could easily be swaying her opinion. They had built the shed in plain view of the dullahan, and no doubt he had seen exactly where it led. It would have been easy for him to get a message back to the queen, and if that was the case, maybe it was better if they went home and came up with a different plan.

      “Do you think we should look for a fairy ring to get home?”

      Mike scowled for a moment, then relaxed. “I mean…we can. Might end up somewhere random back on Earth, but we can call Dana and have her tell the rats to come get us.” He let out an exasperated sigh. “If she even receives the call. She’s been spending a lot of time doing a project for the centaurs, and there’s no reception in the greenhouse. She’s really the only one we can call. Do you know what that means?”

      “I…no, I don’t.”

      “Means we need to start a family plan or something. Get a phone for the house, one for Tink so she doesn’t take apart the house phone, and maybe one for Yuki… Wonder if Abella wants one? Gonna have to disable app purchases on all of them though,” he muttered, his brow furrowed in contemplation.

      Beth laughed. They were in the middle of fairy territory and had just avoided being murdered by shadows that looked like birds, and he was worried about cell phone plans. “C’mon, let’s pick a direction and start walking. We might get lucky, after all.”

      “I could use a little luck,” he grumbled but followed behind her with his hands tucked in his pockets. She tightened her messenger bag to keep it from bouncing against her hip so much and took the path of least resistance through the trees.

      The farther they walked, the more the forest came to life. Little white flowers grew amid the mossy floor, opening to reveal multicolored petals as the sun climbed higher into the sky. Tiny motes of light danced among the branches, but neither Beth nor Mike could communicate with them.

      A break in the trees came, and when they stepped beyond the forest, Beth gasped.

      Emerald-green hills went for as far as the eye could see. The forest lay along the edges, and wherever the wind caught the grass, it looked like waves in the ocean. The sky was bluer than she had ever seen, as if a canvas had been soaked in paint. Along the hills, a large herd of white deer was spread out, each of the males adorned with a giant set of antlers.

      “Wow,” Mike whispered from behind her. “This place is amazing.”

      She nodded, her eyes brimming with tears. It was almost too much to look at, and she wiped her eyes with her palms. From somewhere in the distance, music reached her, and the air smelled faintly of apple pie.

      A distant hill shifted, turning in place to reveal that it wasn’t a hill at all but a hunched-over giant with moss growing up its back. The creature took a few steps, then settled back down to blend in with the landscape. A couple seconds later, the air rumbled like thunder, the sound of the giant’s steps finally reaching them.

      “Well, if I wasn’t hesitant about crossing this before…” Mike just shook his head. “I hear music. Should we go check it out?”

      Beth nodded.

      They stayed along the tree line, the music gradually growing louder. It was a symphony of flutes, and harps, and definitely some drums. It was a familiar tune she couldn’t put her finger on, and the louder it got, the more determined she was to find it.

      They eventually wandered out onto the hills, and it was only after cresting a few of them that she found herself staring down into a large depression surrounded by a bunch of boulders. In the middle, a group of men and women who stood about three feet high were having a party, with a feast stretched out on a large blanket. They were dancing with one another and drinking from large jugs of wine.

      Along the edges of the stones, several instruments hovered in the air, playing themselves. The dancing fae wore dark clothing with gold accents, and their skin was supernaturally pale. As they laughed and twirled, Beth noticed that a few of them didn’t even touch the ground.

      The music quieted down when they drew close, and the partygoers all turned to look at them with curiosity.

      “Excuse me, but we are trying to get to the court of the fairy queen.” Beth hastily tucked a few strands of loose hair behind her ears and smoothed out her blouse with her hands. “Do you suppose you could give us directions?”

      One of the fae grinned, revealing a set of dagger-sharp teeth that reminded her eerily of Oliver. The others followed suit, and the music played a little bit longer.

      “We would be happy to give you directions,” a man wearing a cloak told them. “But let’s wait until this song is over.”

      The other fae nodded enthusiastically, the music’s volume increased, and their dancing resumed. Beth let out a sigh and tapped her foot to the beat of the music. What would it hurt to wait for just one song?

      A stiff hand clamped down on her shoulder, and she realized she was now standing in between the boulders. Mike pulled her back, and she tried to yank herself free.

      “What the fuck is your problem?” she asked, unable to pull herself from his grasp. “We’re just waiting for the song to be over!”

      Mike wrapped his arms around her waist and lifted her. Beth let out a shriek of rage and tried to swing herself down. The music, for whatever reason, was playing even louder than before.

      He only made it a few steps before Beth was able to slide free, her skirt hiking up around her thighs.

      “You’re being such an ass,” she told him, determined to get back and watch the dancers some more. He got in front of her again, and she tried to push him away. The dancers were holding their hands out to her, their faces just begging her to join in. If she didn’t reach them in time, the song would be over, and she would miss her chance to join in the festivities.

      A large vial spun through the air, scattering metallic glitter across the blanket of food and clattering to the ground. The fae fell to their hands and knees to eagerly pick up the bits of glitter that Mike had thrown, and the musical instruments stopped playing.

      “Finally!” Mike grabbed her wrist and pulled her away from the fairy people, who hadn’t yet noticed that they were leaving.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      “They’ve been playing that song forever—couldn’t you tell? I was trying to get your attention, but you couldn’t hear me.” He was moving at a quick pace, pausing long enough to throw something that looked like a rock. “That won’t keep them long, so we need to hurry.”

      “We were only there for a minute…”

      “More like ten. I don’t think their magic affects me like it does you, but here.” He held something out, and she took it. It was a small set of earplugs. “If they start playing that music again, shove those into your ears. We were warned about fairy music, but I figured it was safe. That was stupid of me.”

      Beth’s cheeks burned, and she put the plugs in her messenger bag. She should have known better as well, and they were almost to the trees when she heard shrill cries behind them.

      “Quick!” Mike pulled her behind a clump of rocks, and they hunched down together. They watched through a gap in the rocks as the fae rose into the air on black wings and circled over the depression. They formed into a search pattern, and one of them fell from the sky, screeching like a hawk.

      “What did they find?” Beth whispered.

      He smirked. “I threw a large, shiny arrowhead in a different direction. They were bound to see it.”

      Sure enough, the flock of fairies hovered overhead until they were rejoined by their missing member. They flew away along the hillside, their shrill laughs carrying across the green expanse.

      “Oy. Ye stirred up the unseelie, that ye did.”

      Beth spun around to see a little man about a foot tall with a long beard, standing on a tree stump covered in mushrooms. He regarded them with deep-set eyes buried beneath a mountain of facial hair that hung to his knees.

      “Are you a gnome?” she asked.

      “Aye. And ye must be the humans that’s got everyone in a fit.” The creature took a long pull on his pipe, then blew out a plume of yellow smoke. “Yer lucky ye didn’t fall in with that lot. They be particularly cruel.”

      “We’re trying to get to—” Beth began.

      “The queen? Aye. But the queen is not real eager to see yer faces, I can tells ye that.” He hopped off his stump and walked toward Mike. “So yer the man that stole our dear Cecilia’s heart.”

      “Do you know where she is?”

      “Aye.” He puffed off his pipe. This time, green smoke came from it.

      “Great! We came to rescue her. Can you tell us how to get to the queen’s court?”

      “Nay.” The gnome stuck the pipe back in his mouth and sucked. He blew a ring of red smoke this time that lingered in the air.

      “Why not?” Beth demanded.

      “Order of the queen. This whole area was reorganized for yer arrival, it was. They chased away the locals and brought in some real nasties. I dinna really care for it. Not at all, not at all.”

      “So you can’t tell us because the queen told you not to?”

      “Aye. Fairy law. The queen informed her subjects that none of us were to give aid or direction to any humans or creatures that accompany this man.”

      “That’s bullshit.” Mike scowled at the little gnome.

      “Aye.” The gnome blew a green ring this time. “A creature like me would be happy to help if he could offer it. I have no quarrels with humans, particularly those who smell strongly of the tribes.”

      “The tribes?”

      “Spirits of the earth. Water, wind, fire, the like. When I speak with ye, I get the feeling I be speaking to a kindred spirit, with ye smelling damp like the back of a cave in the deepest mountains and all.” The gnome sighed. “But I’m afraid that my hands be tied. I can offer ye no help nor assistance other than to let ye know that ye be not welcome in our land.”

      “So you won’t help us.”

      “Nay.” He sucked on his pipe and fixed Beth with a knowing look, then blew a red puff of smoke.

      “Well, if you can’t help us, we’re leaving.” Mike made to stand, but Beth grabbed his tie and held him down.

      “Hold on.” She contemplated the gnome before her. “You can’t help us, so why are you here?”

      “Out fer a smoke. Not against the law. Yet.” He sucked on the pipe and shot yellow smoke out of his nostrils.

      “I think I understand.” She turned to Mike. “Do you think we should follow the hills?”

      “Maybe.” He turned to look at her, but she was looking at the gnome. Little green rings hovered in the air around the creature’s head.

      “Follow them for a while or for just a little bit?”

      “Um…a while?” Mike ventured after Beth nudged him.

      Yellow smoke this time.

      “Well…until we see something different, like a path or a river,” she amended.

      Green smoke now. The gnome scratched his belly through his beard.

      “And then maybe turn left?” Beth was watching the gnome intently now.

      He blew a red smoke ring that hovered above his head, then scowled at her. “Ye gonna be on yer way or what?”

      “Or maybe we’ll go right,” Mike suggested, his gaze on Beth.

      She turned her face toward him a little bit, making sure to keep the gnome in her peripheral vision. He was clearly risking a lot of trouble for them, and she knew there were probably eyes everywhere. Any perceived kindness could be death for the tiny creature.

      The gnome blew a green ring through the center of the red one, and they mixed together and vanished in the breeze. “Aye, well, I’m afraid I canna even give ye a morsel of a hint and would kindly ask for ye to shove off.”

      “Right. Well, guess we’re on our own, so let’s go,” Beth said, then looked over the rocks. The small cloud of fae was now distant. “If we stick to the tree line, they probably won’t spot us.”

      “And if they do, we will have plenty of warning.” Mike stood and straightened out his jacket. A shiny button fell out of his hand and onto the ground, but he ignored it. “C’mon, let’s get out of here before this talking lawn ornament tells his buddies where we are.”

      “Hmph.” The gnome scowled at them as they moved away from the rocks. To anyone watching, the gnome hadn’t helped them, definitely hadn’t been given a gift, and had even been insulted by the man the queen was feuding with.

      When they had gone about twenty feet, Beth looked over her shoulder.

      Both the gnome and the button were gone.

      ---

      A half an hour after leaving the gnome behind, they took a quick break for both of them to eat an energy bar and pee. When it was her turn to use the bathroom behind a bush, she practically had to beg Mike to keep an eye on her, because he kept trying to look away and give her some privacy. She appreciated that he was trying to be a gentleman, but she also didn’t want to get dragged into the woods on account of having a full bladder. He whistled loudly to himself when she let her stream loose, and his face stayed bright red for several minutes after.

      The giant in the distance moved on occasion, and it was late afternoon when they spotted the cobblestone road that wound between the hills. Grateful to see a change in scenery that included a sign of civilization, they got on the path and headed right.

      The path bisected the massive woods around them, and they walked with no idea how far it would be until they got anywhere. The path narrowed dramatically until they reached a small village, but it was literally a small village; no building was more than a foot tall, and there wasn’t a single sign of life around.

      “Think they’re hiding?” Beth asked.

      “Yup,” Mike answered. “I’m fine with anything that chooses to stay out of our way.”

      Once they were out of the village, the path widened again, and they kept moving. It was now late in the afternoon; they stopped again for a break and drank some water. Both their stomachs were growling audibly now, and Beth wished she had actually brought some gum with her.

      The temperature dropped a little bit, and the smell of water tickled her nose. The forest on their left side vanished dramatically around a rocky corner and revealed that they were now on a large cliff overlooking a huge expanse of water that was most likely the ocean. Down below, small waves broke on the shoreline, and they stopped to rest for a bit, their eyes on the distant horizon.

      Beth pulled out her phone and tried to take a picture. Strangely, her phone glitched out, and all she got were pictures of static.

      “That’s weird,” Mike told her, then tried to do the same thing. His phone was unable to take pictures as well.

      “Must be part of the magic,” she guessed. “Keep people from visiting and bringing back evidence, maybe.”

      “That’s as good an explanation as I can…” He looked out toward the horizon, his mouth hanging open. When she followed his gaze, she saw that a long-necked creature had emerged. Its enormous head surveyed the nearby waters, then it dramatically vanished beneath the waves again.

      “Was…was that…what I think that was?”

      “Loch Ness Monster? Nope.” She grinned. “That isn’t Loch Ness. Therefore, can’t be the Loch Ness Monster.”

      He scowled playfully. “Leave it to a lawyer to argue the semantics of a cryptid.”

      “It’s the same reason Bigfoot can’t be a Bigfoot in the Himalayas. He’s called something different there.”

      “Actually, not true.” He held up his finger for emphasis. “Bigfoot is a different creature from a Yeti.”

      “And you know this how?”

      “I met him once.” Mike started along the path again, which wound all along the cliffs.

      “No, you didn’t! When?” she demanded, staying right behind him.

      “Uh, well… It was actually a memory of Emily’s that I saw. But he told her he wasn’t alone and that there were others. Seemed really nice.”

      “What was he like?” she asked excitedly. “Was he as big in real life as he’s always described?”

      Mike made a weird face, then nodded. “Oh yeah. Big dude. Lots of hair. Can literally walk from tree to tree and travel for miles in a single step.”

      “Wow,” she said. If she kept living with Mike, she wondered what the odds were that she would get to meet Bigfoot someday. He had been one of her obsessions as an early teen, and her parents had taken her to a couple of Bigfoot museums during summer trips.

      The path took them down toward the shore, and despite the unwelcome reception the previous night, Beth felt like she was on vacation again. Mike led the way, and she couldn’t help but watch how he moved.

      He carried himself differently from usual. There was a confidence in his step now that he was away from the house. When the sea breeze caught his hair, it rippled ever so slightly on account of how thick it had become, and her gaze settled on his neck and shoulders. Though the collar of his shirt and jacket hid his neckline, his shoulders were slightly broader than she remembered.

      It was often difficult seeing him around the house. He was undeniably attractive, and she had done her best to avoid crossing any lines largely due to the piece of Oliver that had been stuck to her soul. However, now that she was free of the demon’s influence, it occurred to her that maybe she was overdue getting to know him better.

      However, he treated her differently from the others. He was rarely shy or withdrawn around them, and she had accidentally stumbled onto him having sex more than once. The blue lightning that crawled along his skin intrigued her, and she could tell that his bedroom skills were amplified through the roof by Naia’s magic. What would sex with such a man be like?

      The thought made her a little wet.

      Leaves rustled off to their right, and they stopped. A unicorn lifted its head to reveal a luminescent horn, and the creature regarded them for several seconds, obviously startled by their appearance. Its piercing blue eyes settled on Beth, and the creature let out a disgusted snort before bolting farther into the woods and disappearing.

      “Well, that was rude,” Beth said.

      “I guess we weren’t pure enough for the poor creature.” He turned to look at her, a slightly horrified expression on his face. “Can you imagine how it would have reacted if we had had Lily with us?”

      Beth laughed. “Or what about Tink?”

      “Stupid horny horse fuck,” Mike replied in a fairly good imitation of Tink. “Go shove head in tree!”

      They both laughed and continued down the path. When they were almost to the shoreline, the path veered to the right and climbed back up into more woods, leaving the ocean behind.

      The shadows of the forest lengthened as dusk approached, and they were now walking along a river inlet that no doubt fed into the ocean. The cobbles of the path were broken up in this area, as if the land itself had shifted. Following the broken trail, they found themselves scaling the stone steps of multiple small waterfalls. At the last of the falls, they took the time to refill the copper tube with fresh water before continuing their journey.

      “I’m nervous about how dark it’s getting,” she said, looking along the path. “Do you think those things will come after us again?”

      “I really hope not. If we could find some shelter for the night, I wouldn’t mind hunkering down for the evening.” He yawned. “I’m exhausted.”

      “Same.” Her legs were fine, but her feet were sore, and she undoubtedly had blisters. Her outfit had fared no better, and the tear in the side had widened enough that her bra was visible through it. By the time they arrived at the fairy court, they would be a bedraggled couple indeed. “Should we start looking for a tree to climb, or a cave to sleep in?”

      “Honestly, I’m of the opinion that anything that isn’t built by fairies might eat us.” He sighed and kicked a rock off the path. “When I discussed coming here with Sofia, she thought we would emerge somewhere by a fairy mound, or some kind of civilization. Worst case, we go back through the ring and come home. I didn’t expect it to disappear while we were still in it, and if I thought we would be camping out in a hostile forest, I would have considered bringing Yuki along so she could build us an ice hut or something.”

      “She’s gonna be pissed when she finds out how much trouble we got into.”

      Mike’s face paled a little. “Maybe we can downplay the danger bit once we get back?”

      “Let’s see how the rest of the trip—” Beth stopped in her tracks when she spotted a man standing against a nearby tree. He was motionless, his dark-brown eyes watching them, and Mike took a step closer to her when he spotted the stranger.

      The man eyed both of them and let out a sigh. He was dressed in a simple tunic with cloth pants and was barefoot. His skin was pale, but his hair and eyes were dark like mud, and there was a collection of damp leaves in his hair that looked like they had been hastily tucked away. “You’re lost, aren’t you?”

      “No,” Mike told him. “We know where we’re going. We just don’t know if we’ll get there before nightfall.”

      “Oh.” The stranger shrugged. “In that case, you’ll need shelter for the night. You don’t want to be out here when the sun sets. There are unnatural beings who roam this area.”

      “Do you know where we could find some shelter?” Beth stepped between Mike and the stranger, batting her eyes.

      “I do, actually.” The stranger pointed the way they were going. “Up ahead a bit, you will see a large boulder on the left. There’s a small path on the other side; it’s hidden by some berry bushes. Don’t eat those, by the way. They’ll make you sick. Anyway, the path goes to an old fishing hut that nobody is using these days. You could stay there if you like.”

      “That’s so convenient,” Beth said, scrutinizing the man. Though he seemed harmless, she could tell something was off, especially with the warning they’d received from the gnome. “We’ll be sure to check that out, thank you.”

      “Yeah, no trouble.” The stranger leaned against a tree and feigned disinterest. Beth pulled Mike along and waited until they were farther down the path to talk with him.

      “So that’s obviously a trap,” she said, keeping her voice low.

      “You had me convinced we were staying in a fishing hut,” he replied.

      She looked over her shoulder and saw that the stranger had disappeared.

      “Yeah, well, once we’re at the boulder, get ready to run.”

      “I hate running,” Mike mumbled. “I should have worn better shoes.”

      “Put that on the list for our next adventure.” She couldn’t help but smile. “Any ideas what that guy was?”

      “Nope.” He moved to the side of the path and bent down to tie his shoe. She saw him slip something out of his pocket. “But I have a feeling we’re gonna find out. Can’t say I’m excited.”

      “Hmm.” Beth stuck her hand in her messenger bag and felt around. She found what she wanted, pulled the small canister of pepper spray from her bag, and stuck her thumb under the safety latch.

      The boulder appeared, and they both slowed down. She watched the edge of the forest but didn’t see any signs of movement. When they got to the boulder, sure enough there was a small path that led around it.

      “Let’s walk ahead just a little bit,” Mike said. “I’d hate to find out we were almost there and quit too early. We can always come back.”

      She played along. “Are you sure? My feet are really tired.”

      “Ten more minutes, and then we come back. Deal?”

      “Deal.”

      They walked past the boulder, and she was fairly certain she heard the rustling of leaves deep in the woods. The farther they walked, the more she heard it. Something just on the other side of the trees was stalking them, and it was getting closer. Her hand tightened on the pepper spray, and she wondered how long they would have to wait before something happened.

      It wasn’t long. A few minutes past the boulder, she spotted a few breaks in the trees. Just on the other side of them was a small lake, and the trees were already thinning out. Down along the shore were a dock and a building that looked like it was the fishing hut the stranger had mentioned.

      “Hey, there really is a hut back there,” she said.

      “And this would have been ten times easier on the dock,” the stranger said, stepping into the path in front of them. He was dripping with water, as if he had been swimming. “I was really hoping you would go there.”

      “So you could eat us, right?” The little bits of seaweed in his hair had tickled Beth’s memory, but seeing him soaking wet told her what he really was. “He’s a kelpie. Why not just grab us back there?”

      “Too dangerous,” Mike answered. “If he had grabbed us, it’s a long way to the water from the path. But it isn’t too bad here, is it?”

      “No. It isn’t.” The kelpie held up his hands, which were now twice their previous size. “Looks like human is on the menu,” he said, then moved to grab them both.

      The kelpie was fast, but Mike was faster. He threw a handful of something white that sizzled on contact with the kelpie’s skin, then shoved Beth out of harm’s way. Meanwhile, Beth unloaded her pepper spray in the kelpie’s face.

      The kelpie brayed like a donkey and stumbled across the path to crash into a tree. His skin split apart, and his body expanded rapidly, turning into a massive horse with a mane and tail made of flowing water and bits of seagrass clinging to its side.

      “C’mon!” Beth yelled, then grabbed Mike by the hand, and they ran for it.

      Behind them, the kelpie stumbled about, slamming his head into a few nearby trees hard enough that they toppled. He finally let out a horrific noise before bolting for the safety of his lake, pawing at his face the entire time before he vanished beneath the surface.

      They jogged for several minutes along the path, eventually reaching an incline that took them up and away from the lake’s edge. Panting in exhaustion, they both took refuge at a clump of rocks at the top of the incline. It allowed them a view of the lake below, and the kelpie would be unable to catch up with them.

      “You…you fucking pepper sprayed him?” Mike let out a laugh that was also a wheeze.

      “You’re one to talk… Was that salt?”

      “It was.” He held out the tube, and she took it, then sucked down a large amount of water.

      “Why salt?” she asked, then handed the tube back.

      “Thought it was a better choice than glitter.” He drank his fill, then capped the tube. A stupid grin broke across his face. “So between your pepper spray and my salt…”

      “Oh God, please don’t,” she begged, recognizing the setup.

      “I guess you could call us a pair of well-seasoned adventurers.” The smug grin on his face was somehow adorable, but it wasn’t enough to keep her from groaning.

      “Ugh, that was awful. And incorrect.” She looked back down the path at the lake below. “Technically, the kelpie is well seasoned. We, on the other hand, still need a place for the night.”

      “I saw a fishing hut back that way.” He pointed toward the lake. “Heard they have a vacancy.”

      Beth couldn’t help it anymore. She let out a long laugh, and tears formed in her eyes. The cracks in her mental state had busted wide open, and it took her several minutes to compose herself. When she was done, she wiped the streaks from her cheeks and stood.

      “Okay, enough of that. We need to find some shelter for the evening.” One last giggle escaped her lips, and she put a hand over her mouth. They had almost died again, and it was either laugh or cry at this point. “So where to now?”

      “Keep following the path, I’m guessing.” He stood on the rocks and gazed into the distance. “It looks like the trees fade back a bit and it becomes open prairie again. I think we’re almost to a plateau or something.”

      “Oh goodie. Big, open spaces, my favorite.”

      He nodded, and they continued on the path. Every few minutes, they looked over their shoulders to see if the kelpie was coming after them, but Beth hoped the creature had decided to stay in its lake and wait for an easier meal.

      The path indeed led them onto a large plateau. It almost looked like the trees had been cleared away, and save for grass and bushes scattered about, the land was devoid of any vegetation. Overhead, the sky was darkening, and a loud rumble echoed across the hilltop.

      “Oh please, don’t tell me that—”

      The first set of raindrops bounced off her head and stained the path below. The storm itself wasn’t bad and reminded her of a summer shower. However, they had nowhere to go, and she did her best to pinch her bag shut and keep the valuable texts within from getting wet.

      Forward they walked, saying little and keeping their eyes peeled. Lightning crawled across the clouds, and thunder was their constant companion. Occasionally through gaps in the clouds, she could see a shimmering being shaped much like a serpent that ducked out of sight. They both stopped for a few minutes to watch the creature play among the clouds, then kept moving to keep warm.

      By the time the rain stopped, the sky had darkened. The sun was starting to set over the edge of the plateau, and a bitter chill settled across the land. Mike took off his wet jacket, gave it a hard shake, then wrapped it around Beth, who accepted it graciously.

      “Just don’t steal any of my glitter,” he warned her. “I’m planning a massive arts and crafts project when we get home.”

      “What about some buttons?” she asked.

      “Well…just not the really shiny ones.” He smiled, and she suddenly felt warm inside. “Those are my favorite.”

      “Hey, I’ve been wondering,” she began but didn’t get a chance to finish. The sound of hooves on pavement rolled across them, and they both looked over their shoulders. Had the kelpie decided to come for them after all?

      There was nothing behind them. They kept looking, and it soon became apparent that the sound was actually in front of them. In the distance, a horse with a rider stepped around a pile of rocks and paused to watch them.

      “Dullahan?” Mike asked.

      “I guess. Hard to tell with the sun at his back.” She squinted, hoping to see any additional details.

      The rider bolted toward them, and a piercing cry reached their ears just as the horseman vanished from view.

      “Shit, shit… There!” Mike pointed to a large pile of rocks about a hundred yards away. Before they stepped off the path, he pulled his flashlight out and turned it on, then set it down on the stones, facing the way they had been going.

      “Don’t we need that?” she asked.

      “Let’s worry about that later,” he told her, and they moved into the long grass and kept down. Whatever was hunting them let out another series of cries that sent ice through her veins. The sound of hooves came closer, but that meant it was staying on the path and headed for the flashlight. They were almost to the rocks when the rider reached the light, and they both stopped to watch from behind a pair of bushes.

      The rider grabbed the light from the ground without dismounting and held it up for inspection. The beam traveled along its body, revealing that neither the rider nor the horse had any skin.

      “Oh fuck,” she swore under her breath. The rider turned its head toward their hiding spot, revealing a single eye that burned with a flame of its own. This was something she recognized immediately from her own monster lore, and when that blazing gaze met hers, she felt her legs go weak. It was a nuckelavee, a demon with no skin. The rider and the horse were the same creature and had only one passion: killing stray humans.

      “RUN!” Mike yelled, and they both bolted at the same time the nuckelavee charged. The rocks weren’t much farther, and she spotted a small opening near the base.

      “There!” she cried out, and they both changed course. While the nuckelavee might be able to follow them up the rocks, it definitely couldn’t squeeze below them. When they reached the rocks, Beth had crouched over to crawl into the hole when something grabbed the back of Mike’s jacket and pulled.

      The nuckelavee yanked her off her feet, and she fell backward into the weeds, letting out a grunt upon landing. Mike landed on the other side of the nuckelavee, making it apparent it had caught them both with its oversize arms.

      She tried to stand, but the wind had been knocked out of her. Gasping for air, she watched as the creature turned its gaze toward her, its distorted grin just barely visible in the dying light of day. It reached its impossibly long arms for her, and she closed her eyes.

      Mike screamed.

      The shrill cry of the nuckelavee paled in comparison to the prolonged wail of a banshee, and when she opened her eyes, the nuckelavee had bolted away from the rocks in fright. Mike ran to her, grabbed her by the arms, and pulled.

      “I’ve got you,” he said, his voice a bit raspy, then threw her over his shoulder and moved toward the rocks. The nuckelavee had run away but was already circling back. Mike had bought them time, but it was going to be close.

      The hole in the rocks was a gap no more than a couple feet across, and Mike pushed Beth in first. She gasped for air but was able to pull herself along into the depression. When she looked down, she saw that Mike was trying to follow, but he only got in a few feet before he was pulled back out of the hole.

      She couldn’t even yell his name and could only watch in horror as the nuckelavee tossed Mike into the grass and circled him. It lashed out a couple of times, and Mike dodged its blows, but it was clear it was only toying with him.

      The nuckelavee let out a gurgling laugh that became a shrill cry and charged at Mike once more, arms spread wide. It was nearly on top of him when a blast of lightning tore from the clouds above, ripping into the nuckelavee and shoving it away from the pile of stones. The demonic being fought to regain its footing, and a large shape slammed into the ground between it and Mike.

      At least twenty feet tall, the large creature that had just saved Mike roared, and the demon ran. All that could be heard over the distant rumbling of thunder was the angry cry of the nuckelavee, a shrill call that promised torment if it ever saw them again.

      The beast turned around and looked at Mike, tilting its head from side to side. Covered in sparkling, iridescent scales and plumage that reminded Beth of a bird, it had a giant horn centered on its forehead right between a pair of violet-colored eyes that sat above reptilian jaws.

      “Mi…Mike!” Beth squirmed toward the entrance of the hole and gazed up in awe. The dragon lowered its head and gave him a sniff, then let out a huff that blasted his hair away from his face and nearly knocked him over.

      “You are not a banshee, but you smell of the fae,” the dragon spoke, its voice rumbling like thunder. It slid its serpentlike body to the side and lay down, resting its large jaw on an enormous paw. Even in the dark, Beth could see the upward tilt of a grin. “When I heard the call of the banshee, I saw the nuckelavee hunting and chose to intercede. However, I arrive to find a manling instead. How curious.”

      “Yeah, that was me.” Mike stood to face the dragon. “We’re trying to get an audience with the fairy queen but have no idea where we are going and ran into that thing you saw.”

      “I see.” The dragon tilted its head to look at Beth, then back at Mike. “You two are dressed in a noble fashion, though look to have fallen on hard times. I happen to know where the court of the fairy queen is. Maybe I can be of assistance to you?”

      ---

      Mike could feel the energy radiating off the dragon that had saved their lives, and at its offer of assistance, his heart swelled. Whereas his whole being had been suffused with precognitive terror in the presence of the nuckelavee, he felt nothing but warmth from the creature before him.

      He helped Beth out of her hiding spot so that they could both see the dragon better.

      “The nuckelavee is a dangerous creature,” the dragon said. “I am surprised you chose to travel its lands without adequate protection.”

      “Oh, very little of this was planned,” Mike explained, rubbing a sore spot on his ribs. When the nuckelavee had tossed him the first time, he had landed on a rock, and was fairly certain his ribs were bruised, if not cracked. “We came here to meet with the fairy queen but got a less-than-friendly reception.”

      The dragon nodded sagely. “I, too, am a stranger in this land. You may call me Quetzalli.”

      “I’m Mike,” he said, then pointed at Beth. “This is Beth.”

      “Are you a quetzalcoatl?” Beth asked.

      “I am.” The dragon smiled. “Though that is not a word I have heard in some time.”

      “What are you doing here?” she asked. “This is a long way from Central America.”

      “It is. I took refuge here many years ago as civilization and science caught up with my kind. Luckily, the queen was willing to let me stay in exchange for my services.”

      “What services?” Mike asked.

      “The rain earlier!” Beth was shouting now in excitement. “That was you in the storm, wasn’t it?”

      “It was,” Quetzalli answered. “It is my job to help regulate the weather here and to ensure it rains when it is needed.”

      “Couldn’t the queen just do that?”

      “The queen is powerful, yes, but she is not omnipotent. In the past, she would need to travel to a region such as this to enact such a feat, and it is well known that there exist many creatures who love to toy with the weather. I save her time, and she lets me ride the clouds of her realm. It is a peaceful arrangement.”

      “So there are others like you?” Beth asked. “You aren’t the only one?”

      The dragon shrugged, which sent a ripple through its serpentine body. “I have not spoken to my siblings in many years, but at one point, I was not alone.”

      “I thought Quetzalcoatl was a god or something,” Mike pointed out. If he had known he would be dealing with so many mythological beings when he was older, he would have spent more time studying religion versus how to escape quicksand.

      The dragon laughed. “My oldest brother had a way with people, but yes, they considered him a god. As is often the case, that was not entirely true, but the title afforded him some liberties, and my kind were highly revered for a time.”

      “I see. Speaking of the queen, have you heard from her recently?”

      “Should I have?” Quetzalli asked.

      “Like, doesn’t she have to tell you where to go or what weather to make?”

      “The queen trusts me in my expertise. I have not spoken with her directly in decades, nor do I have need to.” The dragon looked over its shoulder, then back at them. “I sense dark forces gathering here. It seems you have the attention of many beings that lurk in this area, and I worry you may fall prey to them. Do you not carry any adequate defenses?”

      “Honestly, this trip was meant to be a diplomatic mission of sorts. As a result, we brought no weapons to use against the fae.”

      “Hmm.” The dragon moved close to him, and he felt an electric field form across his body. “It is true. You do not carry the iron that they fear so much. Very well, I have decided. I was going to give you directions, but you will not last the night in this place. May I offer you a ride?”

      “Yes, please.” Mike approached the dragon, looking for somewhere to get on. “Where may we sit?”

      Quetzalli laughed, a hearty, booming sound he could feel in his chest. “I do not offer rides lightly, for you will have to ride inside my mouth. I’m afraid the air up there is quite thin and very cold, and I rely on the lightning itself to soar across the lands. You would not survive such a trip.”

      He frowned, looking at the dragon. “How can I be sure I’ll survive a trip in your mouth?”

      “I do not eat man. I take sustenance from the sky and occasionally some fish.” Quetzalli’s mouth opened to reveal that the inside was largely devoid of teeth. What few the dragon had were widely spaced and not very sharp. “Though, I suppose I could accidentally swallow you. That would be tragic, and I would feel very bad.”

      “I think we should go for it,” Beth told him. “We’ve got nothing to lose and everything to gain. I get the feeling that if we stay out here, we’re dead anyway.”

      He frowned, then pondered the implications. Quetzalli’s explanation about the queen made sense, and it was entirely possible that the dragon had no idea he was persona non grata with the queen herself. Beth was actively shivering now, clutching his coat against her skin. Strangely enough, he didn’t feel very cold at all, but he figured it was because his mind was filled with other concerns right now.

      “I guess we accept. Please don’t eat us.”

      Quetzalli laughed again. “I will do my best.”

      When the dragon opened up its maw, he saw there was plenty of room between teeth and tongue for him to sit. Beth climbed in across from him, and in the distance, something shrieked angrily.

      The dragon closed its mouth, plunging them into darkness, and there were several disorienting seconds as Quetzalli twisted about and then took off into the sky. Outside the dragon, a steady humming sounded, and Mike’s ears started popping.

      “You good over there?” he asked.

      “Yeah. Just…this has been a shitty couple of days.” Beth’s phone clicked on, and he could see her face above the dragon’s tongue. “The best thing that has happened to us is riding inside a strange dragon’s mouth. Let that sink in.”

      “The fact that we are so soaked to the bone and we can’t tell what’s water and what’s saliva should bother us more.”

      At least the dragon’s mouth was warm, though it smelled like a cross between a fish market and a locker room. Beth no longer shivered now, and her face was a mask of disgust.

      “If we can help it, let’s not come back,” she suggested.

      “I agree.”

      The flight was long, and he dozed off at some point, figuring that if the dragon chose to make a snack of them, there was nothing he could do. His dreams were fleeting, and the only thing he could remember about them was fantasizing about his old dagger and how much he wished he had it now. He probably would have killed the kelpie and stayed in the fishing hut, and if they’d run afoul of the nuckelavee, he could have given it a run for its money.

      When he woke up, it was because Beth was pushing something into his hand.

      “You should eat something,” she told him, handing him half a food bar.

      “Thanks,” he said, then quickly devoured it. “Any idea how long we’ve been flying?”

      “At least a few hours. My phone keeps trying to update its clock, but this place is screwing with it. So anywhere between ten minutes and twelve hours.”

      “So I take it the path was a lot longer than that gnome thought it would be.”

      “Hey, he just told us a direction. Maybe he was lying, maybe not. It wasn’t like he could tell us how long it would be.”

      “Yeah, well I’m wondering how much longer we’ll—” His ears popped, and he slid forward as Quetzalli descended. He reached across the tongue and grabbed Beth’s hands, holding tightly to them as the dragon landed; then it opened its mouth and let them out.

      It was daylight now, and they stood just outside a structure that was carved similarly to the Roman Colosseum, built against the side of a mountain. All around them, the fae gawked in curiosity as he helped Beth to her feet. They were both still wet, and she handed him his jacket, which he took.

      “Thanks again,” he told the dragon. “If I can ever repay you, well, come find me or something.”

      “The sentiment is appreciated.” In the light of day, Quetzalli was even more magnificent than before. Sunlight bounced off multicolored scales and cast light on the road beneath their feet that was reminiscent of a stained-glass window. “Luck be with you, manling.”

      An aura of electricity surrounded the dragon, and feathery wings stretched wide as it jumped into the sky. Thunder rolled over the coliseum, and they watched as Quetzalli disappeared into the clouds above.

      Behind him, he heard Beth humming the theme song of The NeverEnding Story.

      His suit was torn in multiple places, and his shoes squished when he walked. Beth’s outfit was a mess as well, but at least most of the dirt had come off in the dragon’s mouth. “Well, guess we’re ready to see the queen,” he said, raising an eyebrow. “Unless you need a minute to fix your makeup or something.”

      She rolled her eyes at him and started down the path without a word. He did a quick jog to catch up, his shoes squeaking beneath him.

      The fae gave them a wide berth, muttering to one another as Mike and Beth passed. The path led them inside the coliseum and terminated into a small stone bridge. The coliseum had a giant, multitiered garden along the inner wall that bustled with the activity of well-dressed fairy folk. The mountain the building was carved into had three waterfalls that fed into a river system that ran through it and around a small, flower-shaped stone island in the middle.

      The bridge was the only connection between the island and the rest of the structure. The perimeter of the coliseum went silent as the fae watched them step onto the island. On the other side of the island was a throne. To its left was the shattered remnants of what may have been a second throne. On the right, sitting on a swing within a large metal cage, was Cecilia.

      “Cecilia!” When Mike called to her, the banshee looked up, hope and horror etched on her face. He wanted to go to her, to rip open the bars of the cage with his bare hands, but decorum was required in the court of the fairy queen, and the last thing he needed was to bring down the wrath of the court.

      That and he would look pretty stupid trying to rip apart the bars.

      There was a murmur from the surrounding crowd, and he turned around to see a large mass of golden butterflies made of light descend from the outer rim of the coliseum. They swirled around Beth and Mike, then spun into a circle above the throne. When they came in to land, they slowly melted into one another, forming in the tall silhouette of a blonde woman with pointed ears and a gold circlet on her head. Massive gossamer wings unfurled behind her, then settled like a cloak over her shoulders, and many of the fae briefly bowed or took a knee.

      “So you came for her.” When the queen spoke, he could feel a wicked energy wash over him. Her skin practically glowed with power, and her voice was suffused with magic the likes of which he had never felt before. Though she was beautiful, as he met her gaze, he could sense the cruelty behind the facade.

      “Your Majesty.” He bowed deeply as well. It was one of the few customs Sofia had coached him on. “I have come today to discuss the imminent release of my friend, the banshee Cecilia.”

      There were scattered chuckles among the throng of fae, and many of them leaned forward with intense interest.

      “I see. Tell me, Mike Radley, do you honestly believe you are in any condition to address the court?”

      He sighed. “No, Your Majesty, but your land is as deadly as it is beautiful.” Flattery was a weapon in his arsenal now, and he would have to be careful with any words he spoke. “I’m afraid we encountered many of your subjects who were uninterested in letting us pass without incident.”

      “Indeed. Did you know they did so by my order?” When the queen walked, she shimmered, and she moved away from the throne.

      He nodded. “It was explained to us we were unwelcome.”

      “And yet you came anyway. How…delightful.”

      “Please, Your Majesty, the path was difficult, and I only hope to secure the release of my friend.” He debated dropping to his knees and begging but knew it would only serve to amuse the queen. Then again, if amusing her was all it would take, he would do it.

      “And what have you to offer in exchange for her release?” The queen sat down on her throne and held her hand out. A sprite appeared to deliver a crystalline glass of wine, which the queen took and set down on a nearby table.

      “Your Majesty, I was under the impression that Cecilia was being held captive on account of some crime she may have committed. As such, I have brought my attorney to—” When he turned to introduce Beth, he froze.

      Beth’s face had gone completely slack, her eyes unfocused and a stupid grin on her face.

      “Beth?” He waved his hand in front of her eyes, but she didn’t move.

      “Your friend suffers from a serious case of being a simple mortal.” The queen took a sip from her glass. “Do you really think a mere human could gaze upon the visage of the queen of the fae without losing herself in my beauty?”

      “Beth!” He tried to grab her shoulders and give her a shake, but she moved away from him and toward the queen. A pair of winged guards landed between him and the queen, their spears held up in warning.

      “This one interests me.” The queen stood from her throne and approached Beth, who had knelt and was openly sobbing with joy. “She has much potential, even as a human.”

      “Don’t touch her.” He meant to sound tough, but his voice squeaked a little. When the queen put her hand on Beth’s head, the lawyer rose, ran across the bridge to the edge of the court, and stood with a group of nobles wearing light-blue robes.

      “I touched her. What now, Radley? Are you going to come over here and seduce me?” The queen batted her eyes dramatically. “Or maybe you plan to leave and come back with more of your friends? Maybe some of them will be like you, able to see past the glamour and function, but then what? Will you declare war on our kind?”

      Beth. She was supposed to be his secret weapon, the smart one capable of talking him out of trouble. Now she was caught up in a spell of obedience or a charm. She was practically hanging off the neck of a handsome fae with translucent wings and a toothy grin. He and his cohorts were luring her to a nearby table of food where one of their servants had already poured a glass of wine for her.

      His eyes met Cecilia’s, and he saw raw panic reflected in them. He had overstepped, and Beth was about to pay the price. Without warning, his magic came to life, surging up inside him. He needed to do something to break the spell, and he knew just the thing.

      He took a deep breath.

      “Seems like she’s about to make the choice for you, Caretaker.” The queen smirked. “Maybe now you’ll—”

      Mike unleashed a shriek of rage that caused most of the court to cower in alarm. It was the high-pitched wail of a banshee at first but then became warped and distorted. The glass in the queen’s hand shattered, spraying her with wine, and Beth fell to the ground, clutching her ears.

      When the shriek ended, Beth pulled the earplugs from her pocket and shoved them in her ears, then huddled on the ground with her hands over her eyes.

      “I’m sorry, Mike, I can’t look at her!” she cried. “I’m so sorry, please forgive me!”

      While Beth huddled on the floor, the fairy queen’s wings extended behind her, and she hovered about a foot off the ground. Golden light enveloped her, and her eyes flickered with magical sparks.

      “How dare you!” she yelled, pointing her wine-stained hand at him. “You dare to shout in my court!”

      The room had gone silent, save for the sounds of a few fairies drawing weapons or placing bets. The tension in the room was so thick that the mists around the edges moved away from the center, as if giving the gods themselves a better view of what was about to transpire.

      Mike rubbed his throat. He had yelled so hard that it was raw, and when he spoke, there was a scratch in his voice.

      “How dare you.” He pointed a finger back at the queen, fire blooming in his cheeks and his whole body tensing up. “You accuse me of impropriety when you just stand there being a capital cunt about all this.”

      The collective gasp from the room sounded like the tearing of fabric, but he ignored it. The queen’s face froze in shock.

      “How dare you speak to the queen in such a manner.” This was from a lordly looking fae on the edge of the court, a man in silver garments with a crown of roses around his head. He held a wooden staff with roses embossed along its length, and his silvered hair was nearly to his waist.

      “Stuff it, Legolas.” Mike felt the fire in his cheeks spread across his body, and the gears of his mind cranked rapidly. Maybe it had been a huge mistake to come here, but if he was about to go down in flames, he was going to give everyone a piece of his mind. Time seemed to slow, allowing him the opportunity to choose his words. “The grown-ups are talking now. Why don’t you go play with your flowers?”

      A mixture of laughs and boos filled the air, and Mike held up his hand for silence. The fairy lord had vanished behind some of his cohorts, and Mike’s gaze swept the room, then landed on the indignant queen.

      “I came here to have a civilized conversation with you, Your Majesty. You forced me to trudge through your land for a couple of days, encouraged your subjects to kill me, and then mocked me to my face when I finally arrived. So what exactly do you expect from me?”

      He ripped off his tie and threw it on the ground, where it landed with a splat. “Do you want to humiliate me in front of all your subjects and look like the big, tough bitch that everyone talks about? And you must be so proud of yourself picking on a mortal! Bravo!” He started a slow clap and fought a grin when a couple of unseen fae joined in. “If you were so scared of me, you should never have sent your spy to come see me. I would never have thought to come here in the first place, so bravo again.” He clapped his hands a couple more times, then stopped when an errant thought occurred to him.

      Sulyvahn had said he had been forced to come because of an agreement the queen had. The queen ensured that every Caretaker was spirited away to the afterlife, but if she disapproved of one, why not just have them killed?

      “I suggest you—” she began, but he butted in.

      “You know what? When we came here, we took so much care to be respectful. My friend had books on etiquette and fairy law, and we deliberately left any weapons at home. Do you know how easy iron is to get in the human world? And not just any iron but official cold iron. I could have that shit delivered to my door in hours, get it blessed by a holy man, whatever. I could have come here with a small army. Did your spy tell you that? No, I chose to assume you weren’t a huge bitch, despite being told otherwise by more than one person. So who is disrespecting who? I came with every intention of kindness and civility, but you turned your land against me, and for what? Because the banshee is my friend?

      “Check this out! I brought nothing but simple protection charms and some gifts.” He pulled out a bag full of polished stones. “I heard your kind like shiny things, so I brought these to trade for directions. Guess I don’t need them.” He dumped the bag in his hands and threw the stones in a wide arc toward the lords and ladies. Some of the pebbles landed in the watery ring, but the others bounced along the ground, and he noticed that several of the fae servants now stared with intense interest at the rocks. “I came as a friend of the fae, and you treated me as your enemy. So I’m no longer begging forgiveness, Your Majesty. It doesn’t matter if you don’t like me; I’m loved by many others. So unless you are planning to smite me or something, you need to tell me right now what I can do to take Cecilia home with me. She is a part of my home and is very missed, and I would go through Hell itself to get her back.”

      “Enough!” The queen’s wings swung down, and a hot wind blew across the court, scattering some of the flying servants, who cried out in alarm. She floated off the ground, her aura expanding around her, giving her the appearance of a tiny star. “You are an abomination, Caretaker. You stole fairy magic and suffused it with your very soul, and for that, I would kill you.”

      “Then do it. Let’s see the brave queen smash the puny mortal.” He raised his arms and turned so everyone could see him. “I’m just a defenseless human, after all, so show everyone how brave you are, Tinker Bell! Blow me away!”

      There was a collective groan from the crowd as the fae scrambled over one another to get a better view of what was about to transpire, but the swirling mists suddenly closed in on them, leaving Mike and Beth alone with the queen of the fae. He turned toward her and saw that her face was contorted in a mask of rage.

      She summoned a swirling ball of fire, light, and shadows with her hands and held it over her head. It sizzled and popped like water on a hot skillet, and Mike took a step toward her.

      “Oh please. What are you gonna do with that?” He stepped between her and Beth, just in case. “I’ve already figured out you can’t directly hurt me.”

      The queen’s face fell in shock, and the ball of magic popped like a bubble, sending a wave of crackling energy along the ground.

      “How?” she asked.

      “Simple. Somewhere out there is a written agreement that you provide my home with an escort to the afterlife. I’m willing to bet there is a clause in there that prevents you from getting rid of Caretakers you don’t like and from directly commanding your subjects to harm him or her.”

      “You can’t know that.”

      “Ah, but I do. You said you would kill me for what I’ve done, yet I live. Why is that? Why have us dumped in the middle of the woods and trick us into walking into those stupid bird things instead of just blowing my head off the minute I arrived?”

      “The sluagh are not birds,” she corrected him.

      “Whatever. Why not just have someone give me shitty directions and trick me into going home? Or have Sulyvahn bring me here directly so you can bash my head in for laughs? ’Cause you can’t do it, and you don’t want the others to know that their all-powerful queen can’t smash a measly human. You were hoping I would have an accident while I was here and you could move on with your day.” He knelt by Beth and gave her a shake. She was motionless now, and he gave her another concerned shove. “What did you do to her?”

      “The mist has put her to sleep. I was hoping it would do the same to you and I would be rid of your presence, but it appears you have developed quite the resistance to it. It’s a defense mechanism made for humans, but clearly you have strayed too far from your own humanity. Do you even know what you have become? Because I do not, and I have seen the very mists of Creation itself. You are new magic, and I do not like it one bit.” She slumped down in her throne and scowled. “So I’m afraid we are at an impasse, Caretaker. I could send you back home, but I fear you would darken my doorstep once again to humiliate me further.”

      “You’re right. I would. So let’s try again. I want Cecilia back, and I won’t stop until you give me what I want.” He crossed his arms. “And don’t even think about threatening Beth again. The rat king is very close friends with her, and I bet I could convince him to chew enough holes in this place to collapse it.”

      The queen laughed. “You threaten me with planar oblivion? You think very highly of yourself.”

      “We’ve done it once already. A demon took her from us, so we blew up his dimension.”

      “I doubt that…” She inspected him closely now, her eyes searching his. “I cannot believe it, but somehow you speak the truth.”

      “I do. Cecilia appears unharmed for now, but if you decide to punish her on my account, I will dedicate my life to Swiss-cheesing this place. If you think I’m beyond caving in your kingdom, then look again.”

      “Foolish child. I would never harm one of my own.” The queen seemed genuinely upset at the idea, her pale cheeks darkening. “It is not her fault that she was tricked into a dalliance with a mortal.”

      Mike shook his head. “There was no trickery involved. It just happened, and it was mutual. The thing about the magic was an accident, and I’m sorry if it offends you, but you need to move on. Now tell me what you want from me so I can move on too.”

      She gave him a hard stare for nearly a minute, but he didn’t back down. He had gambled on the queen being unable to hurt him and had no other ideas on how to get the queen to listen.

      “Do you love her?” the queen asked. The question caught him off guard, not just because of the content, but how the queen asked it. There was fear in her voice, but he couldn’t imagine why that would be.

      He chose his words carefully, fully expecting a trap. “I love her as I do the others in my house. I’m still learning about those feelings myself, and my situation is quite unusual, but yes, I do.”

      “I see.” The queen stared him down for several moments, contemplating his answer. Suddenly, her face blossomed into a sinister smile. “Okay, then.”

      She clapped her hands, and the loud boom that came from them blew the mist away, revealing the entirety of the court once more. Excited cheers and jeers could be heard from every direction as the fae awaited what would come next.

      “This mortal claims he loves the banshee Cecilia and would walk through Hell itself to get her back. Seeing the honesty in his heart, I have decided to test his worth.” She pointed a finger at him, a sneer on her face. “Henceforth, you are banished from entering the fae realm by any means from your world until you can complete this task, Caretaker Radley. The fairy realm lies parallel to many dominions, the Underworld included. Should you find a way to enter my court via the Underworld itself, I will allow you to leave here with your dear Cecilia.”

      “Leave unharmed. You will allow us all to leave unharmed. And intact,” he added.

      He hadn’t been expecting this and realized that he had somehow been played. It was likely an impossible task, but he was willing to bet it was the only way she would let Cecilia go. The court was now an animated throng as coin exchanged hands and the fae debated the potential outcome.

      “And I want this agreement in writing.”

      The queen rolled her eyes, summoned a scroll from midair, and tossed it to him. He caught it and opened it up to look. It seemed straightforward and guaranteed the banshee’s release and safe passage for both of them if he could come back to the court by way of the Underworld.

      “Guess I’ll be seeing you soon. I agree to the terms.” His name appeared, scrawled in golden ink. He looked at Cecilia, whose face was crestfallen. “I’m coming for you.”

      She nodded, then wiped a tear from her cheek.

      “Oh. And one more thing.” The queen raised her hand for silence, then clenched it into a fist and yanked it down. The sky ripped itself apart, and a large shape slammed into the ground next to Mike, thrashing about in confusion.

      It was Quetzalli.

      The dragon roared in pain, and a sickly blue aura surrounded it, followed by the sizzle of electricity. The horn on its head glowed with power, summoning lightning from the sky. The boom was deafening, and Mike covered his ears.

      “Hey, stop it!” he yelled, then ran to the dragon. A blast of lightning scorched the ground near his legs, so he halted his advance.

      “Let it be known that he is to receive no help from any fae, or any other creature who wishes to remain in these lands. I wasn’t clear enough with my prior orders, so let it be known that what is about to transpire is an act of leniency on my part.” She turned her gaze on the dragon. “Since you seem to like humans so much, why don’t you go and live as one?”

      The blue light ripped through the dragon, shedding feathers and scales in every direction, and the beast roared in agony. Mike covered his face and threw himself over Beth to protect her from the swirling dragon bits, clenching his teeth in pain as he was buffeted by tiny stones that swirled about. The light was diminishing, revealing a huddled figure in the middle of where the dragon had lain.

      “Quetzalli!” he cried out, racked with guilt. The dragon had gotten caught up in this mess solely for being a good Samaritan, and he turned his gaze back on the queen. “I’m coming for you too,” he warned her.

      “I look forward to it,” she replied, her voice carrying over the wind. Through the maelstrom of magic, he could see golden lines forming in the air above her, lines that flew behind him and stacked themselves into an intricately built gate.

      “Now get the fuck out of my queendom,” she said, and a powerful wind pushed the three of them across the stone floor. The gate opened, and he caught a brief glimpse of his house just as his grip slipped off Beth’s shoulders. Lifted free of the ground, he saw Beth and Quetzalli tumbling across the ground after him. As he was unable to control his flight, the edge of the gate clipped his head on his way through it, and everything went black.
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      “Easy, kisa.”

      The familiar voice was thick with a Russian accent and elicited feelings of both warmth and sadness. It spoke to her from the void, guiding her back to the world of the living. The darkness peeled away to reveal a small dance studio with wooden floors and large windows overlooking a city. One of the interior walls was a mirror, and in the reflection was a young Black teen who sat on the floor, her face racked with pain as an older man held her left leg in place while examining her knee.

      It took a moment for her to realize she was looking at her own reflection. Unable to control her actions, she was forced to watch.

      “No need for tears, kisa, is just a sprain.” The man left her behind and crossed the room to a small closet. He dug around inside and came back with a thick roll of bandages in his hands.

      She couldn’t see his face in the mirror, her eyes locked on her own reflection. She was maybe fifteen or sixteen, but it was hard to tell. Her frame was thin and possibly malnourished, and there were small hollows beneath her eyes like she hadn’t slept in days.

      Is this who I was?

      “Will I still be able to compete?” the teen asked hopefully. She kept wiping away fresh tears before the man could see them.

      “The heart of a dancer is stronger than the body of one, kisa. Perhaps you sit this one out.”

      “No, I have to compete,” she protested, her voice fading into a distant echo. The memory was melting around her, the void reaching out with icy hands to claim her once again. She kicked her furry legs and swam away into the darkness until she could float alone with her thoughts. Had that been one of her memories? Was she the girl in the mirror?

      The man’s name was on the tip of her tongue, but the harder she tried to say it, the farther it crawled down her own throat, determined to hide. The darkness now pulsed with stars, bright things that hurt her eyes and made her head throb in time with the universe around her.

      She opened her eyes one at a time to see that she was lying on a bed in a dimly lit room. On its own, her hand touched her neck. It was purely instinctual, and the move itself caused her head to pound in time with her pulse.

      A small moan escaped her lips, and when she tried to sit up, nausea and dizziness forced her to lie back down.

      Some time passed before the rustling of fabric caught her ears, and she turned her head to see a woman standing in the opening of the room. The stranger snapped her fingers, and a lantern by the door ignited, filling the room with a soft yellow light that was barely tolerable.

      “You’re finally awake. I was worried you would be out forever.” The woman picked up the lantern and walked to the bed, then set the light down on a nearby table. She looked Asian but had patches of scalelike skin along her face and neck that shimmered in the lantern light. “My name is Ratu. What’s yours?”

      “Nngh.” The pain of trying to speak was nearly rivaled by the frustration of being unable to answer.

      “I’m afraid you took a rather nasty blow to the head. Here.” Ratu held out a couple of pills. “These will help with the pain. You can chew them.”

      She took the pills and popped them in her mouth. If this woman had wanted to poison or hurt her, she could have done it already. Besides, her head hurt badly enough that she couldn’t think past making the pain stop.

      The pills tasted awful, but it was like pouring water on an open flame. The pain rampaging through her head diminished greatly, and she let out a sigh of relief.

      “Better?” Ratu asked, her green eyes glowing.

      “Yes. Thank you.” She felt not only better but oddly calm. Looking into Ratu’s eyes reminded her of a warm night by the fire, and it occurred to her that she was now staring. She looked away and rubbed her eyes, her whole body now warm and fuzzy, inside and out.

      “Good. Let’s try again. What’s your name?”

      “I…” Her own name was even further away than the man’s name had been. Why is that? “I don’t know.”

      “Interesting.” Ratu arched an eyebrow. “Do you know where you are or how you got here?”

      “Um…” The images in her head didn’t make sense, but she decided to be honest. “I was in a fight. I think. With a statue.”

      “A gargoyle,” Ratu corrected her. “You were trying to escape, and Abella knocked you out. You’ve been unconscious for a couple of days now.”

      “I have?” She felt the back of her head. Sure enough, there was a large, painful lump buried beneath her fur. “Where am I?”

      “You’re in my Labyrinth. I brought you here for safekeeping because I have some questions for you, though I doubt you’ll be able to answer them if you don’t even know your own name.”

      “Oh.” That made sense, and the memory of her attempt to flee the house became clear to her. She saw the faces again, her memory settling on the snarling visage of a green goblin. The fur on her neck stood up, and she smoothed it back down.

      “Well, I won’t waste your time much longer. Why did you attack Mike?”

      “Mike?” Ah, right. That was the man’s name. “I was trying to sneak out, and he found me.”

      “And why were you sneaking?”

      “I was…scared.” That answer felt right, but if it was true, why wasn’t she scared now? Her situation seemed far more dire, but an odd sense of relaxation had settled over her. Even now, she could see Ratu’s skin shifting in the lantern light, but it didn’t bother her.

      “Scared of what?”

      “I don’t remember. It just felt like I had to escape. I needed to escape. I think I fell asleep, and when I woke up, I just…” She let out a sigh. “Am I a prisoner here?”

      “More like a guest. If you were a prisoner, you’d be in chains. But do keep in mind that the nature of your status can change in an instant.” Ratu smirked, then held out a hand. “Are you hungry?”

      She nodded and let the woman help her up. They walked together to another room, where some food had been set at a small dining table. Ratu asked her a series of questions, most of which she had no answer for. She ate until she was full, a move that was almost instinctive on her part.

      Ratu conducted a small series of tests after they ate, most of which involved a hovering ball of light. When they were done, Ratu led her out of the building into a large, subterranean chamber with a floating crystal up above.

      “So what now?” she asked, looking up at the crystal. She could feel the heat coming off it like a tiny sun.

      “Well, from what I can tell, your memory has been completely wiped. I don’t know whether that’s from a magical injury or a physical one. As for your body, are you sure you don’t remember anything about your transformation?”

      She touched her throat involuntarily again and remembered the young woman in the mirror. If that really was one of her memories, then how had she become this way? “I really don’t.”

      Ratu nodded. “Well, now that you’ve your wits about you, I think it’s time we go upstairs and speak with the Caretaker, and—”

      At the word Caretaker, a throaty growl formed in the back of her throat. She cut it off and stared at Ratu, appalled.

      “I have no idea why I just did that,” she said. “Please don’t lock me up.”

      “Tell me, do you mean to harm Mike?” Ratu had crossed her arms in a manner that had placed one of her hands up a sleeve.

      “The man from upstairs? No, why?”

      “Because he’s the Caretaker.”

      The growl was more of a squeak this time, and she shook her head, fighting her instincts. “I really don’t know why I keep doing that, I swear.”

      “Oh, I know. You can’t lie to me, not for another few hours, anyway,” Ratu responded.

      “I can’t?”

      “No, you can’t. When you took your medicine, I cast a spell on you to calm you down and keep you honest. You see, your appearance caused quite a commotion, and I needed to make sure you weren’t a threat before taking you back.”

      “That makes sense.” However, now that she knew that she had been enchanted, her hackles rose a bit. Something about knowing a spell had been cast on her made her angry, or at least, she knew it should. It was almost like her brain was busy trying to be two people at once.

      “Come with me. And if you see our Minotaur, don’t let him make you nervous. He’s meant to scare you, but since the spell I cast is fading, I don’t feel like chasing you through the Labyrinth all day.”

      She nodded and followed Ratu. The passageways were long, but they went through several shortcuts and doorways that didn’t make any sense. A golden lion prowled around on Ratu’s purple kimono and occasionally swatted at her hair when it came near.

      “What are you?” she asked. “I mean, you can do magic. Are you a witch?”

      “I’m a naga.” Ratu looked over her shoulder to reveal that her face now resembled a snake. She shook her head, and when her hair passed over her face, it was back to normal. “A snake deity, of sorts. What are you?”

      “Um…” She really had no idea and told the naga so. “Do you know what I am?”

      “That’s open for debate,” the naga admitted. “You see, all the evidence points at you having been human once, so you can’t simply be nekomata, or a cat spirit. They start as cats. My best guess is that you are a human who has fallen prey to a curse or enchantment that has made you into this…cat person.”

      She gasped and touched her throat again. “Am I going to turn into a cat?”

      Ratu noticed this movement and stopped. “No. The method of enchantment has been removed, but may I?” She came closer and ran her hands through the thick fur of her neck. “Hmm. That would make a lot of sense, actually.”

      “What would?”

      “An enchanted collar.”

      At the word collar, she touched her throat again, her heart pounding. “Someone did this to me?”

      “They did. But it was nobody you are about to meet. Come.” She tapped on a stone, and it swung open like a door, revealing on the other side an ordinary room with wooden floors.

      “This is… This is a house!” When she stepped through, the door behind them swung shut and vanished into the wood paneling.

      “It is. I got tired of getting wet, so the rats put in a portal for me.”

      It was an odd statement from the naga, but there was no chance to ask about it, because they turned down a hallway and were in a dining room that smelled strongly of fresh baked goods. Even now, the table was being set by a very tall woman wearing an apron. When the woman turned to see who had arrived, she saw she only had one eye.

      “I didn’t expect to see you,” the woman said, looking down at the newcomer. The cyclops was easily seven feet tall. “I take it our visitor is okay?”

      “Better than expected, actually.” Ratu pulled a chair out and indicated that they should all sit. “This is Sofia, by the way. She’s a cyclops, in case you didn’t know that.”

      While her own personal memory was an aching void in her brain, she did at least recognize the cyclops for what she was. However, she had been staring and looked away, embarrassed. “Sorry, everything is… My name is…”

      “Unknown,” the naga finished for her, then picked up a pastry with raspberry filling. “Mike isn’t up yet? Thought I heard that he was back?”

      “He had a bad night,” Sofia answered. “The head injury he got from the gate was bad enough that the centaurs took him and…our other new guest for observation. They haven’t returned yet.” She shook her head, then shrugged. “Beth filled us in on what happened, and she’s pretty upset but not as mad as Tink or Yuki. Tink spent all morning repairing the electrical panel so I could at least make breakfast, so that’s kept her busy. Yuki has been hovering around the centaurs, and I’m sure you know how much they like that.”

      “Hmm.” Ratu tapped a finger on the table. “I think I’ll stick around a bit longer. I was planning to just pass along a quick report, but I don’t want anyone feisty taking out their aggressions on the new girl just yet.”

      “That’s a good idea.” Sofia sat across from the cat girl. “Can I make you anything? Are you hungry?”

      Though she had eaten in Ratu’s lair, she was already hungry again. “Do you have anything…um…sausage, maybe?” Sausage sounded good, and it made her stomach growl audibly.

      “I’ll see what I can do.” Sofia vanished around the corner.

      “Hey, have you seen any of the fairies lately?” Ratu had raised her voice so Sofia could hear her. “I wanted to send a message up, but I haven’t seen any of them recently, and they didn’t come when I tried to summon them. Not that I mind sending messages by rat, but they’re kind of a one-way affair without Reggie to translate.”

      “Come to think of it, no, I haven’t.” The air filled with the sound of something sizzling in a hot pan, followed by the sweet aroma of frying meat. “I figured they were bothering you, or the centaurs maybe.”

      “They’ll turn up, they always do, though it usually means they just broke something.” The naga consumed her pastry slowly, picking it into small pieces with her fingers and savoring each bite with a smile.

      The sausages arrived with a side of bacon and some toast. Sofia set them down on the table, then handed over a knife and fork. “Thought you might want something other than just meat, but let me know. I can make whatever.”

      “Are you the chef or something?” she asked while taking the utensils.

      Ratu smirked, and Sofia shrugged.

      “I like to be useful. Unlike some people here, I enjoy spending time with everyone, and love to cook. The Library gets lonely.”

      The Library.

      There was a sudden flash of a memory, but it faded away before it could leave a mark. She looked down at her plate and picked up her fork.

      Oh well. It was better to be confused on a full stomach. The toast was fine, but the sausage was absolutely exquisite, and when she bit into the bacon, she let out a small purr of delight. The others watched her for a few seconds, then Sofia offered to make her some more, since she seemed so hungry. She nodded and held up her plate for the cyclops to take.

      When Sofia came back a bit later, she had doubled the amount of sausage and bacon on the plate.

      “Eat your fill,” she said. “We’ve got plenty.”

      “Eat your fill, kisa.” The old man slid a bowl of soup across the table to her. Her hands were tiny, and her arms shook when she pulled the bowl closer to herself. The oversize coat she wore was still wet from the snow, and small puddles had formed beneath her elbows on the table. “I’ve got plenty.”

      The memory startled her, and she dropped the piece of bacon she had been holding. The others were deep in conversation about something else now, and she picked up a sausage, holding the greasy roll of meat in between her fingers.

      Who was that old man? Did he know who she was? She wasn’t able to ponder these questions for long when she heard a loud bang from the front of the house. Everyone at the table stood and ran, and she couldn’t help but follow out of curiosity.

      ---

      Mike groaned as Zel cleaned away the dried blood on the back of his head. He sat on a table in her yurt, and she was now using tweezers to check his wound. Last night, he had faded in and out of consciousness as the centaurs rushed him to their camp for medical treatment. When he’d woken up this morning, it was to discover his head was bandaged so heavily that he had worried he had died and been mummified only to awaken years later now that there was a new Caretaker.

      It was a silly thought, but he knew he had a concussion and figured it was just par for the course.

      “Hmm, interesting,” Zel muttered from behind him. He waited in the hopes she would say more.

      She didn’t.

      “What?” he finally asked her. “Is my brain hanging out? If so, it serves me right. Try to push only the smart part back in, please.”

      “Does this hurt?” She did something, and he winced as a sharp pain shot through his skull, then faded.

      “A bit but not too bad. What is…oh?”

      Zel’s hand appeared in front of his face, holding a twisted wire.

      “What is that?”

      “Those are your stitches. I had to take them out.” She moved in front of him and wiped some blood off her hands with a towel, then tossed it into a basket.

      “Why? Is something wrong?” He reached a hand back to feel the wound, then thought better of it.

      “On the contrary. You had a fairly deep gash back there last night, and I used stitches to close it up. This morning, the gash is raw and scabbed over, but it’s superficial and doesn’t need to be held together any longer.” The centaur frowned. “I could have sworn it was worse last night.”

      “What about my head though? It still hurts like a bitch.” He pointed at his temples. “It feels like there’s a bag of broken glass behind my eyes.”

      “Considering you mouthed off to the fairy queen, you’re lucky you still have those eyes.” Zel shuddered. “I’m just glad you came back in one piece.”

      “Me too. Do I need these anymore?” He held up some fresh bandages.

      “No. I just have some stuff I want to put on there to prevent infections, so don’t take a bath as soon as you get back. Wait until this evening.”

      “Okay.” He set the bandages down and looked at the floor. How did he even ask his next question? “Um, how is…Quetzalli? Is she okay?”

      The centaur smiled. “That’s something you are going to have to see for yourself. I don’t even know where to begin.”

      That was an odd answer, but he accepted it.

      After a few more minutes of medical care, Zel released him, and he hopped down off the table with a little help from her. They stepped out of the yurt together, and he squinted at the cloudy sky, his eyes struggling to adjust.

      They walked for a little bit, chatting about nothing in particular, then arrived at the center of camp. The centaurs milled about, ready to perform their daily tasks, and Mike didn’t even have to ask where Quetzalli was.

      A small basket had been turned upside down to create a stool for the woman, and she sat on it now, surrounded by a small crowd of youngsters. Once they were close enough, he could hear her speaking to them, her voice rich with a Spanish accent.

      “…and when Huitzilopochtli defeated his brothers, he cast them into the sky, where they became the stars!” Quetzalli dramatically threw a handful of dirt above the youngsters, who let out screams of laughter and bolted out from underneath the debris. The dragon laughed along with them until her dark purple eyes met his. The centaur children saw Mike coming and departed, suddenly doing their best to look busy.

      “So…how are you doing?” he asked.

      She scowled at him. She had the appearance of an older woman in her mid- to late-forties, with streaks of black in her mostly silver hair. She wore a simple skirt and a centaur’s tunic that had been retooled to fit. Also, tiny bits of hay were stuck to her everywhere. The small horn in the center of her forehead was cracked, the tip of it missing, and when she stood, he noticed that her legs and forearms had large patches of glittering blue scales on them.

      “I’ve been better,” she said, then her legs wobbled, and she stumbled toward him.

      When he put his hands out to catch her, he received a sizable static shock that caused his left arm to suddenly retract, which made him catch her awkwardly. Because of this, her shoulders twisted funny, causing the top button of her tunic to pop open, revealing a pair of ample breasts that had been crammed inside.

      “The youngsters have been teaching her to walk,” Zel explained as Mike steadied the dragon. “She isn’t used to her human form yet.”

      “No, I am not.” Quetzalli managed to stand on her own, then put her hands on her waist. She was about a foot shorter than Mike but somehow looked just as menacing as if she were a foot taller than him. “It appears my enchantment may be permanent.”

      “Any ideas about how we can reverse it?” Mike asked, then looked at Zel.

      “None. Ratu might know, but I haven’t been able to send her a fairy. Can’t seem to find any of them when there’s work to be done.”

      “I am so sorry,” he began, but Quetzalli held up her hand to silence him.

      “You have nothing to be sorry for,” she told him. “This was the queen’s doing, not yours.”

      “We’ll find a way to reverse it.”

      “Perhaps.” She looked him up and down. “It is so fascinating to see you up close like this. And this place we’re in—is this your home?”

      “Not…quite. I thought you would be far angrier than you seem.”

      “Oh, she was.” Zel smiled. “But we were able to talk her down a bit and convince her we would do our best.”

      “Yes, she did.” Quetzalli poked him in the chest with her finger, which caused another spark. “And while I don’t blame you, you are the reason I ended up in this mess. You owe me for saving your life, and I intend to collect.”

      “Anything, just name it.”

      “I need a place to stay until I can return to my original form. I would prefer to stay with you, as I no longer know anybody in the mortal realm who can help me.”

      “Done.” He stuck his hand out. “I will do everything in my power to keep you safe and help return you to normal.”

      Quetzalli nodded. “Then we have an agreement.” She looked down at his extended hand. “What are you doing?”

      “It’s a handshake. When humans come to an agreement, they shake hands.”

      “Oh. Right. I am familiar with the custom but keep forgetting I have…these.” She held out her hands and wiggled her fingers. “They feel so fragile, like sticks that have been out in the sun for too long. And the claws are useless. Look at how thin they are! You could barely dig a hole with them.”

      “Yeah, I wouldn’t recommend—OW!”

      Quetzalli had grabbed his extended hand and squeezed it as hard as she could, which caused the bones and tendons inside his palm to pop loudly. He fought to yank his hand free, but she misunderstood and held on with a grip of iron, pumping his hand up and down vigorously.

      “How do I know when a handshake is over?” the dragon asked, then looked over to Zel, oblivious to Mike’s reaction. “Does this look right? It doesn’t feel right.”

      Zel said nothing, hiding a grin behind her hands.

      “Two seconds. Two seconds!” Mike yelled, and she released him. His hand was throbbing, but he didn’t feel any permanent damage.

      “Okay. Two seconds for a handshake. Got it.”

      “You’re…you’re crazy strong, aren’t you?” He flexed his hand a few times, hoping that movement would alleviate the pain.

      “She is a dragon, after all.” Zel moved close to Quetzalli and pulled a small wooden stick from her pocket. “When she first came to us, she was as pale as a ghost. Her skin has darkened a bit, and these revealed themselves.” She tapped on a set of scales along Quetzalli’s neck. “She still has some draconic properties that I think will continue to emerge in the days ahead.”

      “Okay, but why the stick?” He found the centaur’s behavior odd.

      “I got tired of getting zapped,” she replied, then pointed at Quetzalli’s broken horn. “She constantly generates an electrical charge, but the sudden change in size meant she could no longer hold in all that energy, so it broke. Unfortunately, based on what she told me, her horn helped her control her own lightning, so you may get a nasty shock every now and then.”

      He thought back to the spark he had experienced earlier and looked at the dragon. “Not enough to kill me or anything, right?”

      The dragon shrugged. “I really can’t say. Zel didn’t think so, and my horn will heal over time as long as I’m careful with it.”

      “Indeed.” He moved closer to her and examined the fractured horn. It had a spiral pattern that reminded him of a unicorn. “Maybe we could get Tink to make you a cap for it? Something to keep it from getting damaged even further?”

      “If you do that, pick a conductive material,” Zel added. “You don’t want her building up another big charge or anything. The discharge could crack her horn down at the core, which would be very bad.”

      “Sounds reasonable.” He really had no idea how electricity worked beyond the basics but was sure Tink would be able to fashion something with little effort. “Any other things we should know?”

      “She’s been human for less than twenty-four hours. Though she has watched over mankind for centuries, it doesn’t mean she understands them.” Zel threw a look at Quetzalli. “I don’t pretend to fully understand a dragon’s supernatural biology, or the spell that transformed her. Fae magic is certainly a thing to behold, but so is a dragon. Her body is still acclimating to this form, and because some of her draconic traits have already manifested since her arrival, like the scales on her skin, it’s possible other traits may push through the enchantment over time.”

      “So puberty for dragons, got it. Hey, can I ask you something? What do you know about Sulyvahn?”

      “The dullahan?” She shrugged. “I haven’t talked to him, actually. I’ve been too busy here.”

      “What about the others? I’ve seen him speaking with the centaurs, and I wonder what he’s been talking about.”

      “Oh? You have my curiosity. Why the sudden interest in him?”

      Mike frowned. “The fairy queen knew we were coming and made sure we had a nasty welcome waiting for us. Naturally I assume he told her because he’s a spy.”

      The centaur rolled her eyes. “Well, you weren’t exactly being quiet about what you were doing or where you were going. Even if he did report to the fairy queen, you can hardly call what he did spying. If your neighbors could actually see what was happening in your front yard, even they would have known you were up to something, ’cause you built a small closet in the middle of your yard and then had a squad of magic rats chew a portal in it. So even if Sulyvahn is spying on you, you can’t blame him for passing on information you pretty much handed over.”

      “You sound like you’re on his side.” He hadn’t expected Zel to lecture him about the dullahan, and his cheeks were now burning.

      “He may be in your front yard, but he still answers to the queen. You can’t be mad at him for siding with his boss, especially when you’ve made no effort to properly welcome him here.”

      “So he has been spying on us.” He shook his head, wondering how he was going to get rid of the headless nuisance.

      “If he is, he’s only reporting what he sees. It’s not like we answered a bunch of questions about you or the house.” Zel crossed her arms. “In fact, the only thing he’s really even talked about is the garden in the front yard.”

      “What about the garden?” Mike asked.

      “He seems super into botany, but he keeps offering useless advice on those bushes near the front—the ones that keep getting sick and dying. I have some of our best botanists keeping your yard in good condition. They love tending to your plants, and it’s their way of thanking you for letting us live here. He keeps offering up holistic approaches to your poor soil issues, and the centaurs just smile and nod for him because he’s friendly.”

      “That’s a little weird.”

      Zel nodded. “It is. He suggested planting iron spikes all around your bushes because it might loosen the soil, then told my top herbalist that a ring of salt might keep slugs away. You don’t even have a slug problem, so we told him we would keep it in mind.”

      “A slug…problem…” Mike put his chin in his hand, his mind whirring through the possibilities. Why would the queen’s spy become so involved with how he kept his yard? He hadn’t liked the dullahan since he had arrived, but he knew now that he hadn’t given him a fair shake. Now that he knew how nasty the queen could be, he thought back to Sulyvahn’s warnings. Had the dullahan really been looking out for him?

      “Ack! Pffft!” A stray bit of hair had gotten stuck in Quetzalli’s face, and she was actively trying to remove it. Unfortunately, it looked to be the hair of a centaur’s tail, and she poked herself in the eye trying to pull the thing off her face.

      “Hold still,” he told her, then got a nasty zap for his efforts. He was able to peel the hair off her face, but when he let go of it, it floated back toward her and stuck to her belly.

      “That’s been a bit of an uphill battle,” Zel informed him. “She fell into a hay bale earlier, and it took us an hour to get it all out of her hair.”

      “It was unexpectedly itchy,” Quetzalli added. “And I did not care for the flavor either.”

      “You’re not supposed to eat it.” Zel let out an exasperated sigh. “And we don’t eat it either. We use it to lie down and things like that.”

      “But I thought horses ate hay?”

      “Again, like I said before, we aren’t horses. This part of me is like a horse, but that does not mean we’re… You know what? It’s fine.” Zel looked back at Mike. “Now that your head isn’t broken, you should probably get back to the house. The others are waiting for your return, and I’m sure Quetzalli would like to find out where her room is.”

      “I’m very curious to see the inside of a house,” the dragon added. “I’ve even heard you have running water inside them, like a magic river.”

      “Just wait until I show you the internet,” Mike said, then gave Zel a big hug. “Thanks for taking care of me.”

      “Try to stay out of trouble,” she told him, then smiled. “But it was very nice to see you. Are you still coming to my ceremony?”

      “I wouldn’t miss it.” He ran his hand along her cheek, then turned toward Quetzalli. “C’mon, let’s get you home and figure out where you’re sleeping.”

      “Am I not sleeping with you? I thought humans slept together?” She pressed her hands into each other, overlapping her fingers. “Does a family of humans sleep in a big ball, like this? I imagine there’s an upper limit.”

      “Um…not quite. You need to master sleeping on your own first. Then you can decide if you want to sleep with somebody else. It’s kind of a personal decision.”

      “You speak with much wisdom, humanling.”

      “Just call me Mike. I need to stop for something first.”

      They walked through the centaur village, and he stopped a couple of centaurs and asked for their help. They led him to one of the nearby storage yurts, then left to complete their duties. Once inside, he dug around through their supplies for a few minutes before finally spotting what he needed.

      Quetzalli had stayed outside, her eyes on the blue sky above. He called her in to help him, then handed her a bag of salt.

      “What’s this for?” she asked.

      “Don’t know yet. Rule number one of being a human: be prepared.” He grabbed a couple of horseshoes the centaurs had made. Though they technically didn’t need them (centaur hooves were magically durable), he had learned they often utilized them for treating hoof-related injuries to ensure they healed properly.

      “What are those for?” she asked, indicating the horseshoes.

      “They’re for luck, but you gotta hold the open end up, or all the luck will run out.” He tucked them partially into one of his pockets. “Rule number two of being a human: you’re gonna need all the luck you can get.”

      “Isn’t all the luck going to run out of them like that?” She squatted. “I don’t see anything coming out of them.”

      “Oh, I’m not grabbing them for their luck. C’mon, I want you to meet somebody.”

      He led her out of the yurt and to the other side of camp, where the portal had been set up. They were about to walk inside the building when she stopped and turned her vision to the sky again.

      “Everything okay?” he asked her.

      A slow smile crossed her face. “There’s a storm coming.”

      He scanned the cloudless sky and shrugged. “If you say so. C’mon, let’s go.”

      The guards standing by the portal let them pass, and they walked through it and into the front yard of his house.

      “That’s my home,” he told her, pausing for a moment to let her see it. In the light of the morning, much of the front was still cast in shadows, and it somehow looked ominous with its latest addition stuck onto the front. “It’s also your home for as long as you like.”

      “Thank you,” she said, and he held his breath.

      Nothing happened. He scanned the front of the house, wondering if a new room had popped up in the back or something. He shrugged and walked over to the garden.

      It didn’t take him long to find it. Along the edge of the maze that was closest to the street, he could see that a fairly large patch of bushes had giant gaps in them, and the dirt beneath looked more like sand than soil.

      “Hey, Abella?” He raised his voice and squinted, his gaze traveling the length of the roof. “I might need you in a moment. Can I get you in the air?”

      After a couple of seconds, he saw her shoot into the sky, her dark figure now circling overhead.

      “That’s Abella,” he explained. “She’s a gargoyle.”

      “Oh.” Quetzalli gazed wistfully into the sky. “I miss my wings. I feel so heavy being trapped on the ground.”

      “Yeah, I bet. If you’re ever in need of a ride, you might be able to convince the Jabberwock to give you one.” He pointed out the beast where it lay hidden against the far wall of his house. Its wings were folded up, and it looked like it might be sleeping. However, he knew it didn’t need sleep and was constantly watching the entrance, just in case.

      “Maybe later. I seem to be having trouble with my balance already.” She dropped the bag of salt onto the ground and put her hands on her breasts. “I’m so confused by these in particular. Why are they so heavy? If I turn too fast, I feel like I’m being pulled forward by them.” She turned around and shook her butt at him. “I feel like at least if I had a tail, I could use it as a counterweight or rudder.”

      Oh boy. He didn’t even know where to begin. “That is probably a question for the others. Hey, can you open that bag for me?”

      “Yes, I can.” She knelt and swiped her fingers at the top of the cloth sack. Frustrated when nothing happened, she tried again but this time snagged her fingernail on the cloth and let out a holler of pain.

      “Humans don’t use their nails like that,” he explained. He showed her how to operate the string on the bag. She pulled on it, and the bag opened up.

      “It’s a good thing your kind reproduces so quickly,” she grumbled. “Manlings are so breakable.”

      “And stubborn too.” Yuki’s voice was bitter, and Mike flinched as the temperature dropped around him. He hadn’t seen her approach, and when he looked at her, he saw she had small bags under her eyes. “And they make shitty choices.”

      “Yuki, I—” he began, but she stepped into him and hugged him so tight that his voice became a squeak and his back popped.

      “You’re such an asshole,” she told him, then stepped back and gave him a light shove. “I’m so glad you decided to go to the fairy realm just to nearly get killed by almost everything.”

      He winced, then held out his hands apologetically. “Look, Yuki, I’m really sorry that—”

      “No, absolutely not. I don’t want to hear any of your bullshit excuses, or…” Yuki sniffed the air and turned to face Quetzalli. “And who is this?”

      “I am the dragon Quetzalli.” She held out a hand, and Yuki took it. There was a loud pop on contact as the kitsune received a shock, and the dragon counted to two out loud while vigorously pumping Yuki’s hand.

      When Quetzalli finally let go, the kitsune’s hair stood up in a few places, and the fur on her tails had poofed out. Yuki looked at Mike with a mixture of surprise and disgust.

      “Hey, since you’re here anyway, I need your help with something.” He ran his hands through her hair, taking a moment to rub the spot between her ears. The static discharged, and her hair fell back into place. “Can you hold these for me? I’ll let you know when I need them.”

      She looked down at the horseshoes, then took them. “What are we doing?”

      “You’ll see.” He had Quetzalli move a safe distance from the bushes, then came back and lifted the bag of salt. He tilted the bag up and did his best to pour the salt evenly over the roots of the plant, wondering how long it would be until something happened. With Abella soaring overhead and Yuki casually spinning one of the horseshoes in her fingers nearby, he hoped his hunch was right.

      “So anyway, I wanted to talk about my plans for the fairy queen,” he loudly announced. “I’ve given it a lot of thought, but I think I have the perfect weapon to destroy her once and for all.”

      Quetzalli tilted her head with curiosity but remained silent. Yuki’s ears twitched, and she gave him a long, hard look. Her gaze went to the horseshoes in her hands, back to Mike, then over to where he had dumped a bunch of salt.

      “I am so interested to hear about this weapon,” she said, her grip tightening on the horseshoes.

      “Good. Because I want to show it to you.” He stuck his hand in his pocket and pulled out a vial of glitter that was leftover from his trip. Cupping his hands together, he looked around and then moved next to Yuki and cracked his hands open. “I’m sure you recognize it from the Vault.”

      “How were you able to handle such a device?” she asked, her eyes flicking toward the bushes. The soil had shifted, causing a circle to open in the salt.

      “It wasn’t easy,” he told her, then closed his hands. “But if this device were to get in the wrong hands, it would easily destroy everything we know and love.”

      “Well, then, you should probably put it somewhere safe until…until…” Her ears twitched again, and she frowned at the bushes.

      He heard it now too—a sound similar to stones being ground together.

      “I’m going to check it out,” he told her, then turned toward the bushes and fake stumbled, the vial falling out of his hands.

      The ground erupted, and a squat, fat creature made of stone jumped into the air and snagged the vial in its claws.

      “All hail the fairy queen!” it shrieked at them. The creature looked like a demonic hedgehog made of rock and stood about a foot tall. It leered at them with sharp, pointy teeth, but the smile disappeared when Yuki nailed it between the eyes with a horseshoe.

      “Abella!” Mike called, and the gargoyle descended, using her feet to grab the little stone creature and carry it into the sky. However, the creature rapidly expanded, dragging Abella down until she crashed into the bushes.

      Muttering in a language Mike didn’t recognize, the creature rolled its body into a ball and charged toward them. The air chilled instantly, and large ice spears formed, diverting the ball away from the group and across the yard. A pair of nearby centaurs ran for cover as the creature unrolled itself, using its foot-long claws to spin in a tight circle, its angry visage focused on Mike.

      It didn’t see the stone lion that had come to life that now descended on it from above. The lion’s body was surrounded in a blue aura, and it slammed into the demon like a meteor impacting the moon.

      The creature exploded in a shower of stone and glitter, its rocky remains raining across the front yard. The lion shook itself clean of the debris, the air around its fiery mane rippling with heat before it returned to its post at the front of the yard.

      “What the hell was that?” Yuki asked. When he looked at her, he saw the front door of the house had been opened, and the others had come outside to see what was going on.

      “It was a type of earth elemental.” Sulyvahn appeared with a strange grin on his face. He knelt to pick up a fragment of the elemental. “Eats magic, this one. They normally dinna get this big.”

      “You knew, didn’t you?” Mike asked.

      The dullahan shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. Ye found it all the same.” He tossed the fragment on the ground and kicked it. “Nasty little bugger has been here longer than I have; that’s for sure and for certain. If I could’ve told ye about it, I would have.”

      Mike appraised the dullahan, wondering if he should take the chance. It was the gnome they had spoken to in the fae realm that had made him think of it. Sulyvahn had tried his best to warn them all away from the queen, and they had ignored him and walked into a trap. He had also been trying to hint at the creature hiding in the bushes but couldn’t come out and tell them directly that the creature had been planted there. What the queen said, went. That was what he had learned in the fairy realm, and he was willing to bet Sulyvahn couldn’t do much else while the queen kept a watchful eye.

      “Why you?” Mike asked. “The queen is honoring an obligation, but why send you specifically? Why not some other dullahan that can keep his mouth shut?”

      Sulyvahn ignored him and looked over at the dying shrubs. “I’ve almost never seen one get that big. It must have had a proper meal, and recently too.”

      Sensing there was something to that statement, Mike ran toward the patch of dirt in the ground where the elemental had popped free. It had left a hole behind that was roughly the size of a softball. He stuck his hand in the hole and felt around, his fingers sliding over something hard.

      Yuki helped him dig up the ground, and when they pulled a glass jar out, they saw four dimly flickering lights inside. The jar was decorated with symbols Mike imagined were magical wards of some kind.

      “Huh. Makes sense. Fairies would’ve spotted that beastie right away. I bet it captured them to keep them quiet.” Sulyvahn yawned. “Looks like the excitement is over, so if ye dinna mind…” He gave a mock salute and vanished into the shadows.

      Mike unscrewed the jar and opened it, tilting it over his hand.

      The sparkling lights landed in his palm and transformed into their humanoid forms. Daisy, Cerulea, Carmina, and Olivia were more insect than human now and unable to stand.

      “Their magic has been drained,” Yuki growled through her teeth. “Oh, when I get my hands on that bitch…”

      “You won’t.” He placed a calming hand on Yuki’s shoulder. “Clearly we are caught up in something we don’t fully understand, and we need to focus our energy on what’s important. Not revenge, at least not yet, anyway.” He held the fairies close to his chest and moved toward the house. He could feel the magic of each fairy pulsing in his hands, and he knew just what they needed to restore their magic.

      “Mike?” Beth met him at the door, her face a mask of worry and regret. Gone was the confident woman she had been yesterday, and he could see a small amount of fear in her eyes.

      The same woman that had been turned into a statue and abducted by a demon now looked strangely vulnerable, and with a rare flash of insight, he realized she was worried she had let him down. She had had one job in the fairy realm and had been unable to do it.

      “I’m glad to see you’re okay,” he told her.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “About what happened.” She stood a little taller now, bracing herself for whatever was coming next. Her faith in herself had clearly been shaken—a feeling he was familiar with.

      “Me too,” he told her. “But we’re alive, and that’s what’s important. We bit off more than we could chew, and…” He looked over at Sofia, who met his eyes with a knowing gaze. “It wasn’t a problem I could just fuck my way out of. No amount of luck was going to help us. Not with the queen of the fae.”

      “So what’s next?” she asked.

      He opened his mouth, then closed it. There were a lot of things that needed to happen, but they could wait. “I’ll fill you in on the fairy queen later. For now, I was wondering if you could help Quetzalli find a place to sleep?” He looked over at the dragon, who was now doing little spins in the front yard to make her skirt twirl out. The dragon noticed them watching and started toward the porch.

      “That’s Quetzalli?” Beth asked in disbelief.

      “The queen punished her. She’s never been a human before, so she needs a bit of supervision.”

      “It’s true,” Quetzalli admitted as she joined them. “You and I have met before. You were inside my jaws, remember?” The dragon opened her mouth wide to reveal she had a double set of canines up top, and her tongue had a deep groove in the middle.

      “It looked a little different last time I saw it.”

      “I was much bigger then,” she said knowingly, then put a hand on her lower belly. “I am experiencing some discomfort that I am unfamiliar with. It’s a strange fullness that needs relieving.”

      “Like…do you have to pee?”

      Quetzalli nodded. “Ah, that sounds right. I just need to find a suitable tree, yes?” She was already lifting her skirt. “I am unfamiliar with which part of my anatomy I need to aim, and—”

      “I’ve got her,” Beth said, then grabbed Quetzalli’s wrist. There was a loud snap of static, and she winced.

      “Yeah, she does that too,” he added, then let Beth lead Quetzalli into the house, where they disappeared down the hallway toward the bathroom. He stepped inside as well only to stop in the living room.

      Standing on the stairs was the cat girl who had assaulted him only a couple days ago. She was watching him with great interest, her dark-green eyes locked on his. Her face was mostly human, but her nose was a cat’s, surrounded by a few long whiskers.

      “Oh, I didn’t realize you were awake.” He noticed Ratu standing near the cat girl. “Is she… Are you…?”

      “She’s fine,” Ratu informed him. “It looks like you’ve got a lot on your plate right now, but I wanted you to know she was up and no longer hostile. We can talk later.”

      “Thank you. Sorry, but I need to help these guys recover their magic.” He held up his hands to show Ratu the fairies.

      “Ah. Well, I’m sure the process will be fun.” She smirked, then licked her lips seductively. “I feel like I’m overdue to run out of magic one of these days myself.”

      “Uh, yeah. You’re always so busy, so I haven’t really…” He noticed the cat girl watching him and changed the subject. “My name is Mike, by the way. I’m the Caretaker of this crazy place, and it’s my job to keep everybody safe. I’m sure that earlier was just a misunderstanding, and you’re welcome to stay if you’d like. However, if you want to leave, you should know there’s a possibility a nasty group of witches may hunt you down and use magic to force you to come back. That’s a long story, and Ratu can tell you all about it, and I’m so sorry that I can’t stay and chat. Right now these four need my help.”

      “I’ll keep an eye on her for a bit longer, but I do have work to get back to,” Ratu replied. “But I like the idea of you owing me a favor.”

      “I’ll only be a little bit. Once the fairies are sorted, they’ll be back to causing trouble again and we can figure out our next steps.” He moved toward the stairs, but the cat girl stood in the way. “It was nice to meet you, um…”

      “She doesn’t remember—” Ratu began.

      “Kisa. Call me Kisa.” The cat girl stepped aside. “It’s not my real name. At least, I don’t think it is, but it will do for now.”

      “Nice to meet you, Kisa.” He resisted the urge to pat her head, then ran up the stairs toward his bedroom. Luckily nobody followed him, and he closed the door and let out a sigh. When he tried to turn on the light, nothing happened.

      “I didn’t know the power was out,” he said.

      “Tink got it on downstairs, but she’s still working on it,” Naia said from the tub. “Also, sounds like quite the commotion out there.”

      He walked into the bathroom and filled her in on what had happened. Though the power was out, there was plenty of light coming in through the windows to see by. He placed the fairies on the bathroom counter while he stripped his clothes off, then picked them up once he was naked. The tub was already full of warm water when he stepped into it, courtesy of Naia.

      He sank into the water with a sigh, all four fairies now lying on his chest.

      “Poor things,” Naia said, her head and shoulders appearing above the water. “They’ve been drained nearly to their limit. How did this happen?”

      “They were being held captive by some kind of monster living in the bushes.” He stroked Daisy’s head with his finger. He had been so busy trying to figure out how to get to the fae realm that he hadn’t even noticed the fairies had gone missing. Everyone had been so eager to help him that nobody else had noticed either. “I need to recharge them, but I’m feeling pretty drained right now. Think you could give me a hand?”

      “Anything for you, lover.” Naia winked and disappeared beneath the surface of the water. Little tide pools formed along the water’s surface, and they moved toward his pelvis, the current massaging his thighs and balls.

      The sensation was more relaxing than sexual, and he was about to ask what her deal was when her head appeared between his legs. She winked and opened her mouth impossibly wide to suck him all the way into the back of her throat.

      Her body turned into water, and the vortices moved into her. The swirling circles created a buzzing sensation in his dick, as if his swollen member was now a giant vibrator. He rolled his eyes in pleasure, taking care not to accidentally drop one of the fairies into the water.

      Once he was sufficiently aroused, the nymph disappeared with a splash, leaving his rigid cock standing like a monument over his hips. The fairies took notice of this, and he picked them up and moved them down to his belly.

      When he had first met them, they had been trapped in Ratu’s Labyrinth, forced to sneak sexual energy off the Minotaur Asterion. Even then, they had seemed healthy and vibrant. Now, however, their colors looked dull, and he started masturbating in the hopes it would push a little bit of precum out of the head of his cock.

      Carmina was the first to make it. The little red fairy held up her hands, and he tilted his hand into a ramp for her to climb. It was slightly uncomfortable when she used the inside of his urethra as a handhold to pull herself up, but she put her mouth next to her hand and suckled on the spongy flesh. It was an oddly pleasurable sensation, and when Olivia joined her, she did the same thing.

      Eventually Cerulea and Daisy arrived, and all four fairy girls were now sucking on the edge of his urethra, their hands clinging tightly to his glans. He stroked faster, and tiny, little drops of fluid appeared for them to consume.

      He watched the drops disappear near their mouths, and they lit up like little Christmas bulbs. At first, their flashes were chaotic, but eventually they formed a pattern that had him feeling more than a little light-headed. Their insect-like features melted away until they appeared more human than bug.

      The buzzing sensation in his body intensified as each of the fairies emitted a cloud of glitter from her fluttering wings. Little sparks of energy formed along his fingertips as his magic reacted with theirs, and the water glowed with magic of an unknown origin.

      “Caretaker is so tasty,” said Cerulea, who then wiped her mouth.

      “Always has the best nectar,” agreed Carmina. “I’m feeling much better now.”

      “What should we do with him next?” asked Olivia.

      Daisy lifted away from his cock and signed something to her sisters. They all laughed, their faces darkening.

      “You have a potty mouth,” Cerulea declared. “But I think we should do it.”

      Olivia and Carmina nodded in agreement, and Mike realized they had all turned their gazes on him.

      “What…what do you have planned?” he asked, only slightly nervous. He had only fooled around with one of them at a time since they had moved into the house properly, and the little sparks moving between his fingers were now pulsing in time with the light from their bodies.

      Cerulea slid down the length of his cock, then wrapped her arms around his shaft and her legs around his balls. She did odd gyrations with her hips while she squeezed him tightly, acting like a cock ring.

      Daisy and Carmina grabbed onto his shaft and started humping it. They would climb up toward his glans and then slide down slowly. Over time, a shimmering trail of fairy lube appeared, allowing them to repeat the process even faster.

      “Mmm,” Olivia said, hovering above his crotch and licking her lips. She descended and ran her tongue all along the head of his cock, then mounted him. As she mimicked the process the others were doing, his glans shimmered with fairy lube.

      The green fairy took to the sky again and surveyed her work. The fairies had him rock-hard now, and he was just waiting for whatever they had in store for him.

      Olivia grabbed onto his foreskin and opened her mouth wide. The body of a fairy could be stretched, and her mandibles spread apart to allow her human mouth to extend. It looked similar to a snake trying to swallow a basketball, and he had to bite his lip to keep from laughing when her whole head expanded to accommodate him. She looked just like a cartoon character that had inflated its head to float away. She moaned, then used her legs to push away from him.

      With her head stretched out, she had created quite the vacuum seal, and there was a tremendous amount of pressure as her whole face stretched. Cerulea had joined the other two, and the three of them held hands and were jumping up and down to jack him off. The creative efforts of all four of them were rapidly bringing him to an orgasm, and he fought hard to keep his magic contained. He had no idea what the effect would be on someone so tiny, and the last thing he wanted was to blow up one of the fairies.

      It took them several minutes, but when his orgasm came, Cerulea dropped back down to his scrotum and squeezed, doing her best to keep him from spilling his entire load in one go.

      Olivia’s head expanded like a small water balloon, and she swallowed most of it, her stomach bulging out. When she pulled her face off, it was with a loud pop, and she flopped onto her back on his belly. What little was leftover was quickly scooped up by Daisy and Carmina.

      “My turn!” Cerulea declared, and she climbed up his shaft and sat down on the head of his dick. The blue fairy seemed content to rub her slit on his glans and wiggled her way all around as Olivia was helped to her feet.

      The bulge in Olivia’s stomach disappeared, and her whole body glowed a bright green as she processed his sexual fluids, turning them into magic. She smacked her lips and took off with the others. They circled around Cerulea, who was now determinedly working the head of Mike’s dick into her tiny body.

      Her abdomen distended as he slid inside her, and she stuck her arms out to the sides. He was curious where she was going with this until the others grabbed her arms and legs and started flying in a circle.

      There were no words to describe the sensation of a rapidly spinning fairy pussy on the head of his cock. The sensation wasn’t something he was used to, and it became very hard for him to concentrate on holding still. It was slightly ticklish yet still very pleasurable. The others—except for Daisy—were cheering Cerulea on, and he stroked his own shaft, eager to help her out.

      When he came inside her, it wasn’t as powerful as his first orgasm, and Cerulea allowed the others to pull her off, creating a puddle of cum on his belly. They all landed and lapped it up, and he let out a sigh of relief.

      “I’m glad you’re all feeling better,” he said.

      “My turn!” Carmina declared, the red fairy’s hands on her hips.

      “Um…I’m kind of tapped out right now. I need at least a few minutes to get hard again.” In the process of holding in his magic, he was also preventing it from keeping him hard. Even now, he was starting to go soft.

      Olivia took off and hovered above his dick. While her wings fluttered, she went through a series of hand signs and cast a wave of green light on his dick. In an instant, he was hard again, and his member was pulsing in time with Olivia’s light.

      What the hell? This was a new trick on their part, and he decided to lie back and let them finish whatever they were up to.

      Carmina zipped around the room while Cerulea and Olivia held the base of his cock. When Carmina came back, she turned around and used her fluttering wings to tickle his frenulum. When she did this, the vibrations traveled through his cock and into his hips.

      He rolled his eyes and lay back, letting the buzzing sensation fill him. Daisy now hovered on the other side of his cock, using her hands to hold it in place while Carmina teased him from the other side. He could feel the downdraft from her tiny body and was surprised when the vibrations increased. He looked down to see that Daisy was now doing the same thing with her bee wings.

      If not for the others holding him in place, there was no way they could have accomplished this feat. Cerulea and Olivia were openly masturbating and spreading their juices on him to keep him nice and slick, and the vibrations traveled through his whole body now. Rainbows formed on the surface of the water as waves of glitter came off both Carmina and Daisy—glitter that made his whole cock tingle. Waves of pleasure filled him, and his pelvis was suffused with heat.

      “You four are…unbelievable!” This orgasm took him by surprise, and the sparks briefly formed on his belly and disappeared. Before the first burst of semen emerged from his cock, Carmina turned around, shoved her face in the path of it, and held on to his foreskin for support. Three large blasts frosted the little red fairy, and she slid down his slippery cock, covered in his cum.

      They all took turns eating it, and he let out a sigh. He had no idea how much time had passed, and he was tired. The fairies seemed to be happy, and when he was clean again, he tried to sit up.

      Daisy flew in front of him and signed something.

      “Wait, what?” he asked.

      “She said it’s her turn,” Olivia translated.

      “Please…I need a break,” he begged of them, but Olivia had already finished casting her spell. His erection was now even bigger than before and slick with their juices. His own magic was fighting to come free, and it was taking all his concentration to hold it back.

      Daisy landed on his dick and turned around to spread her wings wide, revealing her tight little bottom. His cock shimmered with fairy lube, and when Carmina and Olivia grabbed onto her feet, he had a feeling he knew exactly what was going to happen next.

      Her bright-yellow and black behind stretched as her sisters jumped up and down, seesawing her back and forth and spreading her butt cheeks apart. Daisy was silent as ever, but in their twisting, she ended up facing Mike. Her eyes were glowing with an intensity he hadn’t seen from any of the fairies, and he kept his mouth shut as her body started to balloon up to accommodate his massive member.

      Her stomach distended, and he could see the ridge of his glans moving back and forth beneath her skin. Her tiny breasts stretched thin as he moved farther upward, her mouth frozen in an O of delight as he passed into her neck and bottomed out in her stretchy little head. Carmina and Olivia were struggling to hold her in place, both of them clutching her feet and pulling down.

      Oh fuck it, he thought, then wrapped his hand around Daisy’s waist and started stroking. The other three cheered and moved down to play with his balls while he used Daisy anally as a pocket pussy. Her eyes lit up every time he shoved himself into her, and her tiny little wings were now beating fast enough that the vibrations were making it into his shaft.

      “You feel amazing,” he told her, then spun her around to face her sisters. Using his hands to pull her legs back, he knew he was exposing her slit to the others. “Does anyone want to help her out?”

      They laughed, and he shifted his hand up a bit to make certain they could reach Daisy’s pussy. As he stroked, they took turns licking and fisting her. When they weren’t helping Daisy get off, they were back on his balls, sucking and biting the sensitive skin of his scrotum.

      He had another orgasm building, but Daisy beat him to it. Her stretched-out body vibrated like a jackhammer as she sprayed the others with glittery cum, and he gave her a few hard pumps before grunting and shoving himself into her as hard as he could to release his load. He couldn’t help it when a handful of sparks jumped from his palm into Daisy, and it took everything in his power to rein his magic back in before the feedback effect could occur.

      Spooge squirted out of Daisy’s mouth and nose, and the others flew up to siphon it away, licking one another’s lips hungrily as they feasted on Daisy’s leftovers. Mike let go of the fairy, and she snapped off his dick like a rubber band, tumbling through the air and landing on the side of the tub with a splat and a loud burp.

      “That looked like so much fun,” Cerulea noted.

      “I haven’t let him fuck my ass yet either,” Carmina added.

      “We should all take turns fucking him with our asses.” Olivia hovered overhead, a green light surrounding her body as she started to cast another spell.

      A blast of water caught her and knocked her out of the air and into the bath. Olivia floated back up out of the water, trapped inside a technicolor bubble, and the other fairies tried to escape. More jets of water shot them out of the air until all three of them were encased in magic bubbles. The fairies laughed and giggled as they bounced into one another, and Naia emerged from the bath and helped Daisy clean herself off.

      “You four really are naughty,” she told them. “I step away for just a few minutes, and look how you behave. Now go somewhere else for a bit and give this poor guy a break.”

      The bubbles all popped at once, and the fairies hovered overhead while shaking themselves off. Daisy flew up to join them, and they circled over him like glittering stars, their playful laughs like music to his ears. They made a dash for his bedroom, and he heard his window open, their voices disappearing as they flew outside.

      He smiled, laid his head against Naia’s belly, and closed his eyes.

      “They’ll have plenty of magic for days now,” she told him while stroking his hair.

      “But what about me? I’m spent.” His smile became a frown. Now that the fairies were okay, it was time to spill the news about what had happened in the queen’s court. “By the way, there’s something you should know. The fairy queen told me I could have Cecilia back but only on one condition.”

      “And what was that?”

      “I just need to get to her throne room by going through the Underworld.”

      There was a long pause before Naia spoke again.

      “I would ask if you are going to do it, but I already know the answer.” She bent down to kiss his head. “But before you do, can we just sit for a while? Enjoy the peace and quiet before you go rushing off?”

      He opened his eyes to see her concerned face hovering over his. He touched a strand of her hair with his finger, then twisted it around his fingertip to make a little curl in it.

      “I’m not rushing anything. I keep getting lucky, and one of these days, that luck’s going to run out and someone is going to get hurt.” He gave her hair a little yank as he pulled his finger free and watched the curl he had put in it bounce up and down. “I used to plan everything, did you know that? When I was younger. Used to overthink and overplan everything. Ever since I moved in, I’ve been living by the seat of my pants. I’ve almost gotten used to it, but I need to take a step back, to focus on what needs to happen next. Though Cecilia’s being kept in a cage, and it’s already been several days since she saw me last, I think the queen wants me to rush in and screw up again. In fact, I think she’s counting on it.”

      “So what are you going to do?” she asked.

      “Take my time. Learn about the Underworld and how to get there but make sure I’m taking care of the house too. Let the others help me, maybe learn from the mistakes I’ve already made. I hate that she has to wait for me, but if I rush in again while failing to take care of the others, we could all end up losing in the end.”

      “Sounds like somebody is evolving.” Her hands moved down his chest, and she played with one of his nipples. “And since you aren’t in a hurry right now…make some time for me? I’ll go nice and slow until you’re ready again.”

      He smiled and grabbed the back of her head to pull her in for a kiss. Taking a step back also meant making time for the finer things in life, and he could think of nothing better than a nice, long, hot bath with an eager nymph.

      ---

      Kisa sat just outside Mike’s bedroom door, her sensitive ears listening in on the playful splashing inside. It had been child’s play to sneak away from the others who were busy examining pieces of whatever had been killed in the front yard. Eventually the splashing stopped, and she could just barely make out the sound of Mike talking with someone through the door.

      What is this place? she wondered, then turned her head to face down the hallway to watch Beth and Quetzalli reach the top of the stairs. Beth led the dragon girl into her bedroom, and a discussion about sleeping arrangements began.

      There had been a moment when Mike had wandered through the front door that she had been tempted once more to flee, to run away and leave this place behind. Though everything about the man seemed harmless, she sensed something deeper in him that triggered a primal fear.

      What had stopped her had been the way he held the fairies in his hands. He had been worried for them, acting so protective over creatures so small. The house was hers to stay in, if she chose, or she could leave if she wanted to. The fact that he had given her such a choice had immediately triggered another memory.

      She sat at his table, an empty bowl with remnants of soup between her hands. Now that she had been fed, she turned her eyes on the large man in front of her. He wore a tight turtleneck sweater and a hat with giant earflaps, and both his hands were wrapped around a large mug of tea. His face was covered in deep lines that made her wonder if he had seen hard years like she had.

      When he had found her shivering in the alley, she had been too cold to refuse his offer of food, blindly obeying him when he coaxed her out of the cardboard box she had been using as a shelter from the storm. One of the first rules of the street was to trust no one, but her hunger had betrayed her.

      Now that she was warm and fed, what would he ask of her? It wasn’t uncommon to hear such stories, and she wondered what was going to happen next. Did she even have the energy to fight him? If it meant surviving another night, did she even want to?

      “Did you get enough to eat?” he asked. “I have more but didn’t want you to make yourself sick.”

      “I got plenty,” she said, wondering if she could move quick enough to pull the knife from her sock. It was an old kitchen knife she had found in the dumpster over the summer, and it had protected her more than once.

      “Good.” He stood and moved to the window. His apartment was small, and it overlooked the rec center across the street. “This storm will take many lives tonight. It is much too cold, much too quick.” He pulled off his hat and held it in his hands. “You are a stray?”

      “A what?” she asked.

      “A stray…you have no home, nobody I can call?”

      “I manage just fine on my own.” He was looking away, so she leaned back in her chair, letting her arm dangle so she could reach the knife in her sock just in case. Now that she was warm, she could think clearly.

      “Ah. I see.” He turned around and set his hat on the table. “You are a brave little kisa, aren’t you? No matter. If you would like somewhere to stay tonight, my bedroom door has a lock on the inside.” He pointed at one of two doors in his tiny apartment. “Or you can sleep in the building. Just promise me you won’t try to sleep outside, not tonight. It is too cold.”

      “You…want me to stay?”

      The man lifted the tea to his lips. “I want you to live, kisa. One night on the couch will not break me.”

      The old man had saved her life that night, of this there was no doubt. Pieces of her memory were coming back to her, and she couldn’t help but think about what would have happened if she had turned down his hospitality. Mike was doing the same thing, and until she could get her head screwed on straight, it would behoove her to stick around and see where this went. Maybe learn more about who she was, then go from there. While her memory was nothing more than a void, she knew one thing for sure.

      She was a survivor.

      There was a loud clunk from the stairs, and the goblin appeared, a toolbox in her hands. She set it down by the railing, mumbling to herself until she lifted her head to see Kisa sitting by the door.

      A growl escaped Kisa’s lips, and she remembered how the two of them had fought. While she felt no animosity toward Mike himself, the goblin stirred up something inside her that she couldn’t quite explain.

      “Nosy little pussy,” Tink grumbled, then pulled a hammer out of her toolbox. “Tink ready for round two.”

      Kisa smiled and stood, the growl dying in her throat. “I don’t think Mike would be very happy if you tried to hurt me. He told me I could stay, you know.”

      The goblin grinned, showing all her teeth. “Husband have big heart, make Tink proud. But Tink always watching. If nasty pussy step out of line, Tink learn new way skin cat, tan hide, then use to wipe ass.”

      Kisa laughed, then took a step toward the goblin before casually leaping up onto the railing. Despite the beam only being a few inches wide, she had no problem balancing on it. She walked along the railing and past the goblin.

      “The day I let a booger with tits scare me will be the day I die of embarrassment.” She half expected Tink to throw the hammer and was slightly disappointed when she didn’t. Something about antagonizing the goblin felt familiar to her, but she couldn’t explain why.

      Tink laughed. “Pussy has big mouth, but take goblin advice.”

      “Oh? Do you have some pearls of wisdom for me?” Kisa spun around and was walking backward now, amazed at how easy it was. Her tail moved of its own accord, helping to keep her upright, and she could feel the grain of the wood under the sensitive pads of her feet.

      “Tink know plenty.” She twirled the hammer in her hand, then adjusted her grip on it, holding it by the bottom. “Good stuff, like always have good hammer.”

      Kisa rolled her eyes. “How is that good advice?”

      “Is best advice.” Tink tossed the hammer into her toolbox. “Almost as good as check for polish.”

      “Check for what?” Kisa stepped back and slipped, then lost her balance. She slid off the railing, her hands outstretched, and grabbed onto one of the balusters, her feet now dangling over open space. Despite a tight grip, she slid toward the bottom of the railing.

      The baluster creaked, and she swung back and forth, unable to pull herself up onto the polished wood.

      “Tink polish most of railing three days ago,” the goblin explained as she walked down the hall. “Nice and smooth. Use best oil, but run out of time. Did floors last week too. No good for climbing.”

      Kisa squirmed and was able to let go and swing her hand up to the next baluster over. She continued this process until she finally reached one that didn’t feel like it had been polished like glass.

      “Tink would go two more,” the goblin warned from above. “That one loose.”

      She pulled herself up and felt the wood start to give. Grumbling, she took the goblin’s advice and moved again. This time, the wood held, and she scooted her hands up the baluster until she could use her legs to assist. From there, it was easy to spring over the railing and back onto the floor.

      “You almost killed me,” she said with a hiss.

      “Not Tink fault cat is dumb. Railing made for hands, not paws.” Tink had pulled a device from her toolbox and plugged it into an outlet in the hallway.

      “You could have helped me,” Kisa continued.

      “Cat dumb, but strong too. Tink know from punch. Not worried.” The device clearly didn’t do what Tink wanted, because now she was swearing under her breath and using a screwdriver to unscrew the panel.

      Kisa wanted to ask what was wrong but decided she had had enough of the goblin’s nonsense. She walked by Tink and was halfway down the stairs when she heard a chuckle from above.

      “Booger with tits,” Tink muttered. “Tink like that one.”

      A smile crossed Kisa’s face, and she continued down the stairs. Maybe she wasn’t destined to be best friends with Tink, but she was willing to get to know the Caretaker better when the chance arose.

      For now, she was fairly certain she smelled some leftover bacon downstairs and wondered if she could sneak one more piece before lunch.
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      Beth scowled at the water. She was sitting on the shore of the Labyrinth’s circular river, watching it rush past. Her knees were pulled against her chest beneath a powder-blue skirt, and she tossed another rock into the cold water. It disappeared with a small splash, and Asterion lifted his head from his position next to her to see what had happened.

      “Is everything okay?” he asked.

      She rolled her eyes but didn’t look at the Minotaur. “Yeah, it’s fine.”

      In truth, it wasn’t. Ever since her return from the fairy realm, she had been playing the episode with the queen on repeat in her head. All she could think about was the giddiness that had overcome her, the rush of excitement that had flooded her whole body and caused her to so quickly turn her back on Mike and the house. At that particular moment, she would have given her very soul to stay with the fae, and it bothered her to know she had been out of control.

      She hated being out of control.

      “Are you sure you’re all right?” Asterion asked, his voice a low rumble.

      She had come down to the Labyrinth to drop Quetzalli off so Ratu could examine the enchantment on the dragon and try to break it. Beth’s plan had been to take her mind off the fairy queen incident by dallying with the Minotaur. However, before they could even get started, all she could think of was the queen’s mocking tone as the nobility had pawed at her body. It had been like a cold shower on her libido, and she had ended up just cuddling with the Minotaur by the river.

      While Asterion was kind, he was a terrible conversationalist. She had explained what had happened, and he had spent several minutes in thought over it with absolutely nothing to add.

      “Yeah, I’m good.” She sighed. Mike refused to talk about it with her. He kept telling her it wasn’t her fault, and when she had tried to explain her discomfort at being unable to control herself, he had just nodded and explained it would get better with time. It had been a couple of days since the incident, and now Mike was back with the centaurs over his head wound. Apparently his wound had gotten infected, so she was stuck with bringing the dragon down to the Labyrinth.

      Quetzalli.

      There was yet another problem with no clear answer. For whatever reason, Quetzalli was now Beth’s eternal shadow, and while the dragon meant no harm, it was very much like babysitting an adult child capable of shorting out anything she touched.

      Beth’s phone had been the first victim. A curious peek, a loud zap, and the screen had gone dark forever. Her computer had been spared, but Mike’s had not, and while Tink had been ordering what she needed to replace the electrical system, Quetzalli had pointed at the screen in wonder, and a series of electrical arcs had jumped from her fingers to the laptop, turning it into a paperweight.

      After emitting a string of curses that sounded like an entire rap album in fast-forward, Tink had dropped everything to make Quetzalli a horn cap. The shiny metal horn the dragon now wore twisted into place and had the appearance of a unicorn’s horn, and she shocked everyone and everything far less frequently now. By then, it had been bedtime, and she had crawled onto Beth’s mattress and fallen asleep right away, leaving Beth to sleep on the couch in the living room.

      That was when she’d discovered that Jenny and the fairies liked to stay up late and play tag in the dark.

      In the morning, she’d made sure to make a nice, big pot of coffee before Quetzalli could short that out too. When the dragon had failed to show for breakfast, Beth had gone upstairs to discover that Quetzalli had opened all her drawers and tried on most of her clothes. Even worse, her clothes now stuck to one another, which meant she would need to run them through the laundry again with copious amounts of fabric softener.

      What was going to be a sexual interlude to take her mind off things was now just a picnic by the river, and Beth sighed when Olivia buzzed up, leaving a trail of sparkling lights behind her.

      “They’re all done!” the green fairy announced, and then shot off like a rocket, leaving a floating glitter trail behind her. The fairies seemed to have recovered nicely from their ordeal and had more energy than ever before.

      “Take me back, please,” Beth said, and Asterion rose.

      Together, they rolled up the blanket, and she picked up the small basket of snacks to carry it back. It was still a fifteen-minute walk back to Ratu’s lair, and when they arrived, Ratu and Quetzalli were in the middle of an animated discussion at one of the tables.

      “Oh!” Ratu saw them and set down her tea. “You’re back already, I figured you would still be busy. Come, sit with us.” A small feast had been laid out, and when Beth sat, she grabbed a few grapes off a nearby plate. Asterion wandered off to put the blanket away and then stood guard at the edge of the table.

      “So what did you learn?” Beth asked.

      “Not much.” The naga sipped at her tea. “We actually wrapped up an hour ago but got to talking. Sorry about that, but I assumed you were enjoying your visit.”

      “Mm-hmm.” Not really, but there was no polite way to say it. “So is the spell reversible?”

      “Fascinating thing about fairy magic. How do I put this?” Ratu set her chin on her hand for a couple of seconds in contemplation. “It’s one of the earliest kinds of magic, therefore among the most powerful. Not much came before the fae, so we are talking about one of the first languages, in a way.”

      “I think I follow, but that doesn’t tell me much.”

      “Oh, I’m getting there. It’s interesting, actually, because I just spent so much time studying Kisa only a couple of days ago. In her case, she has been changed on a cellular level that grants her properties similar to a cat’s. Her body no longer knows the difference between being a human and a cat; it just is what it is.”

      “Okay?” Beth thought about Kisa. The cat girl had been scarce since her emergence the other day, and Beth knew nothing about her yet. There had simply been too much going on in the house to make any sort of real effort to even meet with the newcomer.

      Quetzalli spoke up. “Humans and dragons are very different. Obviously, the queen was unable to convert me completely, meaning I am still part dragon. Dragons like me are a physical manifestation of magic that is just as old as the fae, which puts my biology on par with the enchantment I have been afflicted with.”

      “Meaning?”

      “The transformation is temporary.” Ratu set down her tea and moved to sit next to Quetzalli. “I’m sure you’ve already noticed the scale patterns on her body, yes?”

      Beth nodded in interest. She had gotten a close peek at them a few times and had been fascinated by how they caught the light. The patches rested on top of Quetzalli’s skin and looked like pieces of scale mail that had been glued to her.

      “Without examining her innards, we already know a small part of her body is still that of a dragon. The enchantment that transformed her is fighting to keep her in this form, but over time, her cells will feast on that magic and enable her to revert to her previous form.”

      “Wow, okay, so…any idea how long that will take?”

      “I did some math.” Ratu held up a sheet of parchment that had been on the table in front of her. “Based on the limited data I have, I predict the spell will likely break itself in a few hundred years.”

      “Years?!” She looked to Quetzalli, then back. “You’re talking centuries!”

      “For creatures like us, a few centuries really isn’t that long,” Quetzalli said with a shrug. “I feel like though inconvenient, it could be a great learning experience. I am already enjoying the many kinds of meals Sofia makes and am very interested in some of those clothes you had in your…dresser? Is that the right word?”

      “Please stay out of my dresser.” Beth had no idea what clothes Quetzalli meant, but didn’t need a repeat of yesterday morning. “We can get you some clothes of your own.”

      “Ah, an outing!” Quetzalli slammed her fist on the table in excitement. “Yes, I would love to see more of the human world.”

      “No, that’s not what I…” Beth shook her head and held up her hands in defeat. “We’ll talk about shopping later. Seriously, is there anything we can do to speed up the process? She’ll still be a human long after I’m dead, and that just doesn’t seem fair.”

      “If there’s a trick to reversing the enchantment, I am unaware of it.” The naga picked up her teacup and smiled. “Besides, it will be nice to have someone to talk to over the years.”

      “Oh, well, since you two seem to enjoy each other’s company so much, maybe she should stay down here with you?”

      “No.” Quetzalli shook her head. “I’m afraid I miss the sky over my head. Besides, Ratu has informed me that my power surges threaten the nature of her work down here.”

      The naga smirked over her cup, and Beth threw her a dirty look.

      “Indeed. Her electrical discharges have already caused a few issues with some of my experiments. It would be safer for all involved if she were to remain topside.”

      You fucking liar. Beth was glad Ratu wasn’t a mind reader. “Okay, well, thanks. So…are we done here?”

      The naga nodded, and Beth and Quetzalli bade her farewell.

      Asterion walked them to the shortcut out, and in just under twenty minutes, they were at the door that led into the house.

      Beth waved goodbye to Asterion, then took Quetzalli with her. Through the nearby back door, she could see Dana outside messing around with one of her drones again.

      “Oh! The dead girl is flying her mechanical device again!” The dragon did a cute little hop in the hallway, the ends of her hair fluttering toward the nearby wall.

      Beth stepped past her and opened the back door. “I bet she would love to talk to you about—”

      Quetzalli was already out the door, holding up her skirt with one hand to avoid tripping over it. Dana cocked her head to see who was coming, and an almost imperceptible look of dread moved across her features when she saw who it was.

      The door slammed behind Beth as she ran to the front of the house. She felt bad dumping Quetzalli on someone else but needed a break. Spending the morning with Asterion was supposed to have made her feel better, but now she just felt antsy.

      At the base of the stairs, she paused briefly to look up. Was Mike back yet? She debated climbing the stairs to check but decided against it. While she really wanted someone to talk to, there was too much weird tension between them right now, even if most of it was just in her head. She still needed to process some things internally before having a chat with him.

      Through the open front windows of the house, she heard someone whistling a tune. When she looked outside, she saw Sulyvahn standing right next to the porch, his hands in the bushes. Curious, she stepped outside for a better look and saw that he was holding a pair of clippers and had a bucket nearby.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      “Hmm?” He looked up, and then back down at the roses. “Ah, pleased I am to see ye, lass! The centaurs let me tend these ones. Roses are simple enough, once ye get the hang of them.”

      “You’re…gardening?” It was odd seeing the dullahan hunched over the foliage, wearing his black leather outfit. It made her think of a goth teen being forced to trim his grandmother’s bushes, which made her smile.

      “Aye. Not much opportunity for it before now. There’s a reason everyone says to stop and smell them.” He snipped a rose free and held it up. “For yon maiden fair.”

      “Thank you.” She took the rose and smelled it. The aroma was a subtle perfume that reminded her of the summer, and she felt some of the tension leave her shoulders. “You don’t strike me as someone who likes to garden.”

      Sulyvahn grinned. “In a way, it is not so much different from the job I had before. When ye look at a plant such as this, ye cull out the parts that are dyin’, or clip the buds to make room for more.”

      “And that’s like…collecting souls?”

      “Aye, that it is.” He knelt over a rose that had snapped and was supported from below by a few others. “The human soul is much like a flower. Whenever ye pass, yer a creature of beauty and light. But if nobody comes to collect, ye spoil and rot.”

      “Souls rot?”

      “Hmm.” He stood and pondered her question for a bit. “Not in a traditional sense, I’ll grant ye. The human soul is just a collection of memories and emotions, those ye take with ye when ye go. Over time, I suppose some of the memories become stronger than others. For some souls, this can mean bein’ trapped, and when it’s time to move on, they refuse.”

      “I guess that tracks with just about every paranormal documentary I’ve ever watched.” She smelled the rose again, then leaned against the railing. “Humans have a theory that ghosts who don’t move on can become wrapped up in their own anger.”

      “Aye, that isn’t even the half of it.” He gestured toward the house. “That little doll ye have inside is a right proper example.”

      “That’s Jenny. She’s mostly harmless.”

      “For now.” He moved to the next bush and examined the branches. “How should I say this now? When yer dearly departed refuses to move beyond, oftentimes they get stuck in a loop. They draw their energy from this world, very much like a lightning rod. Ye ever walk through a cold spot? Probably a spirit, takin’ just a wee bit o’ yer heat to keep themselves going.

      “The angry ones, though, that’s a different matter entirely. They feed on their own hatred for the livin’, and will take any opportunity to sap the energy o’ their own if it means gettin’ ahead.”

      “You mean, like, ghosts attacking ghosts?”

      “Aye.” He pinched off the head of a stunted bulb. “Much like these flowers: if ye leave the head to rot, the whole plant still tries to feed it. Imagine then if these blighted buds in my bucket fed off one another—till one becomes strong enough to attach itself back to the plant. Ye remove the dyin’ buds so the whole plant may live, after all, so why would ye want to reattach the damn thing?”

      “Well, you don’t.”

      “Exactly. So these beings go traipsin’ around, trying their damnedest to remain on the mortal coil, livin’ a faux life, as it were.” He picked up his bucket. “Unseen by mortal eyes, they continue to bleed away the life o’ the whole plant.”

      “Is that why dullahans exist?”

      He nodded with a huge smile. “Indeed! It’s my job to pinch the bud before it becomes somethin’ more sinister. Something twisted, like the sluagh that chased ye when ye first crossed. My sister’s job was similar, though she had a smaller clientele.”

      “Smaller clientele…do you mean Cecilia?” Now this was news. “Cecilia is your sister?”

      “As much as it is possible for my kind. We are some of the first fae, created by the queen herself. She followed the rules of Creation, and it was considered fashionable to mimic the new humans that were roamin’ about. One fine day, she reached into the heavens and commanded the light o’ the stars to create the banshee and the dullahan—or so the old tales say. We were made in pairs, one man and one woman, and Cecilia is my twin. A woman to tend the home and a man to roam the fields, though I’ve heard tell that’s not the case these days. We are physical manifestations of midnight and mortality, so the queen gave us our fearsome appearances to scare the livin’ and the dead. It helps us with our jobs deliverin’ souls to the other side. We keep them from lingerin’ around and makin’ trouble.”

      “Oh, I see. So you’re a lot like Death.”

      “What?” He tilted his head. “Not at all, not at tall, lass. We are very different. Death is the one who cuts the thread. I am the one who comes to collect and deliver.”

      “I see. So you’re kind of like a fail-safe, then.”

      “I guess so.” He lifted his bucket, looked inside, then back at Beth. “I promised the centaurs I’d tend the ones in the hedge maze as well. Walk with me, lass?”

      Beth smiled, twirling a strand of her hair with her fingers. Something about the dullahan was igniting a spark inside her, and the thrill of the chase was just what she needed to take her mind off the fairy queen. Besides, the dullahan seemed eager to chat, and she wouldn’t mind a sympathetic ear right now.

      “I’d love to,” she told him, then walked down the steps of the porch to join him.

      ---

      Kisa watched from the window as Beth walked down and joined Sulyvahn on the path that led to the hedge maze. She yawned and rolled over onto her back, frustrated that her sunbeam had moved.

      The last couple of days had been nothing like she’d expected. Besides asking a few basic questions about where she may have come from, the others seemed content to let her have free roam of the house. She hadn’t explored much on the third floor. Those were bedrooms, and the weird door at the end of the hall was guarded by a small group of rats. Apparently the mechanism holding it shut was capable of killing you if you didn’t know the code, so she did her best to put it from her mind.

      Yesterday she had explored the second floor. The room where she’d woken up was still empty. Mike had explained that they had ordered some furniture for that room and she was welcome to it if she wanted it for her own. She had accepted, but all that was in there right now was Mike’s sleeping bag, which wasn’t that comfortable.

      The other rooms on that floor were mostly for the rats, though she had found an interesting room that looked like a small library. The window overlooked an impossible mountain range, and she’d wondered what would happen if she climbed out the window and just started walking. The thought had been brief, though, because the air had been cold and the cliff very steep. Apparently nobody had really thought about exploring that area, and without wings, she wouldn’t get to either.

      Today was a perfect day to lounge downstairs. Tink was busy trying to fix the electrical panel again, and Mike was with the centaurs. With most of the floor to herself, she had gone into the office and found the door leading to her current location.

      The room she was in now was full of Egyptian artifacts, and though she had been fascinated, a large sunbeam had been shining through the bay window at the front of the house, and she had curled up on the seats.

      Once the beam had faded, she’d woken from her nap to see Beth speaking with Sulyvahn.

      She watched them for a few minutes, but she couldn’t hear what they were talking about, so she became bored very quickly. Looking around the room, she saw plenty of things to investigate. Rubbing her hands together in anticipation, she slid off the window seat and started looking around.

      Kisa couldn’t help herself.

      When she had come in before, her entire world had become about the sunbeam on the window seat, but now that she saw the contents of the room, curiosity had her digging through the collections on the shelves. There were many leather-bound books, and way too many statues.

      She eventually spotted a device with a pair of lenses like binoculars attached to a stick with a double picture on the end. When she held it to her face, she found that when she relaxed her eyes, the image of the Sphinx would turn three-dimensional.

      “Fascinating device, isn’t it? It is called a stereoscope.”

      The voice was like a chill down her spine, and when she lowered the stereoscope, she found herself looking up at the grim visage of Death. His bare teeth were twisted into a queer grin, and he set down the picture he had been holding.

      Kisa hissed and dropped the stereoscope, then backed into the shelves, knocking several books onto the floor. The grim reaper frowned at her, his bony visage twisting macabrely, then picked up one of the books.

      “You folded some of these pages,” he told her, then tucked the book back in its place. “You should be more careful next time.”

      “You’re…you’re…”

      “I am Death.” He tilted his head to one side, then crouched until he was at eye level with her. “Have we met before?”

      “Hell, no, we haven’t!” She started to climb the shelves, panic overriding her senses. Part of her was embarrassed to be acting this way, but the flight-or-fight response had made its choice.

      “Are you sure? Hmm.” He picked up the stereoscope she had dropped and held it to his eye sockets. “Ah, the Sphinx! I could tell you an interesting story about what’s inside if you’re interested.”

      “Aren’t…aren’t you here to kill me?”

      “Preposterous.” Death lowered the stereoscope. “I am Mike Radley’s guest and am only here until I can reap the soul of the one called Amir.”

      “That’s…you’re…” Her hair stood on end, and she tried to flatten it. Her tail had poofed to three times its original size, and she grabbed it at the base and smoothed it out. “Nobody told me the grim reaper lived here.”

      “Not everyone can see me, so they may have forgotten. Hmm.” He inspected her for a few seconds. “That’s odd. Your soul is human and animal at the same time. That must be why you can see me.”

      “Wait, so…the others can’t see you?”

      “No. Yuki can see me because she summoned me. Mike Radley and I met once when he was younger, and he also has fae magic in his blood, so he can see me. Oh, and the zombie can see me too, but I cannot see her. That is quite the mystery.”

      Kisa shivered, then straightened the hair on her tail again. “What were you saying about my soul?”

      “It’s a mixture. Human and cat. Animals can see me, especially the smarter ones.” He flattened the front of his robes. “I prefer dogs. They will wag their tails and don’t stare at me quite like cats do. I find it unsettling.”

      “You…you’re Death. Why would you find anything like that unsettling?”

      Death’s left eye socket twitched. “Because, young kitty, it is very rude to stare.”

      “I have a name, you know.”

      “And I have yet to hear it.” Death held up the stereoscope again, then adjusted the picture in it.

      “You can call me Kisa, I guess.”

      “You are uncertain of your name?”

      She shook her head. “It isn’t that. It’s just weird to be talking to a skeleton.”

      “And yet I have no problem speaking with a cat.” Death lowered the stereoscope from his face, then held it out. “Well, young Kisa, would you like a turn with it?”

      “Um…I guess.” She took the stereoscope back and looked at the Sphinx again. The picture seemed like it was taken at the turn of the century, and she lowered it from her face. Amnesia was a weird creature sometimes. She clearly knew what the Sphinx was but had no idea what month she was even born in.

      “Here. You can change the picture if you want.” He handed over another photograph, and she took it from him. It was easy to remove the Sphinx and slot another picture inside, and when she looked, it was an image of explorers in a burial tomb. The men were surrounded by native Egyptians, and all of them stood around a large sarcophagus on the floor.

      “So where did these pictures come from?” she asked.

      “I am unaware,” Death replied. “There are photo albums, but I am not certain who owned them.” He picked up one of the closest albums and handed it over. “I am currently unable to read, so you may have more luck than I do?”

      “Death can’t read?” She set down the stereoscope and took the book from him to examine it.

      “It has never been necessary.” Death picked up the stereoscope and held it to his sockets. “I like looking at these because I remember quite a bit about the Egyptians. Normally when someone dies, it is a short process. But something about their rituals enabled me to see a bit more and stay a bit longer. I always appreciated the work they put into preparing themselves to be taken to the other side.”

      “And what’s on the other side?” Kisa opened the book. It was more pictures of Egypt, but other than some inscriptions with dates and locations, there was nothing that identified who had made it. The pictures were often of people and locations, but rarely did she see the same person more than once.

      “I could tell you,” Death replied. “But then I would have to reap you.”

      She lowered the book. “Seriously?”

      “No. I was making a joke.” He looked over the top of the stereoscope at her. “Perhaps my humor is too dry?”

      “Ugh.” She set the book down and grabbed another photo album. When she opened it, something fell into her lap.

      It was another stereoscope image, but this one felt different. There was golden ink along the edges, and someone had drawn odd symbols on the back. It was in color and looked more recent than the other pictures. The picture was of another expedition party, and they were all saluting the cameraman with small glasses of wine.

      “Hey, can I borrow that thing?” Kisa asked.

      “Yes. I believe it is your turn.” Death handed her the stereoscope, then turned his attention to the window.

      She slid the new photograph into the stereoscope, then peered through the lenses. The three-dimensional effect was immediate, and she looked at the group of men who were clearly celebrating in front of a wall that had been torn down. Inside, torches illuminated what appeared to be a large sarcophagus in the middle of the room. Treasure was piled along the sides of the room, and hieroglyphs were painted on every available surface.

      Like magic, the torches appeared to flicker in place. Kisa held her breath as the shadows on the picture moved in time with the torches, and then the image moved in slow motion. It sped up gradually, and the silent revelers toasted each other and waved, then beckoned for the cameraman to come join them.

      A woman stepped in front of the camera. She had long blonde curls that poked out beneath her explorer’s helmet, and she took one of the offered glasses, then turned toward the camera and gave a mock salute with the drink before slamming half of it. The men in the room were enamored with her, and they practically scrambled over one another to interact with her. There was no sound, so Kisa had no idea what was being said, but when the blonde looked directly into the camera, a long, low growl came from Kisa’s throat.

      “Are you okay?” Death asked.

      “No,” she replied, anger blooming deep in her gut. She knew this woman but didn’t know her name. She ripped the photograph out of the stereoscope and handed it to Death. “Do you know who this is?”

      “Hmm?” He took the picture from her. “I am familiar with all these men, actually. They died quite some time ago.”

      “Not them. Her.” She stood on her tiptoes to point to the woman, but the picture had reverted to its original state. “Wait, where did she go?”

      “I don’t see anybody—oh! Oh, ho, ho!” Death practically dropped the stereoscope, and rushed to the window. He pressed his long, bony fingers to the glass and tapped them in excitement.

      “What are you talking about?” She followed his gaze and froze in shock at what she saw happening in the front yard.

      ---

      Beth followed Sulyvahn away from the house and into the hedge maze. The aroma of flowers filled the air, and a small cluster of bees buzzed through the northeastern quadrant, their bodies laden with thick pollen.

      “I’m surprised to see the bees are still around,” Beth said. Outside the property line, the weather in the neighborhood was chilly, and she wondered where the bees had come from.

      “Oh, these belong to the centaurs. They lured in a queen shortly after movin’ here, they did, and now they’re cultivatin’ a hive,” Sulyvahn told her.

      “Where is the hive at?”

      “With them. Here.” He knelt and pointed to a small wooden box hidden in the bushes. It was roughly the size of a deck of cards and had a pair of tiny holes in it. “The rats helped. Chewed a tiny little hole in the back. The bees live in the greenhouse and can come here for pollen.”

      “Ingenious. I don’t know that I would have thought to do that.”

      “Their chief is both wicked smart and a right beauty.” He stood and picked up his bucket. “They mean to make a go at establishin’ their tribe in the greenhouse. She wants pollinators workin’ full-time for them, on account o’ all the food they want to make. They’re already plantin’ flowers on their side and hope to harvest the seeds. Someone they have over there has plans to make hybrids o’ the lot.”

      “Interesting.” She couldn’t help but notice the small smile in the corner of his mouth. “You sure seem to know a lot about this stuff.”

      “I dinna have anyone to talk to, really. Ye and yer lot have been locked away, but the centaurs are friendly enough. Learned a lot from them, I have.” He led her further into the maze and stopped at a large rosebush that was attempting to take over a small shrub.

      “Yeah, sorry about that. Mike really didn’t trust you.”

      “He dinna have a reason to. We’d only just met.” Sulyvahn snipped away at the thicker vines that were attempting to strangle out the shrub.

      “Even so…I’m sorry.”

      He smiled again, the skin around his eyes crinkling.

      “So how did you get picked for this job?” she asked. “I mean, was it because you’re Cecilia’s brother?”

      “In a way.” He paused what he was doing and looked into her eyes. “Ye see, there’s a special bond between a dullahan and his banshee. Unintended consequence o’ usin’ wild magic and all that. I’ve heard rumors that mortal twins experience it, bein’ able to feel each other across a distance. Sometimes I can feel what my sister feels, in regard to her emotions in her heart.”

      “Can you feel her now?” Beth asked.

      He frowned. “It’s hard. She’s in the realm right now, so I only get glimpses, ye understand. Mainly I feel loneliness, but she’s accustomed to it. She spent many years in this place in such a manner, just waitin’ for each Caretaker to pass.”

      “She was lonely here?”

      He nodded. “Banshees are accustomed to loneliness, as are dullahan. We aren’t exactly harbingers of happiness, are we? She was a constant reminder that mortality comes for us all, and she was largely ignored other than the occasional visit.

      “But somethin’ changed with this last fellow. Somethin’ he said or did captured her attention right away, and I could tell he was special to her.”

      “Is that why you came? To find out more about Mike?”

      Sulyvahn clipped a couple more vines off and tossed them into his bucket. “In a manner o’ speakin’. The fae and the human realm aren’t quite on the good terms they used to be. On top o’ the old ways bein’ lost, there’s no shortage of disrespect. Our worlds overlap, you see, lass, and the things that people do end up affectin’ our queen’s borders.”

      Beth frowned. It was a familiar tale in so many books and movies, and it made sense that it had some basis in truth. “Pollution, right?”

      The dullahan chuckled. “If only that were the half of it. Yer garbage and yer poison are bad enough on the land itself, but it’s what’s happenin’ to the fair folk themselves that’s cause for concern. Ye see, we’ve always had a dependency on peace with yer kind, and with access to yer people so limited now, it requires more effort to travel into yer world than ever before.”

      “I don’t follow.”

      “I’m gettin’ there, lass. Ye see, the fair folk are leavin’ the realm and comin’ to the human world, but they’re not comin’ back. Yer world is all that glitters for them, but not all that glitters is gold. A creature as simple as a pixie can easily get caught up in the excitement o’ the wonders yer kind have made, in the flickering screens and fancy lights. But the longer they’re away from the realm, the weaker they become, until they wither away in yer world and become twisted into somethin’ else in order to survive, until they become hateful things that yearn to destroy the humans for what ye have wrought.”

      “What do they become?”

      Sulyvahn snorted. “Nobody knows, lass. There are rumors aplenty though.”

      “Such as?”

      “For the fae to survive, they must find sustenance. There have been rumors that some have snuck into people’s dreams, givin’ them frightful wakin’ nightmares. Some of the darker fae have found a way to live in the minds o’ others, speakin’ to their darker impulses. And I even heard stories o’ some fae who found a way to live inside yer wires and tubes to become trolls of a different kind, feasting on animosity and rage.”

      “I see.” She thought on the dullahan’s words, the gears of her mind turning. It didn’t take much imagination to wonder about the implications of Sulyvahn’s words. How many ills in the world could be attributed to the fae who subsisted on such chaos? “So the fae who became trapped are poisoning society?”

      “Indeed. Strangle the beast, and the body dies.” He ripped away the last set of vines from the bush and coiled them up in the bucket. “With mankind gone, the fae would flourish once again as the land recovers.”

      “Is someone leading them?” The idea of a shadow organization consisting of unseelie fae sent chills up and down her spine.

      He shook his head. “It’s all about instincts, lass. The fae are creatures of impulse. If someone were leadin’ them, yer lot would have died off years ago. As it stands now, both realms are slowly dyin’, and it’s just a matter o’ seein’ who’s end comes first.”

      “That’s terrible! So we’re killing each other and the rest of the world doesn’t even know?”

      “Aye.” He tossed the clippers in the bucket. “It is sad, but that is the way o’ it. But it’s been that way for a while now.”

      “I don’t understand though. Why not reveal themselves to the world, then? If we need each other, it wouldn’t be that hard to announce their existence, right?”

      Sulyvahn turned his dark gaze on Beth and held it for several seconds. He let out a huge sigh and extended a hand to her.

      When she took it, he led her to the center of the maze. Silently, she followed, wondering what was going on. They eventually stood before the sundial itself, and Sulyvahn grabbed her by the waist and lifted her effortlessly onto the stone structure.

      “What are you—” she began, but he put a finger to her lips.

      “There’s powerful magic about this place, lass, and I suspect that anyone listenin’ in would struggle to hear my words through all the static. Especially here.” His tone was low, almost inaudible. “Banshee and dullahan can walk yer world without repercussions, as it is our made-for purpose. Years ago, an attempt was made to reveal our presence to the mortal realm, and it backfired badly. Ye see, the human world thought talk of the fae was naught but mumbo jumbo, and the few human allies we had were ridiculed and mocked. Nowadays they even say that yer away with the fairies if yer mind ain’t in the right way.”

      “This is the day and age of information, Sulyvahn. A quick video of the queen could become viral in minutes.”

      “I dinna fully understand what ye mean, but willin’ I am to bet any proof would be discounted. Like I was sayin’, my own kind was built to live here. It was believed that the higher fae could travel yer world and find a solution, and there’s no one higher than the queen.” He looked away from her for a second. “Or her counterpart.”

      “You mean the ki—” She was silenced again by a finger on her lips. Her mind immediately went to the image of the blasted throne in the queen’s court.

      “Hypothetically, ye understand,” he began, “imagine a bein’ of immense power coming to yer world to study and discover what can be done. A bein’ of immense beauty, ready to change the world for the better.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “What would such a bein’ have to do?”

      She thought on the question. “I suppose they would have to find a way to get everybody’s attention first.”

      “Aye.”

      “A being of immense beauty and power would probably seek fame.” It made sense to her when she said it. It was no different from amassing followers on social media. “Once they had fame, they could reveal themselves and spread their message.”

      The dullahan nodded, his features neutral.

      “But something happened, didn’t it?” She thought again of the blasted throne. “And I’m guessing it wasn’t an accident. This person would make a major screwup while over here.”

      Sulyvahn remained silent, then spoke softly. “Aye.”

      The trappings of fame were well known to many. Such a poisoned treasure was still one that millions would possess if they could. So many names and faces ran through her mind, and she couldn’t help but wonder which of them fit the bill. “I wonder if this person maybe got caught up in their own fame? Like, maybe the message kept getting delayed?”

      “Perhaps.” The dullahan seemed nervous, and he kept looking around as if he wasn’t paying much attention to her.

      She thought about the queen and how she had treated Mike. Even though Beth hadn’t been in her right mind, she could still remember pieces of their conversation. The queen had been enraged that Mike and Cecilia had become intimate, and now she wondered if the king had come to the mortal realm and fallen in love with all that glittered.

      However, based on Sulyvahn’s behavior, it was likely Beth couldn’t directly ask him. But there were other ways to glean that information. “Were you worried when Cecilia fell in love with Mike?”

      He nodded, a look of uncertainty on his face. “That’s an interestin’ question, lass, for sure and for certain.”

      “Fae who fall in love with mortals don’t have happy endings, do they?”

      This time, the dullahan shook his head. “Not historically, no. Read up on yer legends, lass, and ye’ll discover that it often ends badly for both.”

      “Is that why the queen sent you here? Because she thought you would hate Mike for what he did?”

      He smirked and looked away from her, his eyes on a pair of centaurs who had entered the maze. “Some would say I should hate the mortal that could steal my sister’s heart. It would make sense to send a spiteful fae, would it not?”

      “But that isn’t how you felt?”

      “All I know is that she was happy here. And maybe a place that could make her feel that way would be worth protectin’ while she was gone.” He chuckled, then flicked a piece of dirt off the sundial. “The two of us haven’t spoken in decades. She was actually on her way to payin’ her respects to me when she was imprisoned.”

      “You must have been very angry.”

      “Indeed. Some would say I was angry that my own sister had been defiled by a mortal, but…I felt her heart break through our bond, and the moment her cage was locked, I…” He looked away from her, then cleared his throat. “Sorry, lass. I forget what I’m sayin’.”

      She placed a hand on his cheek. His skin was smooth and cold, just like marble. His eyes widened a little in surprise, and she slid her hand upward and ran it through his long hair. It was surprisingly soft to the touch.

      “You don’t suppose you came here because you were lonely too, do you? Maybe you were hoping to find just a little of what your sister did? A place to call home, and maybe even a family?”

      He opened his mouth, but no words came out. Instead, he just gazed into her eyes for several moments, then turned his attention to her hand. He put his hand over hers and closed his eyes, then pressed against her.

      “Ye feel warm,” he told her, his voice barely above a whisper. “Dullahan don’t get cold, but we never feel warm either. Not unless we’re touchin’ someone.”

      “When was the last time you felt warm, Suly?”

      He laughed, but his eyes stayed closed. “I canna remember.”

      Her heart pounded loudly in her chest as she lifted her legs and put them on his hips. Using her free hand to brace herself on the sundial, she pulled him closer. When his thighs met the dial, she scooted forward the last couple of inches until her face was a breath from his own.

      “Even humans get lonely. But we have many ways to cope,” she told him, then placed her hands around his waist. His musculature was easy to feel beneath the leather of his outfit. He had the body of a warrior, but she felt like he had the mind of something more. Maybe a poet, or a dreamer. These were things for her to ponder later as she felt that longing void open up inside her. This was new, and exciting, and she didn’t have a clue what was going to happen next.

      But she knew exactly what she wanted.

      He grunted in surprise when her lips touched his. Like the rest of him, they were cold and unyielding. It was just a light peck at first, an exploration of intimacy, and when she looked into his eyes afterward, the dullahan was speechless.

      “Lass, I…” He touched his lips with a gloved hand. “I dinna know what to say.”

      She kissed him again, this time parting her lips to run her tongue briskly over his. He made another sound of surprise, his mouth opening, and she ran her tongue along his upper lip. He tasted like black licorice, and when she inhaled, the cold rush of air was enough to briefly paralyze her lungs, a sensation reminiscent of a cold winter’s morning.

      When she shivered, Sulyvahn backed away.

      “I’m sorry, lass, it is not somethin’ I control, and—”

      She kissed him again and ran one hand up his back, then through his hair. Heat was being sucked from her body, but she didn’t mind in the slightest. The rush of having such a being between her arms was more than enough heat to keep her warm.

      While tense at first, he melted into her. His hesitant hands touched her waist, then moved along her back until one hand rested just above her buttocks and the other was in the middle of her back.

      When she broke the kiss this time, she exhaled a small cloud of fog and grinned at him. “Feeling warm?”

      “Aye,” he whispered. “But I could be warmer.”

      This time, he pressed into her. She ran a hand along the smooth, supple leather he wore. There were several silver buckles that held the outfit together, and she fumbled with one, trying to undo it.

      He broke the kiss. “Ye move fast, lass.”

      “Some of us don’t live for centuries,” she told him, then pulled the buckle apart to reveal skin like marble underneath. Her hand just barely fit between him and the leather, and she undid another buckle and lifted the leather away to reveal his neck and shoulder.

      “Ye only get one more,” he warned her.

      “One more what?”

      “Buckle.” He fingered one she hadn’t undone yet. “The leather is a part of me, but it needs adjustin’ sometimes. Especially if it gets wet.”

      “Oh, so what happens after three?”

      He grinned but didn’t answer. This time, he explored her neck with his lips, and she undid a third buckle, which allowed her to push his leather jacket down and reveal the white skin of both shoulders. The thin line along his throat where his head came off occasionally sputtered out dark smoke depending on how he bent his neck. Stunned, she pressed on the seam, her eyes wide when the smoke curled around her finger like a snake before disappearing.

      “Ye like that?” he asked.

      “Very much,” she replied. “How do you keep it from falling off?”

      “Willpower.” He smirked, then tilted his head to one side. The skin separated, and another blast of dark smoke filled the air, then dissipated when he put his head back. “Can’t be havin’ it fallin’ off when I’m on horseback.”

      “Where is your horse?” she asked.

      “Trade secret, lass.” He winked at her. “Gotta have somethin’ to talk about next time, now don’t we?”

      She stuck her tongue out at him.

      “I’m done talkin’ for now,” he said, then ran his cold hands up her legs, lifting her skirt in the process. “Ye see, while familiar I am with what’s about to transpire, none of it is firsthand. So I wouldn’t mind bein’ a very good listener to ye, if ye catch me drift.”

      A wide grin broke over her face. “I love a man who knows how to pay attention. For now, why don’t you just follow along as best you can, and I’ll correct you if I need to?”

      He nodded, his strong hands moving along her upper thighs now. Occasionally his fingertips would brush against the edge of her panties, each touch sending a rush of butterflies through her gut. When they kissed again, he leaned forward, causing his fingertips to slide up beneath the elastic band along her inner thigh, and a rush of heat to her pelvis triggered a flood of lubrication.

      With trembling hands, she unbuckled one of the straps near his crotch. As she pulled the strap free, the first buckle she had undone strapped itself back into place, cinching down. There was another buckle nearby that, once unstrapped, allowed her to pull down the front of his pants.

      His crotch was hairless, and when she tugged his pants a bit farther, his cock appeared. It was currently at half-mast, and when she gave it an exploratory tug, Sulyvahn let out a groan of delight.

      “That’s a new feelin’, lass,” he whispered.

      “Then you’re gonna love what happens next,” she told him and slid her other hand down his pants to play with his scrotum. However, she was surprised to discover that the dullahan had no testicles at all, just a bare patch of smooth skin.

      “Right. Dinna need those to hunt ghosts,” he explained.

      “You don’t technically need this either,” she said, then stroked his cock.

      “I do, actually. The queen made us to look like men and women, and those were kind of important. Last I checked, my sister dinna need a vagina to escort spirits, and I’m fairly certain that’s half the reason she’s in her current mess.”

      Beth chuckled. “Okay, that’s fair.” She continued to stroke him and was surprised at how stiff his cock became in her hand. It grew harder by the second, and she could feel it leeching the heat from her palms as she stroked it even harder. Stiff ridges pressed against her fingers, and she let go of his cock to see what had happened.

      As his erection grew, hard lumps had formed along the sides of his cock. A sly smile spread over her face at the odd shape to it, and she was suddenly aware of how hard her heart was pounding. Her throbbing pulse was centered in the middle of her snatch, and she lifted her legs and did a little hop on her butt to get her panties off. The cold stone of the dial startled her, and she fell forward into the dullahan, causing him to lose his balance.

      They fell to the ground, and Beth pushed him on his back, her hand stroking his bony cock. The weird ridges along the top and bottom reminded her of a human spine, and Sulyvahn was making little moans of contentment.

      “I’ve heard it called a boner before, but this is taking it too far,” she told him, then rolled her thumb over the hard tip of his cock.

      “Oh, I can actually explain that,” he said. “Ye see, the queen, she has a sense of humor about these things. I also think it was meant to scare the womenfolk, but apparently ye be made of sturdier stuff.”

      You have no idea, Suly. She stroked him a few more times, then positioned herself over his cock. When that first inch of him slid inside her, a chill ran up her spine, and she let out a yelp of surprise.

      “Then again, maybe yer not as sturdy as I—” Sulyvahn’s eyes went wide as Beth scowled at him and sank the rest of the way down. Each bony ridge parted her folds only to vanish inside her, and though they were bathed in sunlight, she now felt like she was in a walk-in freezer.

      She held still for a moment, allowing her vagina to adapt. It was a different sensation than the dildos she had, and certainly very different from sex with Asterion. The Minotaur’s penis was huge and warm but also spongy enough to fit inside her. Sulyvahn’s cock was hard and unyielding, much more like a glass dildo.

      Sulyvahn remained quiet other than a few grunts, and Beth was finally able to move. It was slow at first, but she was soon rolling her hips to feel the head of his cock press against her G-spot. The unyielding nature of his shaft meant it hit exactly what she wanted it to, so she focused on small movements, letting the ridges do their work along her vaginal walls.

      She tensed up as an icy chill ran up her back, and small convulsions traveled along her thighs. It wasn’t quite an orgasm, but it had felt similar to the start of one.

      “Ye okay, lass?”

      “Shh.” She placed her hand over his mouth and grunted, pushing her hips back, which caused his cock to push against her G-spot once more. The same thing happened again, and she cried out when her legs trembled afterward.

      She couldn’t be sure what was happening, but there was now a pulsing sensation of cold spreading through her entire pelvis. Her pussy was soaking wet, allowing the ridges of his cock to slide out of her effortlessly.

      “Son of a…fuck!” Another set of tremors shook her, and she leaned forward, gasping for air. Her own orgasm was building, but she was having trouble making it through the weird tremors.

      She fucked him like this for several minutes, crying out in frustration. Somehow, she was essentially edging herself, and it was clear Sulyvahn had no ideas how to further contribute. He had grabbed her hips and was holding her close, but he did little more than let out gasps and moans of his own.

      Trying a different position, she sat up straight, her hands on his belly for balance. Moving her hips from side to side eased the pressure a bit, but the weird blasts of cold were definitely coming from Sulyvahn. His cock was an icy rod inside her, but the chill didn’t hurt at all.

      She rode him this way for a few minutes, her attention focused on his mouth as he gasped in pleasure. Every time he opened his jaws, she could see that long tongue of his and how wide his lips were.

      Beth cackled, and Sulyvahn lifted his head to look at her.

      “What are ye—” His mouth opened in shock as Beth leaned forward and pulled his head right off. Inky smoke poured from his neck, creating the appearance of a black fog on the ground. He cocked one eyebrow in curiosity at her. “This wasn’t what I was expectin’.”

      “Stop talking and start licking.” She leaned back, causing her clit to pop out of her swollen labia, then shoved Sulyvahn’s head in place. He took orders well and ran his tongue all around her swollen sex.

      His body, however, continued thrusting into her. The sensation of being eaten out while she was fucked was new, and despite Sulyvahn’s inexperience, the sensation was enough to overload her senses.

      “Oh, mmm, oh fu…oh fu…fuck!” This time, when the tremors came, her whole body tensed up, and Sulyvahn eagerly lapped at her clit. His wide mouth allowed him to inhale her and form a seal, his tongue rolling all over her. Her left eye started to spasm, and she bounced up and down on his cock as fast as she could, planting one arm on the ground behind her to steady her movements.

      She screamed when she came, letting out a low-pitched shriek. To her side, the leaves rustled, and one of the centaurs appeared, a look of concern on his face that quickly turned to embarrassment.

      “Pardon me,” he muttered, then ran off. The heat of embarrassment from being caught mingled with the chill that ran through her lower body, and she fell backward, her eyes now on the sky.

      Movement on the roof caught her attention, and she saw Abella duck out of sight. She should have known better than to start something with Sulyvahn in the front yard of all places, but it was too late now.

      “We have a bit o’ an audience, don’t we now?” Sulyvahn asked from between her legs.

      “Looks like it.” She really hoped Mike hadn’t come back yet from the centaurs. It was a stupid thought, but for some reason, she didn’t want him to catch her in such a position.

      “Well, if everybody else gets to see me fuck you, then I should get to see it too.”

      “You…you’re watching it right now.”

      “Stand up,” he told her, his voice suddenly hard. She shrugged and obeyed, though struggled with how numb her legs felt. Wobbling a bit, she made it to her feet, her hands wrapped around Sulyvahn’s head.

      “Put me on the sundial, facin’ ye,” he told her, so she turned to obey. Just as his head was settled on the cold stone, rough hands grabbed her from behind. She looked over her shoulder to see that Sulyvahn’s body had grabbed onto her ass.

      She screamed in pleasure when he penetrated her, and grabbed onto the sundial for balance. Sulyvahn’s body fucked her from behind while his head leered at her from its position on the dial.

      “That’s a good lass,” he told her, then licked his lips. “Yer cunt’s feelin’ so tight after ye came.”

      She moaned, then stared into his dark eyes. His face was twitching now as waves of pleasure rolled over him.

      “Can you…feel me like…that?” she gasped between thrusts.

      “I’m about to…do more than…” His eyes went wide, and then he closed them tightly and let out a howl that raised the hair on the back of her neck. Behind her, his entire body went rigid, and a cold surge washed through her hips. As she was suddenly cold and literally chilled to her core, her teeth chattered as she braced herself against the dial.

      His body thrust into her two more times, then relaxed. She groaned when he pulled out of her, each ridge stretching her out, and when he was finally outside her, inky black smoke leaked out of her body, vanishing before it could hit the ground.

      “Is that your cum?” she asked him, then ran a finger along her snatch. When she brought it back, an inky fluid on her finger turned to smoke before her eyes.

      He sighed and cocked an eyebrow at her. “Reckon it is, lass. Never seen it before, but might as well be the same stuff the rest o’ me is made of.”

      When his body came to retrieve his head, it stumbled just a bit before grabbing a handful of his hair. He shoved his head back into place, and the world’s biggest grin crossed his face.

      “My legs feel all funny,” he told her, then picked up her panties and handed them over. “Like I’ve been ridin’ all day.”

      “How do you feel on the inside though?” she asked.

      He looked at her, then up at the house. The smile on his face made him look warm in spite of his stark appearance.

      “Dinna know if it’s a feelin’ I can put into words. But maybe not so lonely. Definitely not as lonely.”

      “I’m glad.” She slipped her panties back on and ran her hands over the buckles of his leather outfit before pulling him close for one more kiss. She could taste herself on his lips and found herself smiling.

      She had been right. A walk with Sulyvahn had made her feel much better and had been the perfect distraction from her thoughts. She hooked her arm through his and pulled him away from the sundial and into the maze.

      “If you have some more time, I was wondering if I could talk to you a bit about what happened. Over there,” she said. “I’m…struggling with what the queen did to me.”

      Sulyvahn smiled. “I know that feelin’. For ye, lass, I’ll make the time.”

      ---

      Kisa couldn’t believe her eyes but had also been unable to look away. Had she really just watched Beth have sex with a headless horseman on the front lawn? It had been an odd sight, seeing the headless horseman drill her from behind, but Kisa had been unable to take her eyes from it.

      “I have so many questions,” Death loudly announced, then looked at Kisa, his bony face frantic. “Do you suppose you could help answer them?”

      “Ew, no!” She moved away from the grim reaper but got caught up in the curtains of the window.

      “Oh, please! Beth cannot see me, so I cannot ask her directly.” Death was practically hopping from foot to foot in excitement. “Maybe you could ask her for me? Just one? I want to know if what they were doing as considered making love or boning. I’ve heard both terms mentioned on the gargoyle’s tablet, and I cannot be certain which is appropriate in this case.”

      “That’s not…I…no, you can’t ask people about their sex lives!” She hopped down off the window seat and crossed her arms. Her tail swished back and forth, and she tried to make it hold still, but that part of her didn’t listen. “That’s very rude.”

      “It is?” Death wrapped his fingers around his chin. “If it’s rude to ask, then why do they insist on doing it in front of me? I have seen many pairings since coming here.”

      “You’re watching people have sex?” She hopped onto a nearby table so she was eye level with Death. “You’re not supposed to do that.”

      Death shrugged. “I wish to know more about how and why humans copulate. Ever since I saw Mike Radley do it with the demon up close, I feel it is worth understanding properly.”

      “Mike fucked a demon?”

      Death nodded. “It was a fascinating encounter, way better than sitting around and looking at maps.”

      She couldn’t believe it. The grim reaper was a Peeping Tom. “That’s so wrong. If you see people having sex, you’re supposed to give them privacy.”

      “If that is true, why did you keep watching?”

      “Uh…” Kisa had no answer, and she scowled. Being honest with herself, she had been unable to contain her curiosity. At first, that had been enough. But as the act continued, she had felt something more, a longing deep inside. Her own desires were being stirred, and by the time Beth had climaxed, she had felt a certain level of jealousy for the woman.

      She would rather die in a fire than tell this to Death, so she lied. “I wanted to be sure that it was a consensual encounter. That’s all.”

      “Hmm, I see. So it’s okay to watch as long as you are uncertain about consent. And we cannot be certain until we ask them afterward.”

      “No, that’s not—”

      “I will go ask the dullahan if he granted consent, and you can ask Beth. If they both consented, then we shouldn’t have watched.”

      “That’s not how this—”

      “I should probably offer him some tea. I imagine he is very dehydrated. Do you think he is hungry? It looked like he was eating her vagina, but I can’t be sure how much nutrition… I say! It is considered very rude to laugh at someone when they are speaking to you.”

      Kisa had exploded in laughter. The whole argument with Death was absurd, and she had finally lost control at the mention of Beth being eaten out. She laughed even harder when he scowled at her and swept his robes in tight, then crossed the room toward the door.

      He stopped at the exit and turned to face her, fire blazing in his eye sockets. “This is why I prefer dogs. I would rather you had simply stared at me.” He slammed the door when he left, causing a nearby death mask to fall off the wall and bounce across the floor.

      She fell off the table and onto a nearby couch and laughed until tears filled her eyes.
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      Mike was facedown on a tall table as Zel and another centaur examined the back of his scalp. He hissed in pain as they checked his wound for any other sources of infection.

      After his bath with the fairies and Naia, he had eaten a light dinner and gone to bed. In the morning, he’d woken up with a pounding headache that felt like a sinus infection. The back of his scalp had been tender and swollen, and that was when he’d learned that the moisture from his hours-long bath had kept his wound from scabbing over properly; it had opened during his sleep and bled all over his pillow. When the wound had tried to close up again, his pillow and hair had gotten caught inside, which triggered a nasty bout of swelling all along his scalp.

      The wound was bad enough that the centaurs had taken him in and were constantly opening it to clean it and apply medicine. Based on the light coming in through the flaps of the yurt, it was almost evening. He could hear music coming from the camp followed by the smell of freshly baked bread that made his mouth water.

      “Okay, we may be in the clear,” Zel announced. “I want you to lie there until you clot. I’ll be back in an hour.”

      “But I—”

      “No arguments.” He could hear her tail swishing angrily. “I’m going to make sure you are healthy before you leave, especially since you refuse to follow directions.”

      He sighed and decided not to argue. She had been guilt-tripping him ever since his arrival, and not only did his head still hurt, but he was also bored out of his mind. Zel and her assistant left, and it occurred to him that he should have asked for a snack.

      Alone in the dark with his thoughts, he went over his plan for the days ahead. He needed to find a way to cross into the Underworld without simply dying and felt his best bet would be to speak with Death. Sulyvahn might be willing to explain it to him, but he was certain the dullahan was likely under orders from the queen to keep his mouth shut.

      Someone laughed outside the tent, and Mike shifted to make himself comfortable, careful not to rub the back of his head. Zel had given him a haircut to see the wound better, and now his neck was all itchy.

      Between lying in the dark and doing nothing else, his mind began to wander. He didn’t want to take a nap, but he felt like one was coming, and maybe then he could just skip the next fifty or so minutes and go straight to going home.

      He closed his eyes and emptied his mind, then pictured the white sand beach of the Dreamscape. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad to get away to the salty shores of his mind after all and take a small vacation where Zel wasn’t there to yell at him.

      The transition was swift, and he found himself on the beach, his eyes gazing along the horizon of his mind. He was getting better at entering the Dreamscape from a waking state, but it was still more common to fall into normal dreams.

      “Ha!” He stood and rubbed the back of his head. There was no sign of his wound, so he walked down to the edge of the water and pulled off his shoes, then nonchalantly tossed them over his shoulder, where they burst into smoke upon impact with the sand.

      The water felt cool on his feet, and he started walking along the shore. Despite how he traveled a considerable distance, anytime he looked up from the waves, the house was sitting right there, watching him. Sometimes he could circle it, other times it followed, but this little beach paradise was still plenty of fun to visit.

      Out in the ocean, a cloud dropped from the sky and rolled toward him, over the waves. Curious, he stopped to watch it break apart on the shore and scatter around him, casting the world into shadows. The house disappeared from view, and all he could see was the surf beneath his feet. The waves broke somewhere to his left, and he kept walking.

      “So what’s it gonna be this time?” he asked. “Your world will burn, mer mer mer.” He suspected the weather was most likely just the shadow come to bother him again, and he simply wasn’t in the mood to deal with the spirit.

      The fog lifted in front of him, revealing a pier that went out into the ocean.

      “Okay, I’ll bite.” He stepped onto the wooden planks of the pier and walked out into the water. The fog was thick out here, and he could only see a dozen feet in front of his face. “So when do you think you’ll—”

      He froze in place at the sight of the cage that appeared from the darkness. Inside, a lone figure watched him, her hands wrapped around the bars.

      “Cecilia?” he asked.

      She nodded, then stretched her arms to him through the bars. He ran to meet her, and they embraced through the metal bars. Was she an illusion? Just a figment of the dream world, appearing to torment him? Or perhaps a memory of some sort to give him comfort?

      “Mike. A ghrá mo chroí,” she said, and his shoulder became wet with her tears. “How I have longed to see you.”

      “Is it really you?” He stepped back to get a look at her. The red stripe in her hair looked a little bigger, and her hair was a couple of inches longer. “I can’t be sure this is real.”

      “Nor I,” she told him. “I have been in this cage for such a long time, but my dreams have become so real. Did you know that? I can have dreams now. Often they are lovely, and sometimes not. I only sleep every few days, and not for very long.”

      “Oh.” It couldn’t be her, then. Banshees didn’t need to sleep. Even so, her presence gave him a sense of peace, and he gladly embraced it, willing the dream to stretch out so they could spend more time together.

      “Please,” Cecilia begged. “You mustn’t come here. It isn’t safe. The queen is planning—”

      A whiff of sulfur tickled his nostrils, and his eyes popped open. The Dreamscape shattered, and he was back on his table. The yurt had filled with the sound of roaring flames, and a dark figure fell from above, landing facedown in the dirt next to him.

      “Lily?” He sat up on the table and looked down at the succubus, doing his best to keep disappointment off his face. Cecilia had seemed so real, even if it was only for a few seconds, that all he wanted to do was go back to sleep.

      “Hey there, Romeo,” Lily said. She was covered from head to toe in soot, and she stumbled to her feet, her face a mask of aggravation. When she shook her head, ash sprayed out in every direction. When she rubbed her eyes clean, it reminded him briefly of a coal miner.

      “What on earth happened to you?” he asked.

      “Well, to start, nothing happened to me on Earth.” She spat dust out of her mouth, then shape-shifted into Dana. However, she was still covered in soot. “Oh, for fuck’s sake, hold up a second.”

      She transformed into a little girl, then into Sofia. The sudden shift in size caused quite a bit of the soot to fall off her, and she repeated this process a few more times, then noticed a pitcher of water next to the washbasin near Mike’s bed. She picked up the pitcher, turned into the little girl, then poured it over her head. As the water fell over her, she transformed into her original form, and most of the soot was now gone.

      “That’s much better. I can probably take a dunk in the fountain, if the nymph doesn’t…wait, where are we?” She looked around the yurt in astonishment. “Please tell me we aren’t too far from home.”

      “I’m with the centaurs. They’re treating my head injury.” He frowned. “By the way, seeing you turn into a kid freaks me out a little.”

      “It’s how I hunt these days. Sit on a park swing and wait for the pervs to come out of the woodwork. What did you do to your head?”

      He gave her a brief version of the events that had transpired. When finished, he fixed her with a look. “Wait a sec. How is it that you didn’t know about any of this? I thought you were keeping an eye on my dreams.”

      “Ugh. Change in plans.” She coiled up her tail and sat on it like a stool. “The whole purpose of monitoring your dreams was to watch for your shadow buddy. I decided it would be even better to watch the shadow himself, and when I caught him skulking around your subconscious, I went after him.”

      “So you’ve been following the shadow this whole time?” He looked at her with interest.

      “Mm-hmm. And let me say, it wasn’t my idea of a fun date. That piece of shit led me on quite the wild goose chase.”

      “To where though? If you’ve been gone for days, where have you been?”

      “Ugh, days?” Lily scowled. “Damn. I lost track of time trying to pin that fucker down. Remember when he tossed me around so easily in the Dreamscape? He’s just as nasty outside of it, a real piece of work. He eventually lured me into a trap and sent me to Hell. I can always teleport straight to my master, which is why I’m here.” She coughed, and a fair amount of ash came out of her lungs.

      “You were in Hell?”

      “Only for a few minutes. The trip is always disorienting, and the demons running the place don’t exactly provide a warm welcome.” She crossed her arms. “So anyway, let’s talk about this shadow of yours. He seems to be linked to your mind, but I couldn’t figure out why, and I remember you first ran into him in that tower on the other side of the wardrobe.”

      “Yes, that’s right.” The shadow had discovered him when he was trapped in another world, trying to find his way home.

      “He can jump from the tower to you, which didn’t make a lot of sense. While I was tracking him, I discovered he hangs out somewhere else as well.”

      “And where would that be?”

      She lowered her head. “We demons call it Purgatory, which isn’t actually a place at all. It’s the in-between of practically everywhere, kind of like a crossroads.”

      “You mean like between here and the Underworld?” He sat up, his voice rising in excitement.

      “Oh, I see where you’re going with this. Yes, technically that’s true, but let’s ignore your obsession with the screamer for now. Purgatory, or limbo, whatever you want to call it, is primarily accessed by dying and refusing to move on. In this place, spirits have physical form, and your shadow buddy is very powerful there. He passes through it on his way from the tower to your mind.”

      “He lives in the tower?”

      “Almost there, Romeo. You see, limbo is a lot like the living world, and you can find places in limbo that existed here. They’re scattered all across the Underworld, like tiny islands in an infinite sea. He lives in the Purgatory version of that tower, which is far larger and much more impressive.” She shook her head. “The tower Yuki was trapped in used to be part of a giant fortress or whatever somewhere else, which meant I ran across some stray spirits there that died in some giant war I’ve never heard of. I was able to talk to a few of them, and once he found out I was digging up intel, that’s when he caught me in a devil’s trap and sent me to Hell.”

      “And what did you learn?”

      Lily’s eyes narrowed, glowing bloodred. “I’ve often wondered where your friend came from and how he found you. Especially when it came to the Dreamscape. You told me he was able to find you during one of your house visions, right? Well, it turns out there’s actually a simple answer that complicates everything, and you aren’t going to like it.”

      He frowned. “I have a feeling anything I learn about this guy is bad news.”

      “Well, buckle up, because I’m about to break it to you. The shadow is a former Caretaker. He’s trapped on the other side of the veil, feeding off the energy of all those souls.”

      “I don’t understand. That’s imposs—” he started, but the more he thought about it, the quicker it sank in. There had been hints of other places like his home, and it made sense that other humans must have been involved like he was. But to what purpose?

      The succubus smirked. “I can actually watch the news sinking into that broken head of yours. They call him a bunch of different names over there; the dead are so hard to talk to. But the gist of it was that he was in command of that castle, and it was full of magic and strange beings, and he used to be in charge of taking care of the place. There was some kind of battle, and the dead don’t really know they lost, so imagine talking to a bunch of disoriented spirits. Lot of conflicting information, but the final result of this battle was that the shadow somehow avoided moving on to the other side when he died.”

      “And you can’t just have dead Caretakers wandering around,” he muttered. It explained so much about why it was important to have a banshee to escort the dead, and why the shadow was so eager for a part of Mike’s soul. “Damn, that’s scary stuff.”

      “Oh, you don’t know the half of it. None of the souls in his little kingdom can move on. They live in a state of fear, constantly reliving this battle they had, and I was busy trying to fight them off before he caught me in a trap and tossed me into the fires below.” She shook her head, causing more soot to drift onto the ground. “It seems like you’ve been roped into something bigger than you expected.”

      Mike laughed. “Oh man, I’ve stumbled into a bad situation that’s bigger than I understand? Must be a Wednesday. This kind of thing never happens on a Thursday.”

      The succubus smiled and stood. “Well, that’s the news I have. I’m going back to the house to wash up. Hell soot doesn’t just come off, and I need a good scrubbing, so…” She blew him a kiss. “See you in your dreams.”

      He smiled and watched her go. When she stepped through the door flap, there was a brief cry of alarm when she startled someone, but words were exchanged, and he heard nothing more from outside.

      Eventually Zel came in, checked his wound one last time, and told him to go home and leave it alone. He thanked her for her help and gave her a big hug before departing. She muttered something to him about paying attention from now on, and he begged her for forgiveness, which caused a small smile to break across her face.

      Once he was outside the yurt, the centaurs escorted him home.

      Over dinner, he was informed that Tink was still working on restoring power to the house. Apparently the electrical surge had damaged the panel in such a way that she wasn’t able to get power to the whole house at once, and she had to wait for some additional materials to arrive before she could rewire some of the rooms that had damaged outlets. The rats were helping her with the work, but it was taking them quite a long time.

      Beth said very little to him over dinner, and he couldn’t help but notice that Kisa kept watching her with a grin on her face. The cat girl sat at the opposite side of the table and vanished once her food was done. He briefly wondered if he should track her down and see how she was adapting but figured it might be better to wait until she was ready.

      Dinner came to an abrupt end when Quetzalli, who had eaten enough food that her belly bulged out, inspected her knife for several moments and stood from her chair. Before anyone could react, she abruptly knelt and shoved the utensil into the nearest outlet using her considerable strength.

      Sparks blew across the floor, and Quetzalli’s eyes flickered with amusement just before the room was plunged into darkness. Tink shrieked in anger and left to check the panel. Beth quickly escorted the dragon from the room while discussing electrical safety.

      When he went into the kitchen to drop off his dishes, Mike looked out the window to see Naia, Dana, and Lily at the fountain. Dana sat along the edge in a pair of shorts, her feet in the water and a drone resting next to her. Naia was summoning bubbles up around the succubus, who popped them with her tail while scrubbing herself off. Steam rose from the fountain, and he wondered if Naia had turned it into a giant hot tub.

      “Hmph.” A disapproving voice came from behind him, and he turned to see Sofia illuminated in the fading light of day. She watched the trio at the fountain before turning toward the kitchen. “Looks like I’m going to have to wash everything by hand tonight,” she announced, then turned on the sink. “Must be nice to just lie around.”

      There was almost enough light to see by, so Mike picked up a nearby towel and started drying the dishes as she washed them.

      “Dinner was good, thank you,” he told her, almost afraid to break the silence.

      She grunted, then scrubbed at a large pan.

      “Actually, thank you for all the meals you cook. I think I’m starting to put on a little weight, which is saying something. I was always skinny growing up, but now I’m putting on some muscle.” He patted his belly. “Maybe someday I’ll get to see my six-pack.”

      “Please. We both know it’s the magic.” She handed him the pan a bit forcefully, which pushed him off-balance.

      “I guess. But you keep everybody fed, and I appreciate it.” He dried the pan before putting it away. “Hey, I was wondering if you could help me with something tomorrow. I need to look into how to get into the Underworld.”

      The cyclops groaned and threw her hands in the air. “Of course you do. Can I expect everyone to drop by the Library after breakfast, then? Guess I should make breakfast easy to clean up after.”

      “What? No, it’s just gonna be me.” He tossed the towel on the counter. “I’m grateful that everyone wants to help, but I think I need to do this on my own for now.”

      “So…it’s just going to be you tomorrow?”

      “Unless Death follows me in, yeah.”

      “Hmm.” She turned off the sink and dried her hands. “I expect you’ll be there all day?”

      “No, just until noon. There’re still some repairs to be made, and I need to coordinate with the centaurs. I also need to check in with Quetzalli. I think Beth’s had enough of her for a bit. Might do a walk-through of the house with Reggie, depending on how the afternoon goes.”

      “You really are slowing things down, aren’t you?” The light was dim enough that he could just make out her face. “Not just diving right in?”

      “No. Things with the queen got out of hand. If I’m going to see her again, I need to be ready for anything, and that means being thorough. That is, if you have time for me.”

      The lights flickered and came back on, and he saw the small grin on Sofia’s face before it vanished.

      “I suppose,” she told him with a groan. “I’ll see what I can find tonight and get you a head start tomorrow.”

      “Thanks,” he told her, then watched her go.

      What had that been about?

      The power flickered off and on for the remainder of the night. On his way up to his room, he saw that Dana had positioned herself in front of the locked door at the end of the hallway. The squad of rats was watching her in interest and were splitting a plate of cheese and fruit among them.

      When he went to see what Dana was doing, he walked past Yuki’s open bedroom door and happened to glance inside. The kitsune was standing in front of a blank canvas. Her tails hung limp behind her, so he knocked.

      “Hey,” he said when she didn’t turn around. “Can I come in?”

      Yuki shrugged and let out a sigh. “Yeah, sure.”

      “Something wrong?” He walked into her room and looked around. He could tell where the room had been repainted, and noticed that a stack of broken canvasses sat in the corner.

      She let out a grunt. “Yes. No. I don’t know. I’m feeling restless is all.” When she turned around, he saw that she wore a smock covered in different colors of paint. “Struggling to get some of these done.”

      “How so?” He pulled the door shut behind him. “I noticed you weren’t at dinner.”

      “Not hungry.” She sighed and sat down on her bed. “I’m struggling with some things right now.”

      “Like?”

      “To start with, your dumb ass nearly getting killed.” She said this with a slight growl that revealed her teeth. “And now that you’re back, I just know you’re going to get into trouble again.”

      “Yeah.” He sat next to her on the bed. “I’m really sorry I left you behind.”

      Her ears drooped. “Well, that’s just it. Even if I had been with you, could I have made any difference? I honestly don’t know. It’s hard to put it into words.”

      “Try.”

      “For so many years, my only direction was to come home. I was a creature of rage. You know this.”

      He nodded. Yuki had almost killed him within seconds of their first meeting.

      “Well,” she continued, “after coming home, my only thought was to protect this place, then to protect you. But right now? There’s nothing for me to do except prepare. These paintings are a manifestation of my magic and my soul, but now my soul is restless. I’ve spent so many years fighting that I’ve forgotten how to hold still, to just live and relax. So while I was angry that you got hurt, now I’m angry that I have nothing to fight.”

      “I see.” He threw his arm around her and squeezed. She rested her head against his shoulder, and he lifted his hand to stroke her hair. “When I was younger, my mom suffered a psychotic break. Growing up, she turned into this hateful, spiteful being that saw fit to torment me whenever she got the chance.”

      The kitsune nodded. “I’ve heard about it.”

      “Well, after she died, I went through a period of elation. My abuser was dead, and I was free. No longer would I get cornered, yelled at, or even smacked around. There wasn’t even any guilt on my part; I was finally free of the bitch.

      “After a week or so, something changed. You see, I started hearing her in my head. She was so deeply ingrained in my life that she had left scars, not on my body, but my mind. What should have been a period of happiness and healing only served to throw me further down a hole. People told me I should be happy she was gone and to just move on, but it isn’t so simple. I had spent so long living my life in a state of terror that it was easier to be stuck there than it was to climb out.”

      “So what did you do?” Yuki asked. She slid her head along his chest so she was now in his lap, looking up at him. He moved his hand to the spot between her ears and stroked the soft fur there.

      “Probably the hardest thing a person can do. I went to a therapist. Several, in fact. It certainly took me a while to find a good one. It’s a hard thing to describe, but just because my problem was gone didn’t mean the past had faded away. I needed someone to guide me through the process of confronting my past and learning to heal from it.”

      “Did it work?”

      He shrugged. “With varying levels of success. Naia did more for me than any therapist could. When she used her magic, I gained a certain degree of confidence I was sorely lacking. All those little voices in my head that told me I wasn’t good enough were drowned out by the part of her she left in me, and I’ll always be grateful for it.”

      “I see.” She shifted in his lap so she faced away from him. “Sometimes, when I’m falling asleep, I see Emily again.”

      Mike rubbed Yuki’s ears but said nothing. Yuki and Emily had been romantically involved when the former Caretaker had succumbed to the shadow, and the kitsune’s heart had been broken. It was a betrayal he was personally unfamiliar with, but he could almost feel the heartbreak in her voice.

      “She’s her old self,” Yuki continued. “From before. And she’ll talk to me, but I can never hear what she’s saying. I try so hard to listen, to hear what she has to say. Every time I feel like I can hear her words, she changes. It’s like someone throwing a sheet over a lamp, and the whole room dims. And now that I can hear her, all I hear is hate in her voice. And then I wake up, and I’m crying, and I hate myself because I can summon spears of ice, or command Death himself, but I’ve let this mortal cut me deeper than any blade, and I feel weak.”

      “Love and compassion are never signs of weakness,” Mike said. “It takes a brave heart to believe in either of these things.”

      She trembled beneath him but remained silent. He stroked her hair for a little while longer and continued doing so even when he could tell she had dozed off. Once he was convinced she was out, he slowly shifted her onto her bed and carefully covered her with a blanket before leaving.

      Once in the hall, he looked over at Dana, who now sat on the floor near the rats with her computer and a notebook.

      “Trying to crack the code?” he asked.

      “Got nothing better to do,” she replied.

      “Just make sure you keep it down,” Mike told her, his voice low. “Yuki really needs her sleep.”

      Dana threw him a thumbs-up, and he left her behind, her unblinking eyes staring intently at her screen. Several minutes later, he was in his own bed, his gaze on the wall. How many years had he suffered as Yuki did, teetering on the edge of exhaustion only to be startled back to alertness each time his mother yelled at him across time and space? Thinking of his mother, he could hear her calling for him, her voice dripping with venom.

      “Love and compassion,” he muttered, treating the words as a talisman to guide him safely to the shores of his mind.

      ---

      When Mike walked into the office the next morning, he saw that Death was busy with the stereoscopes. While the grim reaper muttered something about consent, Mike let himself into the Library.

      “Sofia?” he called when he noticed she wasn’t waiting for him. She hadn’t been at breakfast either, the only trace of her presence being the continental-style breakfast she had clearly set up for everyone.

      Curious, he crossed over to the floating globe that sat in the Library’s lobby and waited for a few minutes.

      It wasn’t long before the movement of a floating carpet caught his attention and the cyclops descended from above. She wore a long cloak and carried a magic staff that glowed with a pulsating green light.

      “There you are.” He smiled at her and stepped onto the carpet once it landed. “Thanks for breakfast; it was good.”

      “Of course it was.” She tapped the staff on the carpet, and it rose into the air. Invisible hands pressed against him, holding him in place. “Sorry I wasn’t there to greet you. I got up early to try to find the area of the Library we needed. This place has seen a surge of activity recently, which means books aren’t always where I think they are.”

      “Really? Like what?” He looked over the edge of the carpet. Down below, he saw no movement.

      “The Library is constantly reorganizing itself.” Sofia turned her head, and the carpet slowed. “If you could see this place from high enough up above, it would make you think of thousands of giant gears that turn constantly, albeit slowly.”

      “But why?”

      “Expansion. Books made in your world all end up here, and at a frightening rate. The Library was built to accommodate this, and the pillars rotate in groups so that works that fit in multiple genres at least face one another. New pillars will often form near primary pillars, and everything has to shuffle about to accommodate them.”

      “Primary pillars?” It was just now occurring to him that despite spending plenty of time here, he had no idea how the place worked.

      “Yes. Think of them like the purest form of any particular genre. As the pillar expands, it may blossom outward, like a fractal. The new pillars will break free as a genre is redefined, or even as a subgenre is formed.”

      “That’s…really cool. How come I’ve never seen it move?”

      She tilted her head at him and scowled. “Your trips here tend to be very goal oriented.”

      “Can I see one of the pillars that’s expanding?”

      Something like a smile crossed her lips. “I suppose, if we have time.”

      “I think I should see it. The Library is just as much a part of the house as anything else.”

      “Except it isn’t part of the house. It’s a separate place, remember?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t see it that way. You’re a part of the house, and this place is a part of you. I want to know more.”

      She looked away from him, her long braid bobbing in the breeze as the carpet accelerated. They were moving fast, and the pillars were moving past him so quickly that he could barely make out the shelves.

      The pillars condensed momentarily, and the carpet swayed between them until they entered a large, open area. At its center was a gigantic column that stretched upward into a portion of the roof that had been raised, and all he could see in it was darkness punctuated by the occasional appearance of a book. The column was easily the size of a small skyscraper, but instead of being a perfect circle, it looked more like a weathered gear with smoothed-out teeth all along its perimeter.

      It rotated at a slow pace, and the carpet moved alongside it for a better look. In certain places, the bookshelves looked like they were melting out of the walls and forming into organized rows along the surface of the gigantic column, and books fluttered about like tiny birds as they fell from above and drifted to their resting places.

      “Wow,” he whispered. Up above, he could hear the rustling of pages and slamming of shelves as these objects shifted onto the new pillars. “What genre is this?”

      “This pillar is romance.” She pointed her staff toward one of the landing zones. “These offshoots will eventually have some category of their own, and then break away from here to become their own columns, or maybe merge with another category into a bigger column. You don’t often see this at the entrance, because those books are the more popular ones that used to get borrowed all the time.” She appraised the enormous column. “I’m rather impressed at how many books are written in this category, but there seems to be a quality issue.”

      “Quality? Like, the stories suck?”

      “Oh, I have no idea. It would be nice to sit around all day and read them. I’ll show you what I mean.” They had landed, and she led the way to the nearest bookshelf. Several of the books on it looked normal, but she eventually picked one up whose cover was blank except for a title and an author. “I’ve seen a bunch like these over the last few years but have no idea why. No cover art, no synopsis on the back. I’ve looked inside some of them, and they might not even be formatted correctly.”

      “Let me see.” He took the book from her and read the title. “Um…this one is called My Sister the Cuck Queen Part Seven by…” He laughed when he saw the author’s name. “Okay, I think I know what’s going on.”

      “Well?”

      He held the book up for her. “We can verify when we get home, but I sincerely doubt that somebody actually named their child QueefEater42. This is just some random person’s story, probably on the internet somewhere.”

      “I don’t understand.” She looked up at the row of books above her. “The Library is only supposed to get in copies of books that exist, not internet drivel.”

      “I wouldn’t automatically assign anything you find on the internet as drivel.” He set the book down, looked through the shelves, and found another one. This one had a picture of a pair of abnormally big-breasted women hugging each other, but the picture and title were stretched dramatically across the cover. “Interesting. This one looks like they didn’t load the correct image size.”

      “You still haven’t explained why I am seeing these.”

      “Well…” He turned the book over. There was no explanation on the back, but when he opened the first page, he saw that the information page just had a web address. “How does the Library categorize what’s an actual book?”

      She crossed her arms. “Anything that gets bound professionally?”

      “Yeah, well, that’s not how things work in the real world anymore.” He put the book back and investigated some more. After digging through a couple and opening several to look inside, he chuckled. “You see, there’s been a huge digital revolution recently. People started selling books they could read on their devices, and I can tell you for a fact that there are a ton of authors who don’t even bother publishing their stories on paper.”

      “Preposterous. Those wouldn’t count as books, then.”

      “Why not?” He held up a book with a pair of anthropomorphic animals on the front. “How does the Library differentiate what constitutes a book-worthy story? I can guarantee you have published books here that almost nobody has read, but some of these digital ones? Tons of people enjoy them.”

      She took the book from him and flipped through its pages. “So you’re saying this book might not exist in your world?”

      “Not on paper. Did you know that people can just pay to have a book published for them? You could write a book of poems and have it printed and mailed to your doorstep in days. Does the Library know you will only make one copy? Does that book count, or is there some other guideline? Does it have to sell first, or maybe a certain number of people need to read it?”

      Sofia pulled a couple more books off the shelf and flipped through them. “I suppose I don’t really know. This place was built a long time ago, and the builders would not have foreseen such a thing. I must admit that my role here is largely ceremonial, other than chasing down potential intruders. Metaphorically, the place has a mind of its own.”

      “You told me once that the Library brings you copies of books once they are finished. Maybe it can no longer tell the difference and is bringing these here.” He took a step back and looked along the shelves. Where he stood, he could see dozens of shelves, and each one was nearly ten feet high. They were all packed full with books of varying quality. “By the way, we seem to be in a very weird crossover of genres here.”

      “Mm-hmm.” Sofia put her book back on the shelf and scowled. “Do many people write these books? The digital ones?”

      “Thousands. Millions. I don’t know for sure, but it’s a lot.” He walked back toward the carpet. “Now I kind of wonder what the cutoff is. I imagine the story has to be complete, right? So you wouldn’t have a column of half-finished books or something.”

      “No, unless someone published it. I’ve seen posthumous works like that.” She stepped onto the carpet next to him. “This makes clear the exponential growth in some of these areas though. Obviously I don’t have time to oversee all the Library’s new entries, but this explains several things I have noticed of late.”

      “Hey, cool. A mystery that was solvable in under ten minutes. And!” He pointed a finger at himself. “I didn’t have to fuck my way out of it.”

      Sofia’s cheeks turned bright red, and she broke, letting out a laugh. “I mean, we’re still in the romance section. I’m sure you could find something to get you off.”

      It was his turn to laugh. “It would have to be a softcover. The edges on the hard ones are far too dangerous. Hey, I just remembered something. Isn’t it your job to read everything and catalog it properly? That’s what you told me when we first met.”

      She looked away from him and sighed. “It’s supposed to be, but the job isn’t meant for one person alone. And since I’m the only one here, I figure nobody is going to check up on me.” The carpet took them away from the romance pillar and moved among the other pillars, occasionally swaying to avoid floating racks of books that moved around them.

      “So I’m curious,” Mike said. “Why are you the only one here, then?”

      The cyclops turned to look at him with a frown, then looked away. “There were more of us, once upon a time.”

      “What happened?”

      “It was a long time ago.” She reached into her robes and pulled out her knife. The blade was only four inches long, but when she gave it a flick, it unfolded into a full-length blade. “I don’t know that there’s time for the full tale, but I guess I can give you the highlights. You see, this place used to be accessible to many magical beings and civilizations. There was a screening process, of course. This place was the first of its kind, created long before humans came along. Your modern libraries are modeled after it. In fact, the Library of Alexandria was a knockoff of this place, the idea being a location where anybody could travel and find knowledge.”

      “Didn’t that place burn down or something?” he asked.

      “And that’s why there was a screening process. As your kind generated texts, the last thing we wanted was for someone to get in and destroy them. Which, as you know, happens constantly.” Sofia held up the blade so that he could see her reflection in it. “When I was young and lived with my clan, my uncle had access to the Library. I came from a family of builders who were isolated on an island, so this was the place to come to see advancements in building. It wasn’t just buildings or weapons; my tribe could build almost anything. Their skill was superseded only by the gods in this matter.”

      “I get the feeling that somebody didn’t care for this.”

      She nodded. “A group of men came to our island and asked our people to stop. We had largely pulled away from the rest of the world, but some of us were manufacturing weapons that were being used in terrible wars. The gods had long ago moved on, and our knowledge was considered forbidden.”

      “I’m guessing your people turned them down?”

      “Sort of. You see, even we didn’t know who was doing this. As a tribe, we agreed that the world of man was no longer a place for us. But secretly? Weapons were still being built, and we had no idea who the perpetrator was. It wasn’t long before the men came back and warned us one final time that they would wipe out the island if it didn’t stop. Well, remember what I told you about my people being able to see our own deaths? It was at the hands of men like these, so they were promptly killed for threatening the tribe. Despite their deaths, the visions continued, so we prepared for what we thought would be a bloody war.”

      Mike shivered. “What happened?”

      “A slaughter.” She folded the sword back up. “I was still very young but easily the size of a full-grown man. My unique ability saved me from immediate death, and my uncle took me to his Library portal. We were attacked by the man who carried this blade, and I managed to kill him shortly after he killed my uncle. With the portal open, I fled inside and closed it, never to open it again.”

      “That’s terrible. Does that mean you’re the last cyclops?”

      She shrugged. “Probably not. There were others. I imagine they may be in a place like Zel’s people were, a location separate from your world, or maybe hiding in plain sight. Anyway, the others who lived here. You see, as the world changed, so did this place. The librarians took me in as a refugee and allowed me to stay and learn at their feet. However, I was one of the last new librarians. Once Atlantis fell, the Library was only connected to a few places, and nobody ever came to join our ranks again.”

      “So what happened to the others who were here? Old age, or…?”

      “You don’t age in the Library. I actually had to go on several pilgrimages to reach my current age. A cyclops is essentially immortal, but we do start as children. Over time, accidents occurred, or librarians left. Eternity is a long time to live in one place. Occasionally there would be a violent incursion, but my ability with a blade kept me alive through the worst of them. Others weren’t so lucky.” She tucked the blade back in her belt. “The good news is that pretty much nobody comes here anymore. However, the bad news is that pretty much nobody comes here anymore. If I were to die, the Library would continue to expand without interference until somebody found it. What happened next would largely be up to them, if they didn’t get lost and starve to death first.”

      “I assume you control the Library with your staff?”

      “Yes. The staff of the head librarian. It allows me to tap into the Library’s magic, which is how I am able to find anything in this place.” The carpet was descending now, and they were landing on a platform near the top of a pillar. “This is one of the restricted sections, so I need you to watch your step.”

      “Why, is it booby-trapped?”

      “No. There just aren’t any safety protocols, since nobody is supposed to be here.” When they landed, she pointed along the outer edge of the column. “See how there are no guardrails? Try not to fall, or I’ll be scraping you off the floor for days. Don’t ask me how I know.”

      “Oh.” He stepped off the carpet and onto the platform. He walked to the edge and looked down.

      “Mike, stop!” Sofia grabbed his shoulder and pulled him away. “There’s a reason people say never look down! You could trigger vertigo or something.”

      “Heights don’t bother me,” he said. At least, they don’t anymore. “Let’s get moving, shall we?”

      She rolled her eye at him and led him along the narrow walkway, careful to keep one hand on the shelves at all times. Eventually they found an opening to slip through and found themselves moving down a narrow corridor while surrounded by books.

      “Not exactly comfortable, is it?” Mike noted.

      “Nobody is meant to linger here. Librarians can grab the books they need and just go. However, there are some perks to being the head librarian.” They were at a small break between shelves, and she tapped the wood with the head of her staff. A panel slid sideways to reveal a small, circular sitting room with a skylight twenty feet above them.

      “Where does that go?” Mike asked, pointing up.

      “Nobody knows. Or if they did, they never told me. It’s always daytime through those skylights, and they provide the best light for reading. Of course, there’s a spell to keep the books from fading from exposure, but that’s a given.” She walked to the middle of the room, where a circular table had been set. A couple of chairs were waiting for them as well as a platter of snacks and a pair of silver goblets.

      “Did you put these here?” Mike asked as he sat down in one of the chairs. There was a variety of meats and cheeses on the tray, and he licked his lips in anticipation.

      “I did.” She sat down across from him. “Consider it a peace offering.”

      “Frr whff?” He had already stuffed a giant slice of salami and some cheese into his mouth.

      Sofia frowned at the table. “For me. My motives haven’t exactly been pure of late, and I’m afraid I have been quite angry with you.”

      He swallowed his food and shook his head. “No, you don’t need to be sorry. I’ve been selfish lately, and haven’t really been thinking about the others. My heart was in the right place, but that’s no excuse. You don’t need to be sorry.”

      The cyclops smirked. “Are you even sure that’s what I’m referring to?”

      He froze in place, a piece of cheese already on its way to his mouth. “Isn’t it? I figured you were mad because I’ve been focused on rescuing Cecilia and being reckless. You know, getting lucky at the last second?”

      “Hmm.” She tossed a piece of smoked turkey into her mouth and chewed for a bit, then swallowed. “That’s…not quite the truth.”

      “Enlighten me.” He set the cheese down.

      “When you first came here, I wasn’t necessarily kind to you. You were able to see past my attitude, and we…found a way to get along.” Her cheeks turned bright red. “After the incident with the Labyrinth and the society, I started neglecting my duties in the Library and spending more time in the house.”

      He nodded. She had become the de facto chef of the house almost right away.

      “Part of that was selfish on my part,” she said, stacking a few pieces of cheese together, then knocking them down. “It was nice to be around other people for a change.”

      “It’s kind of a constant state of affairs these days,” he agreed. It was hard to find a quiet place in the house without someone watching.

      “Yeah, well…when I saw how worried you were about Cecilia, it triggered something in me I didn’t like.”

      “Oh?” This conversation wasn’t going anywhere he had suspected.

      Sofia took a deep breath and let out a sigh. “I was jealous. Jealous of how much you cared for the banshee and, well, not me.”

      He tilted his head at her and did his best to examine her statement from every angle. No matter how he looked, it was beyond him why she would feel that way. “I don’t get it.”

      “Well, part of that is my fault,” she said, then glared at him. “The other part is definitely yours.”

      He fought the urge to be defensive and instead leaned toward her. “Go on.”

      “You’ve been ignoring me,” she told him, her eye cast away from him and toward the floor. “I cook and clean for everybody because I enjoy their company, don’t get me wrong. But between my duties here and helping with the house, I realized you never seemed to care that I was there.”

      She was right. He had done his best to be polite and thank her for meals, but how long had it been since he had just sat down and spent some time with her? The cyclops had become an important part of the house, but she was still a person.

      “It wasn’t until you had a lead on Cecilia that you even came to me for help. I definitely don’t feel very appreciated for it, and you completely ignored my advice. Again, I should have said something, but I allowed myself to stew over it. I got so excited last night when I found out you were coming here by yourself that I realized I couldn’t keep being angry with you whenever we were together.

      “I know I shouldn’t feel the way I do, but I can’t help it. I like to think I’m above petty emotions such as jealousy, but there it is. Not only am I jealous of the others for having your attention, but I’m certainly not very proud of how I feel. By nature, my kind are very proud, so…”

      “I’m really sorry, Sofia.” He leaned across the table and took her hand in his own. “I know now that I’ve been so caught up in trying to get Cecilia back that I forgot I live in a house full of people who deserve to feel important because they are. I don’t have this problem with the others, because frankly, they are a bit more aggressive about getting what they want from me when they need it, and you should never be afraid to bring these feelings up. I’m just now discovering that some of the others are struggling with their own demons, and I need you to know you can talk about anything with me, I promise.”

      She opened her mouth to say something, then closed it. Moments became minutes, and her stoic features became stained with crimson.

      “Is there something else you want to tell me?” he asked, breaking the silence.

      “Um…” She shifted in her chair. “I didn’t…so, you…I thought you were going to be mad, so I wasn’t planning on saying the other part.”

      “Hey, go on. I’ll listen without interrupting.” To emphasize his point, he grabbed a few blocks of what looked to be Muenster cheese and held them to his lips. “See? Too busy chewing, just go for it.” He popped the cheese in and chewed it carefully.

      Sofia took a deep breath and released it. “I can’t stop thinking about when you fucked me when I was all tied up, and it keeps messing with me because no matter how much I masturbate, I— Shit, are you okay?”

      She stood and rushed to his side of the table to slap his back with an enormous palm as he struggled to cough up the cheese he had inhaled upon hearing her statement. He kept coughing once the cheese was out, his throat raw from choking on it.

      “I’m…okay…” He cleared his throat, grabbed one of the goblets, and took a sip. It was a very rich merlot, but it helped almost right away. “I’m very sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

      “Well, you did.” She crossed her arms and looked away from him.

      “Um, yeah, so about what you were saying. Do you want to do it again? I mean, it might require some setup unless you want to use Ratu’s shedding room again or something.”

      “Hmm?” She looked over her shoulder at him. “Did you just say that we could do…that?”

      “Yeah, I did.” When Sofia had gotten caught in a vine trap, she had stalled for time, getting off on being tied up until he had fucked her while she was suspended from the ceiling. “After our first time together, I kind of thought it was a one-time thing so never pursued it. But you have to understand I’m more than happy to do things like that with you. Honestly, it was kind of fun.”

      “I see.” She walked to the edge of the room and turned around. “Are you sure? Like, if I had prepared in advance, we could do something like that…now, maybe?”

      “I’m happy to do it now but am on a bit of a schedule. The last thing I want is to rush through it. Some things take time.”

      “About that.” She turned to one of the shelves nearby and patted on a stack of books. “I already pulled everything I could find on Underworld gateways, on the off chance you agreed. If nothing else, the cheese and wine might put you in the mood for a friendly chat, but this is the best possible outcome.”

      “You really put a lot of thought into this, didn’t you?” He smiled. It was a nice change seeing the softer side of the cyclops.

      “You have no idea,” she said, then tapped her staff on the ground. “Lignum.”

      The chair shifted beneath him, and wooden bands wrapped around his wrists and ankles, pinning him in place. Stunned, he tried to free himself and caused the chair to tip dangerously to one side.

      “Sofia, what’s going on?” he cried as his chair tipped back into position.

      She leaned the staff against the wall and walked toward him. One finger went under his chin and tilted his head up so he was looking into her face. However, if he shifted his gaze down, he could see the thick valley of her breasts through a gap in her robe.

      “You agreed to this, remember?” Her voice was full of menace, and she ran her finger up his chin and through his hair. “But I suppose you thought I would be the one who was restrained, didn’t you?”

      “Um, yeah,” he admitted. “You caught me completely off guard, actually.”

      “Of course I did. It’s because I have no intention of harming you.” She stepped back and pulled off her robe. Beneath, she wore a light-blue gown that was cinched in place at her waist, and she sat down on the table and crossed her long legs. “But seriously, we should begin with some ground rules.”

      He laughed. It wasn’t what he had had in mind, but now that he knew what she was up to, he was game. “Okay, let’s talk. What do you want?”

      “I’ll be brief. I want you helpless, I want to talk shit to you and maybe humiliate you a bit, and just have my way with you.”

      “That’s…fine, I guess, but what do you want from me specifically?” He wiggled his hands to show he was rooted in place. “Oh, and the chair is a nice touch. Didn’t know this was a thing.”

      “Yeah, the chair thing took me a bit to figure out. It’s one of the defenses I can activate with the staff.” She smirked. “What I want from you is for you not to take anything I say personally, maybe grovel a bit. You see, I got off so hard on being helpless last time, and all I can think about is doing the same thing to you. I think part of that is the pride of the cyclops. You make me so wet, Caretaker, and I both love and hate you for it.”

      “Okay, well, if that’s the case, then some limits. Don’t bring up my mother—that’s a given.” He scrunched up his face, trying to remember what was said during their last encounter. “And don’t bring up Cecilia. I don’t mind you crossing a few lines, but those are sensitive subjects.”

      She nodded. “Sounds good. Do you want a safe word?”

      A thrill shot through him. Already, seeing Sofia standing over him was making his senses sharper, and his magic was hungry to take him over. It would be easy to get carried away, but that safety net still needed to be established.

      That’s right, lover, Naia said inside his head. The first step requires trust.

      “I’ll shout something about overdue books if you’ve gone too far.”

      “Humph.” She crossed her legs, giving him a glimpse of her bare thighs as the gown parted. “Then shall we get started?”

      “Sip of wine first?” he asked. She obliged by holding the goblet to his lips and tipping it up. He sucked down as much as he could, relishing the bold flavor of the merlot. “Yeah, I’m good now.”

      Sofia circled the chair, her fingers trailing along his shoulders. “Look at you, in trouble again. I can’t tell if you’re incompetent or just plain stupid.”

      “I like to think—” He gasped when she yanked his chair back. He was looking up at her now, her face twisted into an angry mask.

      “Shut the fuck up, filthy fucking human.” She pushed the chair forward and spun it around to face her. “Gods, I can’t believe I have to keep looking at you. All you do is sit there and whine.” She was in front of him again, and she straddled his legs, her thick thighs opening her gown to reveal she wasn’t wearing any underwear.

      Despite recently drinking wine, Mike was suddenly thirsty again.

      “You really are just a piece of shit,” Sofia told him, then grabbed the back of his head.

      “No joke, be careful back there,” he warned her.

      “Shut up!” She adjusted her grip to avoid his freshly healed injury, then yanked his head back, baring his throat to her. “Pervy little human, I see the way you look at me. You took advantage of me once, but it’s my turn now.”

      Unsure how to respond, he just grunted.

      “You let any little thing turn you on, don’t you.” She let go of his hair and stepped back. “Nasty little mortal.”

      “That’s me.”

      She slapped him across the face, and the sting was shortly replaced with a hot glow. Seeing her standing over him like this had him so hard right now he was struggling to think.

      When she unzipped his pants and pulled his cock out, it was already drooling precum all over. She swirled it around on the tips of her fingers and then splayed them apart, creating a web of spooge in her hands.

      “Disgusting,” she said, then wiped it in his hair. With his cock standing at attention, she lifted one of her legs and planted her foot on his chest. She was wearing a pair of sandals with silk bands that matched her robes.

      “Take it off,” she commanded. He did his best to pull the silk into his mouth with his tongue, then bit down and pulled, revealing her bare foot. Her feet were large, easily a size fifteen, but still feminine with arching lines and gold paint on the nails.

      With her foot now resting on his chest, his gaze slid along her magnificently thick thighs to the dark folds of her gown. He could just make out her trimmed pubic hair, and one of her labia drooped lower than the other, curling up at the tip. There was just enough light to see a tiny bead of lubrication dangling from the end of it.

      She pushed against his chest with her foot, causing the chair to slide against the wall until it rested against the nearby shelves. Pausing to scoot the staff farther away from them, she adjusted her gown, pulling it farther up.

      “You like this, don’t you?” she asked, then moved her foot down near his cock. “Being helpless and weak.”

      He couldn’t take his eyes off her golden toes. She was pressing up against his balls just hard enough that he was a little uncomfortable. However, she spread her toes apart and caught the base of his shaft between her big toe and the next one over. More than capable of encircling his shaft with her massive feet, she squeezed and stroked him.

      “Maybe a little,” he admitted, letting out a sigh. Sofia was busy staring at his cock and acted like she hadn’t heard him. While pinned in place, it was almost like he had permission to let the world pass him by, if only for a few minutes. Being able to step away from all his cares gave him freedom, and right now, all he could think about was how good her foot felt as she massaged the base of his shaft.

      “Ugh, disgusting.” She removed her foot and placed it higher, her heel now in his collarbone and her toes pressing against his face. “Lick them clean.”

      He hesitated but only for a moment, then licked the side of her foot. She smirked at him while he tried to move his tongue along her toes, then helped him out by curling her digits down, allowing him to suck her big toe into his mouth.

      Her lips parted as she watched him, her cheeks now flushed. He sucked and nibbled on her toes for several minutes before she set her foot back in his lap and pushed it against his cock.

      “Can’t even do that right, nasty little man,” she said, then straddled the chair. She lifted her skirt to reveal her glistening pussy, then took a step forward. She was tall enough to accomplish this feat by standing bowlegged, and she grabbed him by the back of the head and tilted his face toward her. “Let’s have you lick something easier, shall we?”

      She shoved her muff into his face, and he was grateful for the quick breath of air he took in as she pressed against him. When he opened his mouth and inhaled her musky scent, his tongue darted out to lick her clit. His magic leaped from his tongue to her labia, and she moaned when it zapped her.

      “Ow, you little fucker,” she grunted, then grabbed his head and pulled him in. He sucked and licked frantically at her as his oxygen depleted, and the cyclops ground her hips against his face, letting out shrill little cries.

      Mike strained at his bonds, wishing he could grab two handfuls of Sofia’s ass, and maybe even allow himself up for air. Spots were appearing in his vision before she yanked him out, his head tilted up at her.

      “Look at you, you’re a fucking mess.” She told him, then shoved his face back in. The room swirled around him as his consciousness fluttered, and then he was back once more, gasping for air.

      “If you do a good job, maybe I’ll let you fuck me,” she said, then pulled him back in again. She kept pulling him up for air, and Mike would groan into her soaking-wet pussy when she shoved him back, his cock now leaking copious amounts of precum.

      She yanked his head back again and, while he was gasping for air, spat in his mouth.

      “That’s what I think of you, Caretaker,” she told him as he choked on her saliva. “Nothing more than a thing to be used.”

      When she pulled him back in, he felt his magic twist inside him, then uncoil itself in his chest. As he buried his tongue in her rich, velvety folds, he felt the magic inside him gather in the back of his throat. It took very little effort to release it, and a sensation similar to eating fizzy candy filled his mouth as the magic leaped up inside Sofia.

      She gasped and stumbled backward, her hands now running all along her body.

      “What…what did you…” was all she got out, and she started stroking her pussy with one hand while the other undid the lace at the top of her gown to pull out her bountiful breasts. He saw the magic sparkling around the edges of her eye, and she moaned as if in heat, both of her hands squeezing her large breasts and pinching her giant nipples.

      Her eye dilated, and she growled at him.

      Uh-oh, he thought.

      She straddled the chair and grabbed his cock, then sank down onto him. The chair groaned under their combined weight as she rode him with an intensity that was slightly terrifying. He buried his face in between her breasts to nibble and suck, grateful for the feeling of a warm, willing pussy around his dick.

      “I fucking hate you, Caretaker,” she snarled in his ear, then groaned as her orgasm approached.

      Mike could feel his own magic inside her, bouncing around and wreaking havoc. He sucked on the closest nipple to him and willed the magic to return to his body.

      There was a shift inside him, and Sofia let out a brief cry, her eye glowing with her future sight. She grunted and looked down at him in disbelief.

      “How did you change the future?” she asked.

      He mumbled something into her breast, then allowed the magic to flow back into her.

      “Oh, fuck yes!” she cried and rode him hard enough that he feared for the chair’s existence. Again, as her cries built up, he withdrew the magic and held on to it. It was no different from holding back an orgasm of his own, and he delighted in the pseudo-orgasm she experienced.

      “Maybe you need a better angle?” he suggested.

      “Don’t talk to me, peasant,” she replied, and he held in a laugh. When she pulled herself off him, she left behind a puddle of lubrication, the front of his pants now damp with both of their fluids.

      Sofia pulled the chair away from the wall and spun it so that Mike now faced the shelves. She moved between him and the wall and sat on his lap.

      “You’ve got a phenomenal ass,” he told her and meant it. From where he sat, her plump rear filled his lap. Out of habit, he tried to run his hands along her curves but was stymied by the fact that he was still bound to the chair. He watched in fascination as she held on to the shelves, slid her ass along his lap, and trapped his cock between her butt cheeks.

      “You’re lucky you get to see it,” she told him, then moved back and forth, rubbing her body along his dick.

      “C’mon, just a little bit farther,” he begged, but she was hell-bent on fucking with him. It was like a lap dance, her ass pressing against him and then moving away, and she would occasionally lean back, putting all her body weight onto his hips.

      She finally tilted forward and grabbed his cock from between her legs, then maneuvered it so his glans pressed up against her vulva.

      “Beg me for it,” she told him.

      “Please, Sofia. Please let me fuck you.” His magic was boiling inside him, desperate to be released once more.

      “You don’t get to say my name,” she told him. “You will refer to me by my title, Head Librarian!”

      “Fuck me, Ms., uh, Head Librarian!” He couldn’t think straight, and she lifted herself, disconnecting them. His arms and legs now pulsed with erotic energy, and he couldn’t take his eyes off those beautiful swollen labia that dripped just above the head of his cock.

      “I said beg!” she yelled, then tightened her grip on his shaft.

      The magic gathered up in his cock and blasted out with a hiss and a pop, entering Sofia’s body.

      She gasped, then she forced herself down on him so hard that he heard the chair crack. Using the shelves for support, she rode him this way and growled, occasionally flailing her arms and legs. The chair rocked beneath them, and through the haze of heat and sex, he briefly worried it might break.

      The energy bounced around inside her, and he could see the sparks forming on her skin.

      Sofia took a deep breath and let out a scream, her arms spreading out along the shelves and knocking books to the floor. As she flailed about, riding the crest of her orgasm, she shoved a stack of books to the side that caused a domino effect. Books toppled over until the last one, a particularly thick tome, tilted to the side and pushed against the librarian’s staff.

      Mike couldn’t help but watch as the staff swung left and bounced against the wall of the shelves hard enough that it rolled back toward Sofia. However, it caught the edge of a book as it fell, which pushed it toward the two of them. The cyclops wasn’t paying any attention, and when the staff bounced off her hips, she froze in place.

      The polished wooden shaft came to rest in Mike’s outstretched hand. He had been trying to catch it before it hit the floor, just in case the gem up top was fragile, but a sudden rush of energy blew through him. For a moment, he felt his senses expand and fill the room, and he was able to sense each individual book around him. Whole categories of keywords spread out in his mind like magical spreadsheets, and the green gem pulsated with energy as it connected to him.

      Time snapped back to normal, and he clenched the staff tightly in his hand, careful not to drop it. He looked at Sofia’s hands, clutching the hard wooden shelves before her, and a wicked idea entered his mind.

      “Ligma.” After so much experience in the Dreamscape, he had no problems visualizing exactly what he wanted to happen. The staff’s magic felt like warmth leaving his body, and as the wooden bands that trapped his wrists folded back into the chair, new ones emerged from the shelves and pinned Sofia’s arms in place, forming thick shackles along her forearms.

      “What…how…” She looked over her shoulder at him, her eye wide in alarm. “What’s happening?”

      “Oh, I think you know.” Using his hands, he scooted back from her and pulled his cock free. She was now crouched in front of him, her arms spread-eagle on the shelves. “I’m just turning the tables on you.”

      “But I don’t understand. The staff is keyed to the head librarian, nobody else can use it.”

      Oh. He looked at the staff, then back at the wide ass of the beautiful woman in front of him. It probably had to do with his own magic, but right now, the blood in his body had been designated for something other than thinking.

      “Guess there’s a position above head librarian,” he said, then smacked her ass with his free hand. She let out a shout and flinched, her knees buckling slightly. He gave her another slap and moved past her hips to appraise her. She was staring straight ahead, her eye unfocused and her mouth open wide.

      He grabbed her hair and yanked on it, causing her head to tilt back, then leaned in close.

      “Safe word?” he whispered.

      “O…overdue books,” she whimpered.

      He was about to move away when he realized he couldn’t tell if she was using the safe word or designating it. “So, wait, do you want to stop, or—”

      “You’re such a dumbass,” she muttered. “Can’t even do this right, can you? Just give me back the—ow!”

      Mike had slid his belt out of its loops and folded it in half before cracking her on the ass. A red line formed, and he worried he had taken it too far, but Sofia kept the safe word to herself. Satisfied that he was on the right track, he examined the butt of the staff while walking behind her.

      “Pathetic,” he told her as he gave her ass a few light slaps with the belt. “Had me all trussed up like a Christmas ham, and I still managed to escape. What was it you told me? Something about my luck and fucking away my problems?”

      “Fuck you, little ma—ngh!” The crack of his belt echoed across the room.

      “After all the things you made me do, you think I’m going to let you off easy?” He set the staff down on the table, then popped a piece of cheese in his mouth and sipped at his wine. “It’s too bad we’re so far away from the others. I bet they would laugh at how you look right now.”

      Sofia groaned, and a large dribble of fluid splashed onto the floor between her legs.

      “I rather like this side of you,” he told her, then swatted at her hips with the belt. She cried out, then moaned when he penetrated her with his free hand. “There’s a lot less of your mouth to deal with.”

      “Fuck you,” she growled.

      “No. Fuck you.” He had already lined himself up and slid into her with no resistance. She moaned, and her hips swiveled as she tried to back herself onto him.

      He placed one hand on her hip for balance and leaned to the side to marvel at her pendulous breasts. Smiling in satisfaction, he reached forward and pinched her nipple. She shrieked, and he smacked her ass again with the belt.

      “This really is the best side of you,” he told her, then rubbed the welt that had formed. She let out a sigh, and he gave her a few hard thrusts that pushed her face into the shelves. “Well now, that simply won’t do; you could hurt yourself.”

      He grabbed her by the ponytail and pulled her head back to slip the looped belt over her head and around her neck. He didn’t pull hard—it was just enough to keep her head tilted—and the series of gasps and moans told him he was absolutely on the right track.

      “Yeah, that’s right, get fucked like the cum dumpster you are.” He raised his hand and brought it down hard but twisted away at the last second. Sofia moaned as her future sight gave her the experience of the slap but reality stole it away. He alternated tugging on the belt and slapping her ass, doing his best to change tactics at the last second.

      Sofia gasped for air that filled her lungs, then shrieked from slaps that never connected. She had rapidly evolved into a panting mess, and he undid the belt and yanked back on her ponytail.

      “The worst part is how much you want it, isn’t it?” he asked, making small pumps with his hips.

      “You’re beneath me,” she growled. “Pathetic, whiny ass…no!”

      Mike had pulled his cock out of her and was casually slapping it on her tailbone. He absolutely admired how bubbly her butt looked in this bent-over position, then teased her soaking-wet folds with the head of his cock.

      “You can’t have it back unless you beg for it,” he told her, dragging the head of his cock just across her open folds. “And I don’t mean pretty please. I mean actual begging.”

      She gritted her teeth and forced herself backward, but he stepped away. It was a fun game for a minute as she tried to force herself onto him while he pulled away, but he saw the staff on the table and got a devilish idea.

      When he stepped away from her, she groaned, but when he came back with the staff, she went quiet. He flipped it over, examined the bottom of it, then stepped back and gave it a casual swing.

      THWACK! The end of the stick caught her squarely across both butt cheeks, and she shrieked, her legs now vibrating beneath her. He swung again, this time much harder, and raised it at the last second. Though he missed, she saw the alternate timeline and let out another howl.

      “I’m not hearing any begging,” he told her, then playfully swatted her ass again. “I’m going soft right now too, and once it’s gone, I’ll probably leave you here.”

      This was by far the biggest lie he had told, because he was rock-hard and ready to burst. His magic swirled around inside him, desperate to escape. He gave his cock a couple of good pumps, then touched Sofia’s asshole with his finger. A spark jumped between them, and she hopped forward, muttering something in a language he didn’t recognize.

      “Excuse me?” he asked, then zapped her again. This was even more fun than the staff because his cock tingled every time he did it.

      “…more…”

      “What? Can’t hear you.” He zapped her again, then went to smack her ass with the staff. Another idea came to him, and he looked at the butt of the staff.

      “Fuck…me…,” she muttered. He teased her pussy with his hands, then transferred the fluid to the staff itself.

      “I’m the head librarian now. I deserve some respect,” he informed her, then smacked her ass with his hand.

      “You’re such a bastard,” she moaned, her cheeks flushed. She looked over her shoulder, her eye glowing with intensity. “Please, fuck me. Fuck me hard.”

      He tilted the staff forward and winked at her. “You forgot to call me sir.”

      When he pushed the butt of the staff inside her, she screamed so loud that his ears rang. Pinned to the wall, she did an amusing hop up and down as he used the staff like a makeshift dildo, careful to keep it from sliding too far in. In the middle of one of her shrieks, she hollered something unintelligible, so he held still to listen in case it was the safe word.

      “Li…ligma,” she moaned, and the staff lit up. The wooden bands around her hands vanished into the shelves, and she spun around, the staff clattering to the ground.

      Okay, didn’t foresee this happening, Mike thought, and Sofia pounced on him. She easily tackled him to the ground, her pendulous breasts swinging in his face as she forcibly mounted him. With his wrists pinned to the ground, all he could do was lie there as she rode him, her cheeks and chest glowing brightly as if sunburned.

      “Fuck, you, fuck, you, fuck…fuck…” She gritted her teeth and sat up straight on top of him. The feeling of a bigger, stronger woman above him was too much, and his orgasm snuck up on him. When he came, it was like molten fire leaving his body, and the room went dark as he came so hard his vision dimmed.

      His magic coiled around the cyclops and formed into a swirling vortex that looked very similar to a tornado. Her scream was lost to the roaring sound in his ears as the magic carried both of them away on a recurring cycle of bliss, and by the time Sofia collapsed on top of him, he had lost count of how often he had blown his load deep inside her.

      Time passed, but neither of them said a word. Eventually, Sofia sat up and looked down at him, an odd expression on her face. Her long, twisted braid dangled over her shoulder and brushed lightly against his chin.

      When he opened his mouth to ask what was up, she kissed him. His head swirled with the intensity of her tongue on his, and when she finally let him go, she covered his lips with her finger before he could speak.

      “Shh,” she whispered. “No talking in the Library.”

      He obeyed.

      ---

      Mike stepped out of the Library with his books and set them down on the desk. He looked back over his shoulder to see Sofia smirking at him.

      “Coming back with me?” he asked.

      “No. I’ve got some research to get done. There are a few things I want to look into. Drop by if you need me. For anything.” She blinked (which he suspected was a wink), then pulled on the magic book, causing her to vanish in a flash of light.

      “Augh.” He rubbed at his eyes, trying to chase away the spots. In the process of blinking rapidly, he felt a strong, bony hand grab his shoulder.

      “Mike Radley,” Death said, his voice unusually loud. “I see you have returned from the Library.”

      “Yeah. Needed to do some research. Found some potential leads. Do you mind if I use the desk?”

      “Not at all, Mike Radley.” Death picked up his tea and his teapot. “I am in need of some refreshment. Would you like some tea as well?”

      Mike sat down in the chair and looked up at the grim reaper. Though his face was made of bone, there was an expectant air about Death, much like an excited child.

      “Yeah, sure. Why the hell not?”

      “I shall bring an extra cup,” Death declared and walked out of the room. Once he was through the doorway, a dark face peered around the corner, green eyes open wide.

      “Oh, hey, Kisa,” Mike began, but she bolted, and he heard her run across the house and then out the back door. He sighed. The home’s newest resident was a bit aloof, but he figured he would talk to her eventually. For now, he would take the chance to look through what he had found.

      He flipped through the pages of the books, smiling at the little bookmarks Sofia had put in them so he could go straight to the good parts. Each one had a perfectly drawn eye on it, and he couldn’t help but think about how she had felt pressed against him.

      Eager to avoid explaining an errant erection to the grim reaper, he flipped through the first couple of books. Apparently traveling to the Underworld was a lot like Woodstock; plenty of people went, but everyone had a hard time remembering what had happened there. One of the books had some fairly vivid imagery of a man being torn apart by demons as a result of accidentally opening a portal into Hell.

      The smell of Earl Grey filled the room as Death walked in carrying a small tray. He set the tray down on the desk and pulled up a chair across from Mike.

      “What is it you are working on, Mike Radley?” Death filled his cup and poured some tea for Mike.

      “Remember when I went to see the fairy queen?”

      “Ah yes. I remember it like it was yesterday.” Death took a long sip of his tea. Steam floated up out of his eye sockets, and the tiny flames inside turned blue. “Or maybe it was? I lose track of time quite easily.”

      “Don’t you burn your…” Mike realized the question was dumb and dropped it. “How is it?” he asked instead.

      “Very good, Mike Radley. Out of the many things I have enjoyed on the material plane, I dare say tea is my favorite.” Death sipped again. “I like how it warms me from the inside and fills me with vim and vigor.”

      “Yeah, sure.” He pulled his cup toward him and noticed the bowl of sugar cubes on the tray. He added a couple of cubes to his tea and stirred it. “Well, we didn’t get my friend back. However, the queen gave me a task I can accomplish that will allow me to bring her home.”

      “Ah, a quest!” Death leaned back in his chair. “I have met many an adventurer who has gone on such a thing. Granted, the ones I met failed. There was much disappointment on their part.”

      “Yeah, well, my quest is supposedly impossible. I need to travel through the Underworld to get back to the fairy realm. I imagine that won’t be a walk in the park either.”

      “Mmm.” Death stared at the ceiling, lost in thought. Mike swirled his tea around and gave it a tentative sip. He wasn’t a tea person but figured he may as well learn how to drink it.

      “Yeah, so Sofia and I went through some books in the Library, and we hope to find a way to get there.”

      “Getting to the Underworld is quite easy, Mike Radley.”

      Mike rolled his eyes. “Well, yeah, dying gets you sent there, so I get it.”

      Death shook his head. “I am not referring to the act of dying. You need to simply open the appropriate portal.”

      “Easier said than done.” Much like with the fairy realm, the rats had been unable to make any headway. The Underworld was on another plane of existence, and Reggie had been unable to find a solution to the problem. “Some of these books reference a portal that can be traveled through, but none of them even hint at where to find one.”

      “Ah, yes. I have met many men and women during such endeavors.” The grim reaper nodded knowingly, then drank some more tea. “They, too, suffered some disappointment. At least they got to go there in the end, I suppose.”

      Mike laughed. “Well, I fully intend to come back, so we need a better way. What’s frustrating is the Underworld is a pretty broad term, so even if I get there, I need to find my way to the fairy realm without getting lost and ending up somewhere bad.”

      “Like Hell, Mike Radley?”

      “Hell would be on the top of my list for places I don’t want to go.” He pulled a piece of paper out of the desk and drew a circle. “From what I understand, there’s a place called Purgatory that kind of acts as a giant lobby for the Underworld. You can get to the Underworld from Purgatory, but there’s no specific entry point.” He wrote “Underworld” in the big circle, then drew smaller ones around it and put a P for Purgatory inside each of them. He added an overlapping circle to the side and labeled it “Earth.” “Now, some places overlap Earth, like Hell or the fairy realm.” He drew two more circles, making sure they surrounded the small cluster of Purgatories. “I don’t know if Purgatory will get me there, but if I can find a path that avoids anywhere bad, I should be fine.”

      Death leaned forward and gazed at Mike’s diagram for several seconds. Suddenly, the grim reaper stood, nearly spilling his tea. He picked up the piece of paper and held it close to his face.

      “Mike Radley! Do you realize what this means?” Death lowered the paper in awe, his jaw hanging open.

      “No, what?” Excited, Mike rose and crossed to the other side to look at the diagram.

      “You have created a map!” The specter held the paper up triumphantly. “I have never seen one created before. All it took was a bit of paper, and some ink, and—”

      Mike groaned and went back to his chair as Death rambled on excitedly about what had just transpired. While he appreciated the enthusiasm, disappointment was sinking in.

      Every fiber in his being fought him right now, crying out for him to fight his way back to the fairy realm. He knew it was a terrible idea, but knowing Cecilia was in a cage had put a massive hole in his heart, and it would remain unfilled until he could save her. Scowling, he picked up his tea and took a sip, careful not to burn his lips.

      “—and I suppose you will probably go there through the portal in your backyard.” Death set the paper down on the desk and picked up the pen. “Ah, yes. If I draw the gate right here, then I have participated in map making too!”

      “Wait, what?” Mike leaned forward in his chair as Death drew an arched gateway with iron bars. “Death, that’s just the gate in the backyard. It doesn’t go anywhere.”

      “You are wrong, Mike Radley. I may not be knowledgeable about many things, but I certainly recognize a portal to the Underworld when I see it.” He drew a cartoon skull over the bars. “I assumed you knew this already, which is why I said getting there was easy. If not for that gate, I would have called your task impossible.”

      Stunned, Mike sat with his mouth open. Could Death be right? Was the unassuming gate in the backyard really the answer to his problems?

      “It is very rude to stare, Mike Radley.” When Death scowled, the temperature in the room dropped dangerously and the twin fireballs in his sockets went from blue to red.

      “I’m not staring, I’m… Is this a joke? You’re absolutely serious, the gate in the backyard is a portal?”

      “Mike Radley, if there’s one thing you should know about me, it’s that I’m always dead serious.” Death picked up his tea and sipped it with a smug grin. “Now, that is a proper joke.”
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      Kisa stood in the kitchen and scowled at the pantry door.

      How many times had she wandered in here and absent-mindedly opened it? At least three times a day, and now that she was here again, she had decided to look through the whole pantry and discover just what it was she was looking for.

      Her missing memories really bothered her. She had just assumed something would come back to her in the last few days, but all she got was static. Vivid images of the old man stirred something up in her she couldn’t describe, but they didn’t tell her a thing about his identity or even her own.

      Tink walked into the kitchen and climbed up onto the counter to pour herself a cup of coffee. She looked at Kisa and yawned, revealing a frightening amount of teeth.

      “Stupid cat, litter box somewhere else.” She slugged half her coffee and winced. “Blegh. Maybe kitty pee in here too.”

      “Hey, fuck you.” Kisa put her hands on her hips. Ever since she had almost fallen off the railing the other day, she had deliberately avoided the goblin. Being alone was difficult in a house full of so many people, but at least everyone gave her some space. In a lot of ways, it was almost like they didn’t even see her. She hadn’t decided yet whether this offended her, but it had given her plenty of time to think things over.

      However, the one person in the house who always seemed to notice her presence was Tink, and she never failed to comment on it.

      “Worthless cat lay around all day. Tink too busy for fucking.” She smiled at her own joke and drank the rest of her coffee. “Too tired too.”

      “Wow, you’re so clever,” Kisa responded while rolling her eyes.

      “Tink very clever, thank you.”

      “No, that’s sarcasm, you stupid goblin!” She growled and held out her hands, her claws unsheathing. “Ugh! Why do they even keep you around?”

      “Husband need sexy goblin girl. Other girls fine too, but Tink extra special.” She grinned. “Nobody smart like Tink.”

      “Please. You can’t even talk straight, you brain-dead—”

      Tink leaped from the counter and landed in front of her, fangs bared. She grabbed a handful of fur on Kisa’s chest and shoved. Kisa stumbled back into the shelves, causing boxes and cans to spill all around both of them.

      “Ow, damn it!” She tried to reach the box of oatmeal that had fallen on the floor, leaning dangerously far forward on her crutches. They wobbled beneath her until they slid away, causing her to land flat on her face. Tears welled up in her eyes as pain shot through both of her legs, and she rolled onto her back to clutch the thick plaster cast on her left leg. Her right leg was in a brace that bent at the knee, pins holding the thing in place.

      “Easy, Kisa.” He came in from the next room over. It was a different apartment this time, and when he knelt by her side, he slid one arm behind her and lifted. “Why didn’t you call me?”

      “I shouldn’t have to fucking call you,” she snapped. “I need to learn to do this shit on my own.”

      “Language, Kisa. Just because you are hurt does not mean we have lowered our standards.”

      “I’m not hurt; I’m crippled!” She picked up one of her crutches and threw it across the kitchen. “The doctors don’t even know if I’ll walk properly again, much less dance.”

      “Anyone can dance, Kisa.” He picked up her crutch and set it just out of her reach. “Dancing comes from the soul, not the body.”

      “Yeah, well tell that to the acceptance committee at Juilliard!” She threw her other crutch now and clawed at the table in anger. “They don’t give a shit about my soul. They want to see me dance. A full ride! They offered me a full ride, and unless you know some miracle man who can fix my legs in the next year, it’s gone forever.”

      He shook his head and clucked his tongue. “More to life than dance, Kisa.”

      “You and I both know that’s the only way I was ever going to go to college. My whole future depended on being able to dance! I haven’t just lost my legs; I’ve lost my will to live.” She threw herself forward onto the table and bawled, slamming her fists against the wood. “It’s not fair! I’ve been kicked around my whole life, and just when it was getting good, I get hit by a fucking car!”

      The table beneath her hands vanished, and she was back in the kitchen with Tink, her back pressed against the shelves. The goblin snarled, lines of exhaustion written across her face.

      “More to smarts than big words,” she growled, then put her face in her hands and took a step back. “Ugh. No. Tink sorry, no want fight.”

      Kisa stared at the goblin, her heart pounding in her chest. The flashback this time had not only been intense, but all the rage and misery she had felt back then had somehow carried itself forward in time, and all she could think about was how she had lost everything that mattered to her. Her legs had been crushed, her femur splintered in several places. So many dreams had gone out the window, just like her memories, and all the pent-up anger in her body finally had a direction to go.

      “Well, I do,” she growled, then threw herself at Tink.

      The two of them shoved each other around the kitchen, grappling, grunting, and clawing. More containers fell, splitting open boxes of pasta and a giant bag of rice. The floor became slick with dried goods, so they ended up on the counter, throwing fists and claws at each other. Tink bit into Kisa’s shoulder only to spit out a mouthful of fur. Kisa picked up a jar of spaghetti sauce and smashed it across Tink’s eyes, blinding her.

      They fell off the counter and crashed onto the floor. Kisa rolled on top of Tink, squeezing the goblin by the throat with both hands. There was an unlabeled rage now powering her, and she smacked the goblin’s head onto the floor repeatedly.

      Tink just laughed. This made Kisa mad enough that she picked up a nearby can and smashed it into the goblin’s head.

      “What the absolute fuck is going on in here?”

      The temperature of the room dropped dramatically as Yuki stepped into the kitchen. She was covered in fresh paint, and crystalline shards of ice spun in circles around her outstretched hands. Her eyes were wide open, and circles of frost had formed along her cheeks.

      Kisa froze in place, then looked down at the goblin. She had just attacked a member of the house for no good reason. Granted, Tink had pushed her first, but she could only imagine how the others might see it. The anger from before melted out of her, and she let go of Tink’s hair.

      A feeling of dread filled her chest, and she moved back from the goblin, afraid Yuki might attack her.

      “Tink helping dumb cat find snack in pantry,” the goblin declared. “We climb too high, fall off shelves, big mess.” She sat up and wiped some sauce off Kisa’s face, then licked her thumb. “Still taste good.”

      “Are you sure?” Yuki’s eyes narrowed at both of them. “I thought the house was under attack with all that noise!”

      “Tink step on dumb cat tail when fall. Make big sound. Misunderstanding is all.” She stood and looked around, a forlorn expression on her face. “Big misunderstanding.”

      Yuki looked back and forth between the two of them, then sighed. “Here. Let me help you two clean up.” She walked to the nearby closet and pulled out a broom and a dustpan.

      The three of them swept up the food and broken glass, then mopped up the sauce. Kisa said nothing, but Tink grumbled the whole time. Once they were done, Yuki cast a suspicious gaze over both of them before departing.

      “Why—” Kisa began, but Tink put a hand over her mouth and shook her head, then beckoned her to follow.

      She led Kisa down the stairs to the basement—a place Kisa hated. It was like a giant concrete coffin, and for some reason, the freezer filled her with a sense of dread.

      “Fox have good ears,” Tink whispered. “We talk now.”

      “Why did you stick up for me?” Kisa rubbed her arms with her hands, her body filled with a phantom chill. “I was going to beat your ass.”

      Tink rolled her eyes. “Good joke, but no. Tink no worried, much better fighter than stupid cat. Not important though.” She sat down on the floor and yawned again. “Tink no want cat to get in trouble and have to leave.”

      “Why though? You and I don’t get along.”

      “So? Tink not always get along with others. For long time, Tink get along with nobody. Learn how to fix everything, maybe everyone love Tink, maybe not, but had to try.” The goblin pulled her goggles off her head and stared at the lenses as if lost in a memory. “Tink make much trouble, get grief from everyone. So Tink be quiet, hope nobody notice, still trouble. Things work out, but Tink still lonely. Then husband come, make everything worth it.”

      Kisa scrunched up her face. “That doesn’t answer my question in the slightest.”

      The goblin groaned. “Dumb cat like Tink. Not know place yet, not even know self. Lonely, like Tink was.”

      “I like being alone.”

      “No.” She shook her head firmly. “Difference between alone and lonely. Right now, dumb cat is both. Maybe hate Tink, but that’s okay. Maybe if wait, dumb cat will make friends like Tink, find purpose. Husband say to give dumb cat a chance, so Tink keep mouth shut.”

      Kisa frowned. “So, what, you’re gonna be nice to me because Mike said so?”

      “Yep.” Tink slid the goggles back over her head. “Doll try to kill husband, now friends. Fox try to kill husband, also friends. Demon lady too. Give extra chance, make best decision. Tink give extra chance, also make best decision.” She stood and stretched, her tail flicking behind her like a whip, before giving Kisa a knowing look. “Especially because dumb cat broken in head. Tink know all about that.”

      Dumbfounded, Kisa watched as the goblin walked up the stairs.

      “But doesn’t mean Tink always nice!” she shouted down the stairs, then turned off the light with a laugh and closed the door.

      Though it was dark, there was enough light coming in through the basement door that Kisa could still see plenty. She chuckled at how juvenile turning off the light was and waited a couple of minutes for the goblin to clear out.

      She sat on the bottom step, her tail curling around her feet. Ever since the day she had arrived, she had felt lost. Her entire history was missing from her, but why?

      What hurt more was that Tink had been right about her being lazy. The few times she had given any thought to attempting to remember anything, she had been filled with fear. She had been actively avoiding any sort of personal progress. It was almost like she didn’t want to remember, but why would that be? She barely spoke to the others, and they had given her plenty of space as a result.

      But did she need that space? Was Tink right? Was she lonely?

      “A second chance,” she said, her gaze on the opposite wall.

      The freezer hummed, and the fur on her back and neck stood up, the room now closing in on her.

      “A second chance,” said the old man, holding a dark collar in his hand. It was made of some type of dark fabric and had a silver bell on it. His face was twisted up as if in pain as he sat across from her in their apartment. “Something leftover from the old country. It may fix you, Kisa, but it will change you.”

      She pulled her hair up and tilted her head back, revealing her throat.

      “Do it,” she demanded, her leg throbbing. She had been out of pills for the pain for nearly a week now and didn’t care if some weird folktale killed her.

      With a sigh, he leaned forward and buckled the collar around her neck. She waited for something to happen, to feel different inside, but…nothing.

      “I thought this was supposed to change me?” she asked.

      “Take time. Magic never an exact science, Kisa.” He coughed, his face briefly turning bright red. “We will know in a day or two.”

      The apartment shattered like glass, and she was back in the basement once more. Only, now the light was back on, and she saw a blonde woman in front of her. She projected an aura of hope and radiance.

      “A second chance,” said the woman, holding the same collar in her hands. “Now that it’s off, how do you feel?”

      There were no words. Kisa threw herself at the woman and embraced her, her eyes full of tears.

      “You saved my life, thank you!” When she stepped back, she wiped the tears from her eyes. “If I can ever do anything to repay you, just tell me and I’ll do it.”

      The woman’s eyes gleamed beneath the hanging bulb of the basement. “As a matter of fact, there is something you can do for me. It won’t be easy, but you will be helping me like I helped you.”

      The room swirled again, and she was now in the second-floor studio room, only now it was fully furnished. The harp stood against the wall, the strings vibrating on their own as it played a song by itself.

      “Please, Emily, give me a second chance. I know I can do it this time!” Kisa was on her hands and knees. “Please don’t make me wear it again.”

      The blonde woman from before regarded Kisa coolly. There was a cruelty in her face that hadn’t been there before, and she crossed her arms across her chest. Dangling from one of her hands was the collar.

      “It’s just for a little while,” Emily explained as she slid it around Kisa’s neck. “I just need you to be a little bit…cattier. You owe me, remember.”

      Kisa cried silently as she stared at her hands. For now, they were human. But for how much longer?

      Kisa threw herself back onto the steps, clutching at her throat to tear the phantom collar off. The memories were just fragments, but they had been real enough. Emily had been the previous Caretaker, and she had been partially responsible for Kisa’s transformation.

      Holding her head in her hands, she let out a cry that became the drawn-out yowl of a cat in pain. She stumbled up the stairs and into the kitchen.

      “Please, Emily, take it off!” She was pulling at the collar on her throat, but Emily was ignoring her.

      “Not until you can fit through here.” Emily tapped at a cardboard cutout she had on the floor. They were in the study, away from the others. “Once you can fit through there, the collar comes off.”

      Kisa growled but crawled toward the opening. She turned her head sideways and found that it was still a tight fit. Determined to make it through, she pressed forward until the cardboard split around her shoulders.

      “Damn.” Emily shook her head. “Guess we’ll try again tomorrow.”

      “No, please.” Kisa grabbed for Emily’s hand. “Please, I… I’m having trouble remembering things. I’m forgetting who I was.”

      For a moment, the Caretaker’s features softened, but the moment didn’t last.

      “We’ll try again tomorrow,” she declared.

      Kisa moved out of the kitchen and into the dining room. Other memories were coming back, memories full of blank spots that made no sense. She could see herself sitting at a table with Emily and Tink, but the other seats were blurry. There was an argument on the stairs about being unable to go into town and shop for new clothes. Another one about helping Emily hunt down some rats.

      None of it made sense! She paused as Death emerged from the office, then ducked away to avoid the specter. She peered around the corner to see Mike sitting at the desk with some books in front of him.

      He looked up, his eyes immediately meeting hers.

      “Oh. Hey, Kisa.”

      “Hey, Kisa.” The old man was lying on the floor of the kitchen, his hand pressed to his chest. His breath was coming in gasps, and he reached up to touch her face. “You… I…”

      “Shh. The ambulance is on its way.” She cradled his hand against her face.

      “Death…answers before…asked…” His gaze slid down her face and onto the collar around her neck. It had only been a few days, but her leg was already out of the cast, the transformation of her body begun. “I need…to take…that off…”

      “No.” She put her hand to her throat. “You can take it off later. It’s helping. I barely have a limp now.”

      “No, Kisa, you don’t…” He looked past her shoulder at someone she couldn’t see. “Oh. Okay, then.” A sigh escaped his lips, then he was gone.

      “No! Please, you can’t leave me!” She held his head tightly against her chest and screamed.

      Kisa bolted past the study and headed straight for the back door, anxious to get outside the house. Random memories bounced around in her head in no particular order, memories of the house. There was no longer enough air for her to breathe, and it wasn’t until she shoved her way into the garden and stood beneath the open sky that she felt like she could finally inhale fully.

      The nymph was out there, floating on her back beneath a small swarm of birds. She reminded Kisa of a Disney princess, and she wondered if Naia ever burst into song.

      Naia.

      Kisa stormed up to the edge of the fountain and slammed her paws on the rim.

      “How come you don’t know me?” she demanded. “I have memories of this place. Memories of Emily. Yet none of you seem to know who I am, and that doesn’t make sense!”

      Naia lifted her head, water running in streams down her hair. “That’s a very good question,” she admitted, then sat up. The birds above her flew away and vanished into the bushes of the garden. “I’ve asked myself that same thing more than once.”

      “You’re all in on it, aren’t you?” Kisa hopped into the fountain and scowled. The water was freezing. “It’s some kind of sick joke among you guys, isn’t it?”

      The nymph shook her head. “No, it really isn’t.”

      “Well, I think you’re lying, and that’s good enough for—” She grabbed for Naia, and her hands moved through the nymph, her body now made of water.

      “Stop,” Naia said calmly, placing her hands on Kisa’s wrists. “Your anger is misplaced.”

      Kisa pulled away and swung, but Naia let the hit connect, spraying water everywhere. She swung again and again, her rage and frustration building as she shrieked at the nymph.

      “Why doesn’t anybody know who I am?” she yelled, then fell to her knees. The water parted beneath her, and she dug her nails into the cool stone of the fountain, hoping the marble would crack beneath her fingers.

      Naia slid her arms around Kisa and held her tight, stroking her hair. While she did this, the back door opened and Yuki came out, covered in fresh paint.

      “I saw what happened,” she explained, then pointed at one of the windows up above. “From my room. And I heard what you said.”

      Kisa sighed in exasperation as the kitsune sat on the edge of the fountain. “Okay, fine, you busted me. I tried to start a fight, but clearly everyone here can kick my ass, so—”

      “How old are you?” Yuki asked, then brushed a strand of hair away from her face. “’Cause you’re acting like a toddler.”

      Kisa drew back and hissed.

      “The same thing happened to me,” Yuki told her. “While your memories are gone, mine aren’t. I spent years with everybody here, and I have so many memories with all of them, but theirs were taken away. I know what you’re going through—for the most part, anyway. It sucks. But it wasn’t their fault, or mine for that matter. I almost made a terrible decision because I didn’t know who to blame for it.”

      Kisa thought back to what Tink had said. “Did you actually try to kill Mike?”

      “Yep. Within a few seconds of meeting him, actually.” Yuki waved her hands over the water, and a figurine made of ice appeared, which she picked up. It looked similar to Yuki, but this one had an eyepatch on and her face was a mask of rage. “I failed, obviously. I even trapped the guy in another dimension and turned everyone here to stone.”

      “Wait, what? Stone?”

      “It’s true,” Naia added. “Even me.”

      She thought again of her fight with Tink, then looked at Naia and Yuki. She had spoken more with them just now than she had since she’d arrived. Why was that? Was she naturally aloof, or was there more to it?

      “I turned everyone to stone and then got into a huge fight with a bunch of nasty witches on the front lawn. Almost died, actually. These were all things I did because I was broken and angry.”

      “So, what, is there a moral to the story? Stop being such a bitch?” She couldn’t help it; the words just slid out of her mouth.

      Yuki dropped her figurine into the water and summoned another. This time, it was Kisa, her hackles raised and her face frozen midscream. “Nobody is asking that. I mean, yeah, would be nice if you’d calm down a bit. The point I’m trying to make is that the choices we make, no matter what our mood, can permanently affect our lives. And right now, being angry with everyone won’t help you find the answers you seek. This isn’t just a safe place to stay. It’s a home, and the people here are family. We may not be best friends, but we sincerely want to help one another.”

      This time, Kisa managed to hold her thoughts in. The kitsune was right. Being mad at everyone wasn’t going to help her. Still, the idea that her memories had been messed with was sorely upsetting. “So how am I supposed to act? I don’t remember anything about myself, other than I used to dance.”

      “I can see why knowing who you were is a foundation for who you are today.” Yuki waved her hand over the figurine in her hand. It was still Kisa, but now she was curled up in the window of the house, a smile on her face. She held it out. “However, we often forget that today’s choices don’t have to be about yesterday. We can move forward as the person we are, the person who makes us happy.”

      Kisa regarded the figurine, then took it. Obviously the kitsune had spotted her sleeping in the window. “I’m not even sure this is who I really am.”

      “Then maybe it’s something we can all figure out together.” Yuki passed her hand over the surface of the water, and ice sculptures of everybody appeared, one at a time. “It doesn’t have to start with everyone, not all at once. But I think you should at least try.”

      Kisa wiped her eyes, then set her figurine down and watched it bob in the water along with the rest. She spotted one in particular and picked it up. It was Tink, holding a hammer.

      “Second chances…,” she muttered, then dropped it into the fountain to watch it melt.

      The back door slammed open, and Mike came running out, his face lit up in excitement. Death followed close behind, one hand held protectively over his tea to keep it from spilling.

      “Hey,” Mike said to everyone with a wave as he shot past, then ran down into the backyard. Yuki pulled herself out of the fountain and made her way down into the garden.

      Kisa got out of the fountain and shook herself off before following.

      Mike, Death, and Yuki now stood by the back gate, the Caretaker holding the padlock in one hand.

      “This is it,” he told Yuki, “the gate we need to the Underworld!”

      “I’m not so sure,” she told him, eyeing the gate with suspicion.

      Death put a hand on the gate and leaned against it casually. “I am no fabricator of untruths, Lady Yuki. On the other side of this gate lies the spirit realm.”

      “So then all we have to do is get this open, right?” Mike shook the padlock, but Kisa was no longer paying attention. Her gaze slid up the length of the gate to the top where there was a small gap between the bars and the archway. The world went silent, and she was standing before the gate, Emily at her side.

      “Get back in there,” Emily commanded, pointing up at the gap. One of her eyes had gone black, and an eerie mist surrounded her body. The last couple of days had been like this, and the others were unable to see it. “I won’t tell you again.”

      “I was attacked,” Kisa explained. “Not by the shadows but something else. You said they wouldn’t notice me!”

      “Nobody is supposed to notice you. That’s the whole point of using the collar to turn you. If I weren’t paying so much attention, even I would barely notice you.” Emily took Kisa by the chin and examined her face. “Hmm. You aren’t lying. Tell me, what was it? What attacked you?”

      “I never saw it,” she replied, then yanked her face away. “I heard it growling, and then it chased me. I never found his castle, and I was lucky to make it back here alive.”

      “Fuck!” Emily put her face in her hand, and the mist coalesced around her like a cloak. “I’m running out of time, Kisa, and I need you to get it back!”

      “I can’t do it, Emily! I was lucky to get away! That thing was huge!” The moment the words left her mouth, the collar appeared in Emily’s hand once more. “No, I’m not letting you put that back on me. I can barely remember my own name anymore. I feel like there’s an actual cat growing inside me, and she’s taking over. I thought I owed you for getting the collar off me in the first place, but now I see I’m just a tool for you and your weird games. I’ve heard the rumors from the others, and I would rather leave and take my chances with the rest of the world than stay here and have you turn me any further!”

      Emily tilted her head, appraising Kisa. It was impossible to tell if she was angry, but the blonde turned her attention back to the gate and crossed her arms.

      “Go to your room and pack,” she said, the collar dangling from her hands. “Have Tink help you. I’ll come to see you off.”

      Kisa said nothing, her eyes filling with tears as she turned away.

      She was back in the present, viewing the gate through tear-laden eyes.

      Yuki was now inspecting the lock, and Death was sitting on a nearby rock, enjoying his tea in silence.

      “I’ll see if we can use a hacksaw on it,” Mike announced.

      “It won’t work.” When Kisa spoke, they all turned to look at her as if noticing her for the first time. “A hacksaw on the padlock. Nor will acid, an ax, whatever you have.”

      “Kisa.” Mike crossed his arms and tilted his head in the exact same spot Emily had stood those many years before. “How do you know?”

      “The gate, it goes somewhere. It’s something I remembered, just now while standing here. You can’t break the lock; nothing will. Emily couldn’t get it to break either.”

      “Did she have a key?”

      Kisa took a deep breath and shook her head. “She used to. I never got the full story about it, but I vaguely remember something about getting tricked and the key getting busted.”

      “Well, damn.” He looked at the gate and back to Kisa. “You seem to know a lot about the gate.”

      “She wanted me to go through it. I can fit through the gap at the top.” She swallowed the lump that had appeared in her throat. “Why do you want to go in there?”

      “Death told me it’s a gate to the Underworld. I can use it to return to the fairy realm to rescue Cecilia. Why did Emily want you to go in there?”

      Her heart was pounding now. “She wanted me to steal something from someone on the other side. Something she gave away and desperately wanted back.”

      Yuki knelt next to Kisa so they were at eye level. “What did she want?”

      “I…don’t remember that part yet. It was something…small. In a container.” Kisa pressed her hands against the bars, and a cold rush of air blasted her from the other side of the gate. “There’s a guy who lives on the other side, a shadow man. I’ve seen him before but don’t remember where. She wanted me to get something back from him, but she couldn’t go herself because of the gate.” Hot tears ran down her face, and she brushed them away. “She kept making me wear the collar. Every day I wore it, I became more cat and less human, but I also became smaller, harder to notice. She used to have me go out into the neighborhood and practice stealing, because we discovered people don’t notice me, not even if I’m right in front of them. I would sometimes walk into people’s homes while they were eating dinner and rummage through their cabinets. It’s part of the magic that changed me.”

      Yuki put a hand on Kisa’s shoulder and squeezed.

      “You’re…not going to make me go through there, are you?” It was a question she was afraid to ask, but it needed to be said out loud. She needed to know what the answer was because her future depended on it.

      “Hmm?” Mike looked at the gap above the gate and back at Kisa. “You fit through there? Seriously?”

      Kisa nodded. “Barely, but I can.”

      “Huh.” He turned to look at the gate, then back at her. He thought for a good minute before shrugging. “Unless there’s a way for you to open it from the other side or something, I don’t see why I would. I’m the one who has to go after Cecilia after all, so sending you in doesn’t help me. But—” He knelt next to her as well. “Can you tell me what you saw in there?”

      She shook her head. “I never saw it, but there’s something in there, something big. It wasn’t supposed to be able to see me, but it can, and I barely got out in time.”

      “Okay, then. Death, any clues?”

      “Mike Radley, I’m afraid my knowledge of the afterlife stops at a gate much like this one. I am blissfully unaware of what lies beyond the veil.” He sipped his tea. “However, I know a gateway such as this will allow your body to cross over with you. Such a thing is extremely rare, and I haven’t decided if I am surprised that you have access to such a thing.”

      “Kisa.” Mike was looking at her now, and there was nothing but kindness in his eyes. “If you remember anything else, please let me know. Thank you for telling me about the gate. Even knowing something is waiting on the other side is very helpful, even if it’s unsettling.”

      “I…well…you’re welcome.” She bit her lip, unsure of what to say next. Her mind was a storm of memories and emotions, and she needed to get away from everyone. Without another word, she backed away from the group and ran up to the house and inside, hoping to find somewhere she could be alone.

      Deciding her room was the best option, she ran inside and picked a corner of the room to lie down in. There was no furniture yet, only the boxes that had belonged to her that were full of her clothes and various linens. Wrapping herself in a blanket, she shivered at the distant memory of a throaty growl just on the other side of the bars.

      Should she leave? Whatever Emily had been caught up in, maybe Mike was caught up in it too. It was impossible to know, not without being able to read his mind.

      However, he didn’t seem interested in bossing her around. If the stories were true, he had given the others plenty of chances to fit in, and didn’t seem interested in pursuing anything other than helping his friend Cecilia.

      Emily had made Kisa fit, had made her wear that collar until most of her humanity was gone. More memories flooded in, dark ones of her final days in the house, and she shivered. It was the opposite of the warmth and light she felt now in the house, and she was conflicted. If Mike opened that gate, would the darkness come back?

      There was no way to know.

      “Second chances,” she muttered to herself, wondering if the house was still worth it. Maybe she would be better on the streets, or trying to carve a niche out for herself elsewhere. Through the haze of broken thoughts, she remembered how people’s eyes would move across her as if she weren’t there.

      Out in the hallway, a loud bang sounded, followed by the guttural mumblings of an angry goblin. The door of Kisa’s room was shoved open by a pair of rats, and Tink backed in, another rat helping her carry something.

      “Get the fuck out!” Kisa shrieked, standing and baring her fangs.

      The rats bolted, including the one who had been helping Tink.

      Undeterred, Tink dragged the object through the door, got on the other side, and pushed.

      “Are you fucking deaf?” Kisa cried out. “I want to be left alone!”

      “Oh, Tink know.” She stepped to the other side of the object and pushed it across the floor until it was up against the wall. “But now Tink carry everything, so stupid cat face wait even longer.”

      “Why won’t you…” Kisa’s protest died off when Tink walked back into the hall and came back in carrying a large horn. It was the top of the phonograph from the sitting room.

      “Tink hear cat face talking,” the goblin explained. “Make Tink think. When Tink sad, Tink can fix. When cat face sad, need dance.”

      Kisa growled but kept watching as Tink installed the horn on top of the phonograph. She fiddled with some screws she pulled out of a pocket in her dress, then flipped her goggles down to inspect the device. With a satisfied nod, Tink plugged it in.

      “Old phonograph big fun but break easy,” she explained. “Tink planning to take apart, but cat face more important. Tink move fuse to second floor for power but only until tonight, then move back to third floor.” She pulled a record from a drawer beneath the phonograph, then set it down on the turntable.

      “I don’t need a musty old…” Kisa’s protest died when the sounds of “Die Puppenfee” filled her room. The song was bright and cheerful, the exact opposite of how she currently felt.

      Yet…something about the lighthearted tune carried by the flutes reached deep into her heart and pulled. She blinked, stunned by the playful progression that signified the toymaker’s shop.

      “Tink leave but first help.” The goblin pushed the boxes up against the wall. “Plenty of space for dance now. Maybe cat face feel better.”

      Kisa looked at the goblin. Had she really done all this for her?

      “Thanks,” she said, her attention focused on the phonograph.

      “Tink help cat face, maybe help fix head, or even heart.” Tink slid her goggles up to her forehead, then scrunched up her face. “Maybe never fix taste in music though. Tink prefer Puccini.” With that, she walked out the door and closed it behind her.

      Kisa focused on the music flowing from out of the phonograph. It was easy to let the world slide away and allow the music to flow through her. Her movements were second nature, her steps light, and she caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror as she moved. She was rusty, but her own natural grace took over as she let the music carry her away.

      She danced. The movements came back to her, and she spun about the room, twisting and dipping. The song was playful, and she caught herself smiling in the wall-mounted mirrors on the other side of the room.

      She didn’t know who she was, or what the future held. But for now, in this moment, Kisa was able to lose herself in the music, to become somebody else. To allow the grace of the orchestra to move her limbs, to express herself with her body.

      This was who she was. Like the old man had said, dance was never about the body but the soul inside. And right now her soul felt fine.

      It wasn’t a long song, but when it was done, she was breathing hard. The world was somehow cast in a finer light, and she approached the phonograph and opened the drawer beneath it. There were dozens of records inside, and more than a couple were unlabeled. She chose one of the unlabeled ones and set it on the phonograph.

      “Fucking goblin,” she swore with a smile on her face. It would bug her a little knowing that she owed Tink anything, and part of her was willing to bet Tink knew it. Still, she couldn’t help but grin as the next song started, and she closed her eyes, ready for it to carry her away.

      ---

      “What do you think?” Mike asked. He sat in the front room with two key fragments sitting on the table. Tink and Ratu sat across from him, and Jenny watched from the arm of a nearby recliner.

      After Kisa had left the backyard, an epiphany had struck him. He’d found Cerulea throwing rocks at some squirrels and had her go tell Ratu to bring him the key she had been making for Emily, then gone to his room to get a piece of a key he had found.

      It had been taken from inside Yuki’s tower. It had been kept in a hidden room he had stumbled across when he met the shadow. The other fragment looked different from the last time he had seen it. Emily had given it to Ratu in order to create a magical key to open a portal to speak to an elder god, but Ratu had caught on to her insidious plan and stalled long enough that Emily had finally died of old age.

      Next to each other, the fragments looked like they were made of the same material, and also similar to the invincible padlock that had been installed on his back gate. Tink had eventually come along to inspect the lock and had revealed it was a divine object, much like her goggles.

      And much like her goggles, it was nearly impossible to destroy.

      “Can it be repaired?” he added.

      “I suppose it’s possible.” Ratu held up the two pieces. When she pushed them together, they didn’t seem to line up. “It’s hard to tell if there’s a third piece. If so, it’s just the stem we are missing.”

      “Tink think maybe three pieces.” The goblin yawned. She had been up all night trying to string new electrical wire through the house. Even now, except for Kisa’s room at the top of the stairs, the second floor was completely without power. “Need figure out third piece, key no fit all the way.”

      “Hmm.” Mike tapped his fingers on the table and looked at the two key pieces. “Do you suppose the third piece is hidden away somewhere else? And for that matter, do we even need it? We have the head of the key and the teeth. Why not just make a middle piece?”

      “Why not? It’s just a magic key to the Underworld; why not just put something together and hope for the best?” Ratu crossed her arms. “If you insist on pursuing such a task, count me out.”

      There were footsteps on the stairs, and seconds later, Yuki appeared. Her hair was combed out and still wet from a shower. She had been covered in paint but was now clean.

      “What did you find?” she asked.

      Mike showed her the key pieces and explained where they had come from.

      “I remember this one,” she told them, turning it over in her hands. “Well, kind of. It was in Emily’s jewelry box. She found it in the basement. Well, not the basement that’s down there now. It was part of some vision she had long before I moved in, but she told me about it all the same.” Yuki fingered the broken end of the key. “However, it used to be longer, that much I know for certain. The only part missing was, well, that part right there.”

      “So Emily broke a piece of the key off before giving it to Ratu? Why?” Mike picked up his part of the key, the teeth. If the key was supposed to be so important, why had Emily broken it up?

      “Why did she give it to Ratu? I haven’t heard this story.” Yuki sat down at the table, her face all business.

      “She needed me to create a special key that would allow her to open a doorway to somewhere else.” The naga scrunched up her face. “Hold on…nobody talk for a second.”

      Everyone went quiet. Mike looked around, wondering if the naga heard something.

      “Aha!” She stood and held out her hands. “The key, let me see it!”

      Yuki handed it over, and Ratu inspected it for the hundredth time.

      “It’s the magic, don’t you see? Emily gave me this key because it had the potential to open a door into another world. Without the other half, she had no idea what it was meant to be used for, but she did know what it’s purpose was.” Ratu’s voice was climbing with excitement.

      “And?” Mike looked at the others to see if they had followed Ratu’s logic. Yuki wore a mask of uncertainty, and Tink, her goggles still over her eyes, had nodded off.

      “Why break a piece off before giving it to me? Because she needed it for something else! Yuki, where is the wardrobe key?”

      Yuki’s ear twitched, and she pulled the key off a silver chain around her neck. Mike had given it to her when she’d moved in as a reminder that he would never lock her away in her tower again. She handed it over to Ratu, who held the keys next to each other.

      “It’s the same material,” Ratu explained. “Emily knew what the key could do and used a part of it to make the locking mechanism of the wardrobe. We have all three pieces right here already.”

      “Um, Ratu? I’m no expert at puzzles, but they aren’t going to fit together like that.” Mike picked up the last piece and held it out. “So what’s next?”

      “That’s easy. The key was already broken, but the magic is intact. I bet I could get it to go back to its former shape with no problem in a day or two. Then you can unlock the gate and…and…whatever you’re planning to do next.”

      He chuckled. “Yeah, well, that’s a piece of the puzzle, right? We need to figure out what comes next, so I think I need to speak with our resident librarian. And potentially Lily, if anybody spots her.” Again, he wondered if it would be a good idea to get everyone on a cell phone plan. Could a cell phone survive a shortcut through Hell? He could always get Lily an old Nokia.

      “Well, if you have no further use of me, I will be off.” Ratu scooped up the key pieces and stuck them in her sleeve. “Yuki, could I get your assistance setting up my crucible? Your magic will save me some time, though I suspect this will still take me at least a few days to accomplish, so unless it’s urgent, I suggest you wait until you hear from me.” She walked past, and Yuki followed. Tink’s head had fallen forward, and he gave her a gentle shake.

      “Why don’t you go take a nap?” he suggested. “The house can wait.”

      “Hmm?” Tink shook her head. “Maybe husband right. Go find place for good sleep.” She yawned again, revealing all her teeth. “Husband call if need Tink?”

      “Always.” He watched her leave and turned his attention to Jenny. “So what have you got going on this afternoon?”

      The doll shrugged.

      He put his hand down near her feet. “I’ve got some research to do if you want to come keep me company?”

      The doll walked onto his hand, and he carried her back into the office. Death had already proudly displayed the map that Mike had drawn up above the desk with a single nail, which caused him to laugh.

      He sat down at the desk and opened the drawer to pull out a few pens and some paper, which he handed over to Jenny. The doll picked up one of the pens and started scribbling while he continued to read through the books Sofia had gotten him. Through the ceiling, he could hear the sound of music being played, something classical by the sound of it. It seemed to help him focus on the words in front of him, and he smiled.

      Now that he had a solid lead on getting to the Underworld, he needed a plan. But what? And what waited for him just beyond the gate? Kisa had seemed quite shaken up by the experience, but this also made him think of another problem.

      The shadow.

      Lily had mentioned it was waiting for him in the Underworld, and now Kisa was telling tales of being asked to steal from someone. He felt like it wasn’t much of a leap to assume that Emily was trying to steal something from the shadow, and he had a good idea what it could be.

      A piece of her soul.

      Driven mad by handing it over to the shadow, Emily had spent the last few years of her life pursuing something, and he had no idea what that thing could be. Short of asking her about it, there simply wasn’t any way of knowing what had happened.

      “Hey.” He looked over at Jenny, who had doodled something horrific. It looked like a child’s rendition of a witch being burned at the stake, and a figure similar to Jenny stood off to one side with a big grin on her face. “Do you have any ideas about this shadow person? Or what Emily was up to?”

      Jenny paused in contemplation as if thinking, then drew a quick picture on a fresh sheet of paper. The ghost likely didn’t have the energy to speak to him directly, which meant he would have to wait. It took her a minute, but she had completed a silly version of what the shadow looked like, then wrote the word BAD above it.

      “Yeah, I figured. Any idea where he came from?”

      Jenny scribbled again, then stepped away for him to read. He felt a chill run down the back of his neck.

      VAULT

      “He came from inside the Vault?” It was an incredulous idea, but that room was full of dangerous objects. Perhaps Emily had gotten her hands on something that allowed him to cross over, or even attach himself to her.

      Jenny underlined the word several times, then dropped her pencil.

      “Damn.”

      He pondered the implications of this and was interrupted by someone coming in the back door. By the sound of it, it was Beth and Quetzalli, and they were walking toward the stairs.

      He moved to intercept them. Beth looked disgruntled, and Quetzalli was discussing at great length how clouds were formed in the sky.

      “Hey, both of you. Quetzalli, I need to talk to Beth in private, do you mind?”

      The dragon paused midsentence, her hands held a couple inches apart. Miniature lightning bolts were bouncing between her fingertips, filling the air with crackling sounds.

      “I’ll tell you more about storms later,” Quetzalli said. “It’s probably for the best. Cumulonimbus cloud formation is far more complicated than cirrus cloud formation, and you probably have a lot to think about.” She gave a wave and headed upstairs.

      Beth watched her leave and followed Mike back to the office. “Thank you,” she said with a quiet tone. “I learned more today about weather patterns than I care to ever know.”

      Mike grimaced, then pointed at the spare chair by the desk. “I really do want to talk to you about something, but now I’m curious. What even started that conversation?”

      Beth sighed. “Suly and I had plans to go for a walk today but decided the front yard was a bit small for it, so we went to the greenhouse. Well, Quetzalli was there with Dana, and she ended up joining us on our walk.”

      “Oh. I’m guessing it wasn’t as relaxing as you were hoping?”

      She shook her head. “Dana was attempting to fix her drone issue for the centaurs. Quetzalli was actually helping her for a bit, something about electromagnetic interference, but Dana ducked out saying that she needed to replace a rotor, and that’s how we ended up spending our morning. Walk was still nice, but hard to get a word in.”

      “Hmm.” Mike looked at Jenny, who was once again scribbling circles on the paper. Life in the house was becoming quite the juggling act when it came to everybody’s needs. How had Emily found the time to travel the world in search of other creatures to come live with her? “Tell you what, I’ll take Quetzalli tomorrow. That should give you plenty of time to yourself. But I’m going to need something from you in the next couple of days.”

      “Oh?” Her interest piqued, she leaned forward against the desk. “Like what?”

      He explained the discovery of the gate and how Ratu was working on making a key to let him in. “So, in short, it looks like I’m headed off to the Underworld in the next few days.”

      “Do you need help with your research?” Beth asked.

      “No, I have Sofia helping me. I actually need something from my lawyer.”

      “As long as it doesn’t involve another discussion with the fairy queen, I’m all ears.”

      “Actually, it’s something way easier than that. I’ve been thinking a lot these last few days, ever since the incident with the queen. When I look around this house, I feel like I’m in the middle of a storm just waiting to happen. Emily was involved in some weird shit; the society, or whatever is left of it, is still out there; and only God knows what is waiting for me around the corner. I’m trying to treat this more like a chess match now, maybe move my pieces the way they were meant.”

      Beth nodded. “I know how you feel. My life has never felt so out of control. Trapped in a mirror world, seduced by fairy magic, soul spliced to a demon. I don’t even get to brag about these things at my next high school reunion.”

      He chuckled. “I doubt anyone would even recognize me at mine. I transferred to my last school halfway through my senior year.”

      “So what do you need from me?”

      “I need you to help me draft my will.”

      Beth frowned. “Okay, that’s not what I expected you to say.”

      “Well, hear me out.” He let out a long sigh. “So many of my problems were caused by my predecessor, and the geas hasn’t helped me by shielding memories from everybody. And here’s the other thing. The geas activates when the current Caretaker dies, right? Well what happens if I take two steps into the Underworld and somehow trigger the spell? Like, do I qualify as dead, or does the geas keep operating? I really don’t know.”

      “Hmm. I see your logic. I guess there’s really no way of knowing.” She tapped her fingers on the table. “Damn, that would be pretty bad, wouldn’t it? You would step through that gate, and this place would shut down until next of kin could be found.”

      “And everyone inside would forget. This whole thing is about memories, Beth. It isn’t just that the home closes up; it’s that we all forget one another as well. Would I forget everyone? I really don’t know.”

      “Wow.” Beth leaned back in her chair and contemplated the ceiling while twirling her hair. “I guess there’s always the fact that you might actually die while on this trip of yours, if we’re being honest about it.”

      Mike gulped. “Yeah, there’s that too. It’s not something I like to think about, but it’s possible that it could happen.”

      “Okay, then, estate paperwork is fairly standard. I could have something ready for you in a couple of days—unless you need it right away?”

      He nearly laughed. He could tell from the way she asked that she was hoping he didn’t need it right away, no doubt exhausted from her morning with Quetzalli.

      “No need. Jenny, can I get one of those papers, please?” He looked at Jenny, who was busy doodling a storm cloud. A piece of paper near her foot moved toward him, as if pushed by an invisible hand. He trapped it under his left hand and grabbed one of the spare pens with his right. He scribbled a quick sentence, signed his name, and dated it, then slid it across. “I’m sure this is perfectly legal, since I did it right in front of you, but if you could please have it converted to fancy lawyer speak, that would be great.”

      Beth picked up the paper, her eyes sliding across the text. He could see the slight tremor in her hands as she lowered it to look him in the eyes. “You can’t be serious.”

      “I am dead serious,” he said in his best Death voice, then spoke normally. “I want to leave everything to you and Dana. You both live here already, which means if something happens, the house should remain as is, and nobody gets locked away. You both become Caretakers, I imagine, but that’s something you’ll have to figure out with Naia. Previous Caretakers have relied on the geas to pull someone new from the real world, but I wonder if it has to be that way. Maybe the only reason it’s ever done this is because prior Caretakers didn’t actually make the effort to pass it on! I have no next of kin that I’m aware of, and I’m fairly certain the law doesn’t recognize goblin marriages as legally binding, so Tink is out.”

      Beth’s face had clouded over, and she read the paper again. “You really think Dana and I can handle it?”

      “I think you could handle it all on your own, to be honest. You know everybody, and they respect you. This decision feels right and is the best way to protect the house. I don’t want the next Caretaker to make Tink live in the garage again, or to force Jenny back into the Vault. So much progress has been made, and I want it to remain, and that’s why I chose you. I believe in you, Beth, even if you don’t believe in yourself anymore.”

      He sighed. “I know you’ve been struggling with what happened with the queen. And maybe even Oliver too. I’m sorry I haven’t been a better friend about it, and I think part of that is because of who I am. When I see the others, I feel an immediate responsibility to do everything I can for them. Maybe that’s who I am, or maybe it’s the house, I don’t know. I share souls with half of them, so they’re like an extension of who I am.

      “But you? You’re different. I knew you briefly before this whole mess, and I’ve always thought of you as someone who got sucked in, just like me. You seem like this woman who is so far beyond anything I have ever accomplished. Smart, strong, and definitely loyal. You could have bailed long ago, or even sold us out to the society when things got hard. But you didn’t. You’ve fought alongside us, forgiven the others when they were wrong, and well…you just fit in here.

      “I guess I’m trying to say that if anybody asked, I would explain that I felt like you would be far better at this job than I ever was. I think you would be better at most things, actually. So when I see this strong, fierce person come down on themselves, I honestly don’t know what I’m supposed to say to help them feel better. We all make mistakes. I’m certain I’m destined to make several more. And it’s lame to say this, but I kind of figured you didn’t need my help. We might live together, and even be friends, but I just felt like you were so much closer to some of the others that they would do a far better job at it than I would.”

      Beth was quiet, her gaze alternating between him and the paper. When she broke the silence, there was a slight hitch in her voice. “I felt like I let you down. I used to be so good at my job, and things started falling apart for me. Some of your stuff got auctioned off, I almost got you killed a couple of times, and the ordeal with the fairy queen was so disheartening. I sometimes dream that we’re back there, and she tells me to do horrible and embarrassing things, and I happily do them because I’m under her thrall again.”

      “I’ve been the reason for your abduction, near death, possession—for so many things. I try to live with these mistakes as best I can in the hopes I don’t make them again. But it’s definitely hard when I feel like so many people are out to get me.” He forced a grin. “It isn’t paranoia if they really are out to get you.”

      Beth let out a laugh. “That’s the truth.”

      “If you ever want to talk about the fairy queen, I’ll do my best to listen.” He put his elbows on the desk and rested his chin on his hands. “I’ve been through enough therapy that I can at least sound like I know what I’m doing.”

      “That won’t be necessary. The therapy part, anyway. Just talking is nice though. Especially now that we aren’t in the middle of a life-or-death situation.”

      “Yeah, it’s something new I’m trying.”

      Beth pretended to scratch her eyebrow, but he saw her wipe a tear out of her eye with her thumb.

      “And Dana?”

      “Dana was never declared legally dead so still has all her rights. Ratu thinks she can fix her, and I think she would make a fine Caretaker as well. She’s probably the only one Lily would listen to, really. Also, feeding her might become a problem, but I know you would be up to the task of finding a solution. I think of her mainly as a backup plan. If something happens to me and you, then she will be ready to keep the ball rolling. No more mysterious inheritances, no more memory wipes. So…do you have everything you need?”

      Beth nodded and held up the paper. “Yeah. I can start working on it tonight.”

      “Good.” He smiled. “We’ve got time, and I’ll try to keep Quetzalli out of your hair. Oh, and is Sulyvahn still in the backyard, or is he back out front?”

      Beth shrugged. “I imagine he’s back out front, tending the roses. The centaurs let him do that, and he really enjoys it.”

      “I bet.” He stood. “I need to ask him something. Need anything else from me before I’m off?”

      She shook her head. “No.”

      “Tell me if that changes.” He walked around the desk and was at the door when he heard her speak again.

      “Mike?”

      “Yeah?” He turned to look at her.

      “Thank you. For still believing in me.”

      He nodded and left her behind.

      When he stepped onto the front porch, he looked over at the empty swing and sighed.

      “Soon,” he said, then gazed across the yard. It didn’t take long for him to make out the pale features of Sulyvahn kneeling behind one of the bushes. When he walked up to the dullahan, the man stood and gave him a small bow.

      “Milord,” he offered as a greeting. “And to what do I owe this pleasure?”

      “I’ve been thinking recently,” Mike replied. “About a lot of things. This house, the people in it, my place in the universe. You know, the small things.”

      “Aye.” Sulyvahn snipped a stray twig off the bush. “And have ye found yer place, milord?”

      “That’s still a detail I’m working on. However, I’ve also been thinking about where you fit in.”

      Sulyvahn said nothing, his attention on the bush.

      “I was wondering if you would like to come inside and talk about it?”

      The dullahan looked up, his dark eyes unreadable. A small grin formed, then turned into a crooked smile. Though the dullahan’s eyes were the darkest black he had ever seen, for just a moment, he thought he felt a trace of Cecilia in them.

      “That’s a fair offer, but the weather is nice, and it’s a few more roses I have to tend yet. Could we have our talk out here instead?”

      Mike looked up at the clouds above. The sun was shining, and a pleasant breeze had scattered the scent of flowers across the yard. It really was a beautiful day, and maybe it would be a good time to stop and smell the roses.

      “We sure can,” he said, then picked up the dullahan’s bucket and held it out so that Sulyvahn could toss in a trimming. After all, he may as well help out a little.

      ---

      Cecilia had been staring at the sky for most of the morning, watching the pixies weave in and out among one another as they delivered messages to the visiting delegates. The scenery never changed, which meant there wasn’t much to watch most days. Boredom was a new feeling for her, but she knew better than to show it.

      The queen was holding court and was currently scolding a group of dwarves for digging into a hillside and pissing off a slumbering wyrm. The dwarves were upset because the wyrm had eaten a few of them and were now demanding the queen’s involvement.

      The fairy queen wasn’t having it. The dwarves had trespassed on the wyrm’s territory and were clearly at fault. She sent them away with a promise not to cook them up as a stew for the wyrm for wasting her time. When she sat down, she cast a weary gaze over the congregation.

      “Despite hundreds, if not thousands, of years of life, I am constantly surrounded by squabbling children. If only I could tell them to grow up, but alas.” The queen sighed and looked over at Cecilia. “How are you feeling today?”

      “Lonely, bored, and frustrated, Your Majesty.” Cecilia shifted in her seat, causing it to sway.

      “Your dear, sweet Mike is sure taking his time.”

      “Through no fault of his own. Time flows differently here.” Cecilia was tired of this game. Once every few weeks, the queen would mention that Mike had yet to return, but Cecilia knew better. She was more afraid that one day, the queen would come to her and tell her a hundred years had passed and Mike was dead and gone. Then the taunting would end, and she would likely have her freedom.

      If the queen was in a good mood, that was.

      “Yes, it does. No matter. You know what will happen if he dares to show his face here again, don’t you?” The queen looked at her, her eyes sparkling.

      “I do.” Cecilia frowned. The queen had spent countless hours regaling her with all the things she wanted to do to Mike should he return, but the general gist of it was that she had no intention of letting him leave with what he wanted. She had yet to divulge her specific plan for handling Mike Radley, but Cecilia had no doubt that it was devious.

      “Well, I do suppose he’ll show his face here eventually.” The queen smirked, then leaned back in her chair. “But I’ll admit, I’m getting tired of waiting for him.”

      Cecilia kept her mouth shut.

      “Do you miss him still?”

      “Every day, Your Majesty.”

      “Really? You’ve spent far more time with me in here than you ever did with him out there.”

      “The heart knows what it wants, Your Majesty.”

      “You don’t have a heart. Not a real one, anyway.” The queen waved her hand dismissively. “Never mind, that’s just semantics. I didn’t make your kind to love, so what do you suppose happened? A flaw in my design? Or perhaps something happened to you in the mortal realm to alter you, such as a spell or curse?”

      “I couldn’t say, Your Majesty.” Cecilia kept her gaze forward, afraid to betray anything.

      “Ah, well. I’ve still got some time to think on it.” She turned her attention to the court. “Next!” she called out, then rose to meet a delegation of seelie from the northern plains.

      When the queen was adequately far away, Cecilia closed her eyes and concentrated.

      Mike was awake, which meant she couldn’t see him in his dreams. It was something she had discovered some months ago, that she could visit him in his dreams. She had even talked to him briefly, but the dream had faded.

      Undeterred, she cast her mind out to her brother instead. While she couldn’t communicate with him, she could sometimes see through his eyes. Most of the time, it wasn’t of any use, but even brief glimpses of the house brought her strength.

      Sulyvahn was standing outside. It was a sunny day at the Radley house, and time had slowed to a crawl. Currently, he was looking at Mike, whose mouth was open midsentence.

      Warmth bloomed inside her chest, and she fought to keep the smile off her face, lest the queen see it. At the current speed, the conversation with Mike could be days or even weeks from her point of view.

      Content for now, she watched.
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      Mike stared at the piece of paper in front of him, then looked up. Jenny stood on the other side of the paper, holding a large pencil in both hands. She was tapping her foot impatiently.

      He sighed. “How about W?”

      Jenny drew the last leg on the hanging stick figure, then drew an X over each of his eyes. He heard a distant cackle come from all around the room, and she dropped her pencil.

      He scrutinized the puzzle before him, then looked at her. Somehow, despite guessing all the vowels, the dashes on the paper were still largely empty.

      “I’m starting to wonder if you actually know how to spell anything,” he said.

      The doll said nothing, but a book on a nearby shelf threw itself at him, and he dodged out of the way.

      “Hey now, be nice.” He picked up the book and set it on the table. “Okay, break time is over. I need to go through some more of these books. Here, I found this and thought you might want to play with it.” He pulled a top out of his pocket and handed it over. Jenny took it from him, sat down on the edge of the desk, and gave the top a spin.

      Glad the ghost seemed content for now, he dug into his books once more.

      There was a puff of smoke, and Lily appeared in the seat across from him, her legs crossed and a sucker clutched seductively between her fingers.

      “Hey there, Romeo.” She gave the sucker a lick and leaned forward. “Studying hard?” She was wearing a button-down blouse with dress pants, but her clothing fuzzed out and was replaced with a schoolgirl’s outfit. “Or studying while hard?”

      “Trying to keep from getting fucked over by the fairy queen, actually. Where have you been?”

      “Hunting, trying to twist the head off your shadow buddy, the usual.” She leaned back and put her feet up on the desk, slightly spread apart so that Mike could see up her skirt. She was naked beneath it. “And you?”

      He looked away from her crotch and into her eyes, suppressing the urge to shake his head. She really did enjoy toying with him, and he was determined not to give her the satisfaction of knowing she still got to him, if only to aggravate her a little. “Getting ready to go into the Underworld any day now, actually. The back gate is a portal that goes there, so I’m hoping I can find another gate to the fairy realm once I’m inside.”

      Lily frowned and put her legs back down. “Shit, really?”

      “Yep.” He rubbed his eyes with his palms. “Apparently there’s something nasty on the other side of the gate that I might have to deal with. After that, it sounds like I just need to roam around the Underworld or whatever for just a little bit until I can find the portal I need to get to fairy land.”

      “Hmm.” Lily furrowed her brow. “Romeo, you’re aware of the danger of walking into the Underworld…right?”

      Mike picked up the book he was looking at and turned it to face her. It showed a tree biting a man in half. “I’ve got some ideas. Can’t tell which ones are any good. And once I get to the queen’s court, I’m half expecting some form of betrayal, so I’ve been trying to bone up on fairy law. The queen created this bargain, and I fully expect her to try to weasel out of it. The only thing I can find is that the bargain can be reneged or altered if one party challenges the other to a contest or a duel, but the other party has to agree to it. But it can’t be made under duress, and the challenger gets to pick the location. I don’t know how she’d make me break our agreement that way, but I should brush up, just in case.”

      “Enough about fairy law. Let’s go back to the Underworld. You’re alive. You can’t just waltz on in there. You’ll draw so much attention.” She snatched the book from his hand and slammed it shut. “From all sorts of spirits.”

      “You almost sound like you’re worried about me.”

      “Eat a dick.” Lily put the book in her lap. “That shadow is just on the other side of the veil. In terms of geography, that puts him wherever the fuck he wants to be, and now I wonder if he isn’t waiting for you on the other side of the gate.”

      “I’m not going alone. I’m planning on taking Yuki. You could come too, if you want.”

      Lily scowled at him and looked down at her book. “I shouldn’t. That close to Hell, demons would sense me moving about, and it would draw attention to you. Demons are curious like cats. They’d come just to see what I’m up to.”

      “What is it like? The Underworld, I mean, not Hell.”

      “Dreadfully boring. Everyone you meet there is a miserable bastard, but you probably won’t even see that many people. A place like the Underworld isn’t meant for the rules of reality as you know them. It’s an infinite plane, generally devoid of distinguishing features. It can look different depending how you get there—maybe it’s a cave, a river, whatever. You can read about it in almost every religion known to man, and almost every description has some truth to it.”

      “Is it safe though? Like, it won’t hurt me, will it?”

      “The Underworld itself? Not really. You have to remember that souls migrate there naturally. I guess the best way to describe it is like a layer of primer beneath the paint of reality. However, the Underworld lies beneath all realities on account of the fact that everything dies eventually. Why are you asking me all this? Hasn’t Death told you all about it? I thought you two had a bromance for the ages?”

      Mike shook his head. “Death just reaps souls. He doesn’t follow them into the Underworld. I asked, and he doesn’t know.”

      “Oh.” Lily bit her lip and contemplated him for a moment. “Well, being serious, the Underworld itself can’t hurt you, but a lot of things go there when they die, so you may run across something that can. And don’t even bother asking me if it’s something Yuki can handle, because I honestly don’t know. Maybe wear your running shoes, just in case.”

      “Noted. How about time? If I go in, it won’t be like the fairy realm, right? I don’t want to walk through the gate and come back forty years from now.”

      “Nah, the time in there is messed up but only in terms of perception. Five minutes there is five minutes here. What did Einstein say about time and pretty girls?”

      “Something, something relativity?”

      “Exactly. The Underworld is kind of like that, except you’re not talking to a pretty girl; you’re holding your breath underwater. It was never intended to be a pleasant place, and I try to avoid it if I can. When are you planning to go?”

      “Ratu has spent the last week mending the key that unlocks the gate, so as soon as she hands it over. The plan is to pop in for a quick reconnaissance and come back.”

      “I see.” She sighed and handed the book back over before standing. “Well, guess I’m off.”

      “Where are you going?” he asked.

      “To check with Beth to see if she can change your will. Technically my heart is part of her inheritance, and I don’t need three masters after you eat it in the Underworld.” She sashayed toward the door dramatically, then stopped at the exit. “I’ll see if Dana wants to be my new mommy. She’s not in a rush to die anytime soon, ’cause, well, you know.”

      “Appreciate the vote of confidence,” he muttered once she was gone.

      The will was technically finished, this much was true, but he wondered how inheriting magical items worked. Did they recognize human laws? Would Lily somehow be shared between Beth and Dana, or would she be Naia’s alone? He looked out the window behind him, chin in hand. There was always the fear he would fail, that something terrible was waiting to happen to him. But did he want to spend his entire life locked in this house, trying to get others to do his job for him?

      “Do you think I’m making a mistake?” he asked Jenny.

      The doll shook her head.

      “I’m glad I’ve got one person who believes in me.” He patted her head and resumed his studies. In a couple of hours, he would go check on Tink, then this afternoon was supposed to be his turn with Quetzalli. He rubbed his wrist, thinking of the nasty shock she had accidentally given him a couple days back. She had asked him to show her how to throw a ball, and in the process of his teaching her, she had zapped him from five feet away. Apparently, the movement required for throwing was all it took for her to unleash a nasty discharge, and he was grateful his sixth sense had had him crouching on the ground to minimize the damage.

      He was about ready to move on when he heard a knock on the door. When he looked up, he saw Yuki standing there.

      “Hey,” he said, then stopped.

      She was holding a dark, ornate key in her left hand, and when she lifted it into the light, he could see thin golden lines spread throughout the metal.

      “Is that really it?” he asked. “The key? It’s fixed?”

      She nodded. “Finished it this morning and thought you’d be gung ho to go check things out, so she had me wait to give it to you until I was rested up. Wanna go see what’s on the other side of that gate? I figure we can take a quick peek and be back by dinner.”

      “I’m in. Hold on.”

      He picked Jenny up and took her back to the front room, where her dollhouse was. After he set her inside, he ran to the front yard and gave the sundial a twist, then went back inside and opened the closet by the front door. Inside was a backpack full of emergency supplies he had packed earlier in the week, in case something went wrong on the other side. He didn’t want a repeat of the fairy realm incident.

      Yuki waited for him by the back door, and they walked into the backyard together. A week spent waiting and researching was about to come to fruition, and it was hard to keep the spring out of his step. When Naia spotted him, she smiled.

      “Is the key fixed?” she asked.

      “It is.” He looked around. “We’re only planning on going in and checking things out for a few minutes. We’ll come right back.”

      “Isn’t that what happened with the wardrobe?” she asked, then crossed her arms. Yuki coughed and turned away.

      Mike frowned. Naia had a point, but he couldn’t live the rest of his life being afraid to check things out. “Should I wait for someone else to come with me, then?”

      Naia shrugged. “It’s your call, lover. But you know something nasty is waiting for you on the other side of that door. You should at least have a way to call for help if you need it.”

      “That should be doable,” said Yuki. She summoned a tiny white light in her hands and sent it out. “That will find Daisy, and she will come. It’s how I would summon her from the tower. I think taking the others might not be a good idea if we’re trying to avoid drawing attention to ourselves. I can keep an eye on you but not on everyone else. If we run into trouble, we can come running back.”

      Mike sighed. He could potentially take some of the others, but Yuki was right. If they were just popping in for a look, it wouldn’t do to try to keep track of everyone else, especially if they had to run for it. If the Underworld gobbled him up, then at least the others would be around to protect the house until he returned.

      Besides, he was going to have to step into the unknown at some point. Was there any way to truly be prepared?

      “Yeah, let’s head in once Daisy is here.” He looked at Yuki. “Are you ready?”

      She smirked and held up a handful of tarot cards. “Unless you want to give me a couple decades to prep the rest of these, I’m as ready as I’ll ever be.”

      The sundial was freshly turned, giving him twenty-four hours. Up on the roof, he could see Abella watching them. He waved, and she gave him a thumbs-up. He wondered if he should bring her too but thought again about what Yuki had said.

      “Let’s do this, then.” He cracked his knuckles and walked to the gate. He grabbed the padlock, the metal cold to the touch. He heard Yuki come up from behind him, and he held out his hand. Today would be one more step toward getting Cecilia back, and he felt like there should be far more fanfare involved with stepping into the Underworld itself.

      Sadly, this was real life, not a movie. “Key?” he asked.

      “Still waiting on Daisy,” Yuki reminded him.

      “Right.” He let go of the padlock and tried not to look too sheepish. It was another ten minutes before the little ball of yellow light came around the corner of the house, and Daisy landed on Yuki’s palm.

      A quick sign language exchange between the two of them occurred, and then Daisy flew over to Mike and landed on his shoulder. The fairy gave him a playful kiss on the cheek, and he put his hand out for the key.

      When Yuki put it in his hand, a chill went through his body. He took the key and slid it into the lock, marveling at how it was such a tight fit. If not for the little lines of gold in the key, he wouldn’t be able to tell where the key ended and the padlock began.

      He twisted the key, and the lock opened with a click. He pulled off the padlock and hung it off a nearby bar, and that was when he heard a loud thump from behind him.

      “Abella?” He turned to see the gargoyle standing there. “Everything okay?”

      “I will watch the gate,” she explained. “In case someone other than you tries to come out.”

      “Good idea.” He handed her the key. “If we’re not back by tonight—”

      “Then I will worry but only because I will be the one to watch Quetzalli.” She smiled and winked. “Call if you have need of me.”

      “Hopefully, I won’t.” He opened the gate, and the creak it made pierced him to the core. Even Abella winced at the sound, and once it was open far enough, he grabbed Yuki by the hand, just in case stepping through it might separate them.

      “Let’s see what the other side looks like,” she said, then followed him through.

      ---

      Dana scrutinized the controls in her hand, then looked over at Quetzalli. They were in the greenhouse, standing on the cliffs just inside its doors. Down below, the jungle stretched out for miles, and except for the centaur settlement in the distance, there was no sign of life.

      The dragon sat on the cliff’s edge, her feet dangling over the thirty-foot drop. Heights didn’t seem to bother her, and she was busy pointing at clouds and chatting animatedly to Dana about cloud formations.

      Dana had learned to tune her out, but sometimes, in the middle of the night, she could think back on Quetzalli’s explanation about how stratus clouds were a sign that the thermals were perfect for some long, lazy flights in the sky. She often wondered if the lectures on weather were more due to Quetzalli’s instinctual interest in sky maintenance (as she called it) or if she missed the sky itself.

      “Oh!” Quetzalli looked over her shoulder, her hair sliding across her shoulders as she turned. “Do it now.”

      Dana nodded and sent the drone up. She had been unable to figure out what was causing all the interference and confusion for her drones, but Quetzalli had told her it was related to shifting electromagnetic fields, which she could sense. Apparently there were times during the day where Dana could fly the drones safely for a few minutes, and she was at the point where she wanted to deliver something to the centaurs rather than more excuses.

      Six drones lifted off the ground and shot out across the jungle floor, each one on a preprogrammed path. Dana nervously watched Quetzalli, who was looking at the horizon with squinted eyes. The dragon would warn her if another shift in fields was coming, and all she could do was order the drones to land or return and hope they didn’t get broken. There were at least five drones lost in the jungle below, and she figured at some point, Mike would notice the cost of them.

      On her laptop, the data came in chunks, and she smiled in satisfaction as the first images of the valley floor appeared on her screen. Toward the bottom was the centaur tribe’s settlement, and she smiled at the cluster of centaur children who had obviously heard the drone and stopped to wave at the sky.

      “See? I told you.” Quetzalli had come over but was standing a respectable five feet away. Dana had instituted a five-foot rule for all electronics after her last laptop had been shorted by a curious finger. “To catch many fish, you must cast a wide net.”

      “Yeah, well I want a much wider net.” Most of what she was seeing had already been mapped by the centaurs, and she felt like she really needed a win here. She had made zero progress with the locked door on the third floor and had just found out yesterday that Mike was planning to go through the back gate with some magic key Ratu was fixing. She had mixed feelings on not contributing to any of these endeavors directly and hoped that some success with the centaurs would help her feel better.

      The data was coming in, but now that the drones were further away, the live data feed was degrading. Dana now wondered if she should just set the drones to record and then have the centaurs track them when they inevitably fell from the sky.

      A distant thunderclap washed over the cliffs, and Dana scrambled to send out a return message to all the drones.

      “They don’t like to share their skies, you know?” Quetzalli was staring at a crop of clouds that had just appeared on the horizon. “They can be very territorial.”

      “C’mon, c’mon, c’mon,” Dana mumbled under her breath as she monitored the feeds from the drones. Two of them were coming straight back, and a third was trying to turn around. She wired into it directly and helped fly it back a short distance before doing the same with a fourth drone.

      The fifth drone would no longer connect with her computer, and the sixth one vanished from her screen, the connection lost. The drones on their way back circled about like drunken birds.

      “Damn, damn, damn!” She picked up the net Tink had built for her. It was almost ten feet long and had a wide mouth, and she stood on the edge of the cliff and used it to rescue the closest drone. Another one flipped upside down and crashed into the ground, and Quetzalli was able to grab one by the edges, hopefully sparing its internal components.

      Dana rescued the fourth one with her net and watched helplessly as the fifth one out took a nosedive straight into the jungle below.

      “Well, shit.” She looked at where it fell and pulled a paper map out of her back pocket. She had printed it last week and drew an X where she thought it had crashed. “Are those storm clouds?” she asked.

      Quetzalli pointed toward the horizon. “Well, if you account for the rounded edges up top—”

      “Please. Yes or no.”

      Quetzalli pouted. “Yes, but they have no rain in them. It isn’t time yet.”

      Dana sighed, took the drones out of the greenhouse, and placed them in a storage container by the front door. When she walked back inside, Quetzalli was crouched on the ground, drawing figures in the dirt with a sharp stick she had found.

      “I need to find that one that fell,” Dana told her, then picked up her laptop and slid it into her messenger bag. “See if we can pull any data off it.”

      “Let’s go!” Quetzalli pointed her stick over the jungle in the general direction the drone had fallen. While the dragon was no good to her in tracking the drones over any distance, once they were close enough, she could pinpoint any internal circuitry that still carried a current. “Are you interested in hearing how hail is formed?”

      Dana almost said no but nodded instead. “Sure am.” If Quetzalli started on weather formations, it meant Dana wouldn’t have to hold up her part of the conversation.

      They began the long trek down the trail that took them to the jungle floor. This area was burned into Dana’s mind she had traveled it so many times. She was also grateful she didn’t get tired, because the trip back up took time and energy, and she sometimes had to do it a few times a day if her luck with the drones was bad.

      They wandered through the jungle for a bit. The trip was made easier today by a series of trails the centaurs had established and maintained for themselves. From experience, Dana knew the trails traveled the base of the cliffs and went to a set of waterfalls. She had no idea where the water actually came from, as the entrance to the greenhouse from inside of it was simply a wall of glass windows that went all the way up into the sky and extended out toward the horizon. For all she knew, if she walked along the glass, she might inevitably come back on the other side.

      Quetzalli was deep in discussion about how updrafts could trap water droplets when a small cluster of centaurs came around the corner. They were carrying assorted baskets stuffed full of plant matter, and Zel was leading them.

      Zel broke away from the group and came close. “I didn’t expect to run into you today!”

      “Well, you did, so you can guess what that means.” Her lip twitched.

      “Lost another one?” Zel smiled and put a hand on Dana’s shoulder. “I really do appreciate the help you’ve already given to us. Just because you haven’t found success doesn’t mean the effort hasn’t been noticed.”

      Dana nodded. “It doesn’t make me feel better though. I wish I could do more.”

      “There will be plenty of time for more. Hi, Quetzalli, how are you today?” Zel bowed to the dragon.

      “Right as rain.” Quetzalli bowed back. “Are you excited for your ceremony?”

      Zel nodded. “I’m a bit nervous, I’ll admit. My aunt will be taking over as head shaman once I am officially the leader of the herd. It sounds like you’ve all been a bit busy at the house. I hardly see Mike anymore.”

      “He’s apparently headed for the Underworld.” Dana filled Zel in on what she knew, and Zel paused her long enough to instruct the other centaurs to continue about their tasks.

      Once Dana was finished, Zel chuckled. “That man is always getting into trouble. I wish I could do more for him, but I’m going to be busy enough down here.”

      “I figured as much. Running things must keep you busy.”

      “It does. But it’s nice to feel like part of the herd again.” Zel smiled and leaned toward Dana. “And you need to take better care of yourself. Your eyes are already gray.”

      In response, Dana’s stomach growled. “Well, guess I better get going, then. See if I can find this drone before I need to snack. I’ll see you around.”

      “You had better.” Zel gave Dana a hug, then looked at Quetzalli. “And you’re coming to the ceremony, right?”

      “I wouldn’t miss it.” Quetzalli bowed, and Zel departed, stopping long enough to pick up her basket before galloping away.

      They continued onward, and Dana checked the map a few times to make sure they were on the right course. It had been almost an hour since they’d departed the cliffs, and when they stepped into a small clearing, Quetzalli’s arm shot forward, her finger pointing up into the tree.

      “It’s up there,” she said.

      “Thanks.” Dana looked where Quetzalli pointed but still couldn’t see it. She pulled her computer out and attempted to connect. Once connected, she used the camera to try to pinpoint its exact position by walking around until she saw herself.

      When she finally spotted it, she groaned. It was quite a ways up, which meant she would have to climb. She took off her bag, set it on the ground, and scrambled up the tree.

      It took her a bit to get up. The branches didn’t allow for a lot of space by the trunk, and she kept getting tangled in vines. It also didn’t help that the trunk of the tree was covered in thick thorns that occasionally stuck her. Still, once she was high enough, the drone was within reach. A slender branch was caught in one of the rotors, so she climbed out onto the tree branch and worked to free it.

      The branch creaked beneath her, and when she finally freed the drone, she tried to crawl back toward the trunk with it.

      The branch snapped, causing her to lose her footing. She fell out of the tree and landed on the ground with a thud.

      “Are you okay?” asked Quetzalli.

      “Yeah, I’m good.” Dana stood and held up the drone triumphantly. “Got it!”

      Quetzalli’s eyes widened in horror, and Dana followed her gaze to see that her forearm now had an additional joint in it. Her ulna had snapped and was pressing up beneath her skin.

      “Ah, shit.” She dropped the drone, grabbed her wrist, and gave it a yank. The bones crunched back into place, and she could feel them mending beneath the skin. A powerful wave of hunger rolled through her, and she took a deep breath and sat down on a nearby log.

      “Are you better now?” Quetzalli asked.

      “Traded one disaster for another. Hand me my bag?” She held her hand out, and Quetzalli picked up the laptop bag and handed it over. When the dragon bent down, her breasts pushed together in a way that made Dana think of cake. Something with thick, creamy frosting and blueberry filling…

      She pulled a small thermos out of the side mesh of her bag. It was where a water bottle could go, but this was just as important. She pulled off the cap and tilted it sideways, causing a vial to slide out into the palm of her hand. It was her emergency food source for times like this one, and she popped the top off and drank it down.

      Heat flooded through her body, and she smacked her lips.

      “What’s it taste like?” asked Quetzalli.

      “Um…” Dana held up the vial. “Honestly? It’s like the best damn soup you’ve ever had, but I don’t think it would taste like that for you. It’s a dead girl thing.” Already, heat was flowing through her belly and down into her thighs. “So this is kind of awkward, but this stuff makes me, um…horny.”

      “Horny?” Quetzalli pointed to the horn on her head.

      “No, not like that. Uh…I’m going to need some privacy for a bit to take the edge off.” Where was Lily when she needed her? Those same breasts that had reminded her of cakes were now making her think completely different thoughts.

      “Take the edge off what?” Quetzalli sat next to Dana and put a hand on hers. “Are you taking something off the drone? Or perhaps you—”

      Dana kissed Quetzalli’s lips and marveled at how soft and thick they felt against her own. She immediately pulled away and scooted back. “Shit, I’m really sorry. When I eat that stuff, I get super overwhelmed. If you can just wait somewhere else, I’ll—”

      “No.” Quetzalli touched her lips with a finger, a distant look in her eye. “I…I would like to try that again. It felt…nice. That was a kiss, right?”

      “Oh, Quetzalli, if I do it again, it’ll become a lot more than ki—” Dana froze in place when Quetzalli kissed her back. It was clumsy, and more than a little awkward, but when Quetzalli pulled away, Dana could see sparks in her eyes.

      “I like that,” declared the dragon. “It felt like I was riding in a storm. My tummy feels all tingly, and my legs are all wobbly. Do you feel that way as well?”

      Dana was taking long, deep breaths now, trying to keep herself from pouncing. “Look, it feels different for everybody, so I don’t—”

      “I think I was supposed to open my mouth. I’ve seen people use their tongues in those videos Abella keeps watching, and I’ve wondered if it allows for a better connection?”

      “A better connection for what?”

      This time, when Quetzalli pressed against her, Dana was immediately aware of those large, pillowy breasts. When their lips touched, she opened her mouth to allow Quetzalli’s tongue inside and was surprised to feel a sudden jolt. It was similar to licking a nine-volt battery, except she felt it through her entire body.

      Dana moaned and pulled the dragon against her, shifting her body enough that the two of them fell off the log and onto the ground. Her hand closed on Quetzalli’s breast, and the dragon whimpered.

      “Oh, I truly don’t understand those things,” she muttered after pulling her mouth off Dana’s. “They hurt if I run too fast, throw off my balance so my back aches, and also feel really good when I play with the tips of them.”

      “They’ll feel even better outside that bra,” Dana said, then lifted Quetzalli’s shirt.

      “Oh, I do hope so.” Quetzalli raised her arms, allowing Dana to reveal her breasts. With one hand, Dana undid the clasp in the back, revealing that Quetzalli’s breasts had the largest nipples she had ever seen. “The sensitive areas have even been marked. It’s so—oh!”

      Dana had sucked one of the nipples into her mouth and was circling the tip of it with her tongue. That same electrical surge of energy went through her mouth, and while she played with the other breast, she couldn’t help but run her hand along Quetzalli’s thigh. The dragon was wearing a skirt, and it was easy to find bare skin to stroke.

      “Oh, that makes me feel funny,” the dragon declared. “Not silly funny but like my head is spinning.”

      “Oh, there’s plenty more where that came from.” Dana touched the edge of Quetzalli’s panties and slid her fingertips beneath them, then pushed them aside. The dragon let out a moan of surprise as Dana teased her soaking-wet slit.

      “I feel so strange down there,” Quetzalli said. She looked into Dana’s eyes, and Dana could see the lightning storm trapped within them.

      “Yeah, well I promise it gets—” Dana’s muscles tensed up when she touched Quetzalli’s clitoris and received a decent jolt of electricity through her arm. The power surge lasted only a second, and Quetzalli cried out, spreading her legs wide and pulling Dana’s fingers inside her.

      “More,” she begged, and thunder roared in the distance.

      “I’m all for it, but I’m not gonna get struck by lightning, am I?” It was a silly question to ask now that she was knuckles deep inside of Quetzalli’s pussy, but it probably needed to be asked.

      “Oh, you’ll be fine. I’m all voltage and no current. And the thunder isn’t mine.” Quetzalli grabbed Dana’s wrist and held it down so she could force herself farther onto Dana’s fingers. “I love how full that makes me feel.”

      Dana smirked. She only had two fingers inside Quetzalli right now and could only imagine how she’d react to a third.

      They kissed each other once more, and another surge of electricity went through Dana. Quetzalli was now pawing at Dana’s breasts, and the two of them were rolling around playfully on the jungle floor.

      Dana got on top of Quetzalli and curled her fingers up toward the front of her vaginal wall, then used her thumb to tease Quetzalli’s clit. This broke the kiss, and Quetzalli grabbed onto the ground with both hands and arched her back.

      Expecting a scream, Dana was surprised when Quetzalli’s orgasm escalated into a thunderclap, and the sky above them filled with lightning that scattered along the sky like a giant spiderweb.

      “No, really, are we good down here?” she asked once the thunder had passed. Her ears were ringing now, and she wanted to get off but not if she was going to become a lightning rod.

      “You’re totally fine,” Quetzalli told her, her entire face flush. “That one was me. Now show me how to do that to you.”

      Dana practically ripped her own pants off, then mounted the dragon’s face. “It won’t take me long. I just need you to use your tongue. I can do most of the work, so don’t—”

      She damn near fell off when Quetzalli’s tongue touched her throbbing clit and sent a jolt through her body. It wasn’t painful, and her entire body tingled with electrical potential, causing her hair to stand up. It was like being plugged into a sexual Van De Graaff generator, and she grabbed onto the back of Quetzalli’s head, jamming her pussy into Quetzalli’s mouth.

      “Holy…fucking…” She gritted her teeth as she felt Quetzalli’s tongue slide along the outside of her snatch. The dragon’s tongue was rougher than she remembered from when they were kissing, and she was already having trouble thinking beyond the moment. Little streamers of electricity were forming on the ends of Dana’s hair, now visible as a result of the darkened sky above.

      Inside her chest, she could feel her heart beating wildly.

      “Ike dis?” Quetzalli asked, and she slid one of her fingers inside Dana’s pussy.

      “Yesss,” Dana hissed, then clamped her thighs down on Quetzalli’s face. Every time she felt like she was getting close to her own orgasm, she would feel a surge of energy through her entire body, which would cause her to flinch and her orgasm to back down.

      The clearing filled with hisses and pops as static crackled everywhere around them. When Dana’s orgasm came, it felt like she was falling, and she gritted her teeth and groaned so hard through them that she sprayed spit on the ground. Looking down, she could see large streamers of electricity dancing up and down Quetzalli’s horn, filling the air with an ominous hiss.

      She tilted over backward, her legs going loose to release the dragon. Beneath her, she could hear Quetzalli panting, so she sat up long enough to move off the dragon’s face, then laid on the ground next to her.

      Dana stared at the sky, her body unusually warm. The clouds that had rolled in were now piling on top of one another, and she knew if she asked about it, Quetzalli could tell her everything she never wanted to know about weather patterns.

      “Does it always feel that way?” asked Quetzalli.

      “No.” Dana rolled onto her side and contemplated the dragon’s mostly nude form. Even now, despite the effects of the semen wearing off, the sight of Quetzalli’s bare breasts proudly on display just above her fabric-covered hips was having quite the effect on her. “Using an analogy you will understand, sex is a lot like a thunderstorm. Same idea, but each time can be completely different.”

      “I see.” Quetzalli contemplated this in silence. “So…would it be different with a man?”

      Dana nodded. “It would. In fact, it’s different when you’re with anybody new, but a change in gender easily creates a completely different dynamic. But that’s only if you’re interested in the first place. I assume you’re talking about Mike?”

      “Hmm.” Quetzalli sat up and leaned forward. “I’ve seen the others engage in that behavior with him, and it has created a strange sensation in my belly. With you, it felt the same but was more of a surprise. It wasn’t something I desired in advance, but once the opportunity was there, I took it. And now I feel all warm and relaxed and wonder why people don’t do it more often.”

      “Some people do it plenty. I definitely wouldn’t use anything that happens in this house as a baseline for standard human behavior though.” Dana slid her shirt on and stood. Her legs wobbled for a few moments, as if her leg muscles were weak, but the sensation vanished, and she regained her strength. “We should probably get back.”

      “I agree.” Quetzalli got up and struggled into her bra until Dana helped her out. Back in her dress, she tried to smooth down her hair and quickly gave up. “Thank you, Dana. I learned so much from this.”

      “You and Death should have your own TV show,” Dana muttered, then picked up her bag. Once the drone was secured, the two of them began the long trek back to the house.

      Up above them, the clouds rumbled but delivered no rain.

      ---

      “I thought the Underworld would have a bit more color.” Mike looked over his shoulder at the gate. It was only twenty feet behind them, but the density of the trees was already making it difficult to see.

      “Parts of it, maybe. From everything we’ve read, this is going to be a lot more like Purgatory. So, bland, colorless, very boring.” Yuki put her hands on a nearby tree. “Weird. It’s not technically alive, but it has leaves on it. It’s like it’s frozen in time.”

      “Probably a good way to think of it. If you’re supposed to spend an eternity here waiting for your final judgment, it would suck if someone had to come water the plants.” Mike walked in between the trees and looked up. The sky was gray and overcast, and there was no sign of the sun’s position. “Also, there isn’t a breeze or anything. It just feels…off.”

      Yuki nodded, then looked over her shoulder. She pulled a card out of her sleeve and gave it a spin in her hand. The card vanished, transforming into a short sword.

      “Something up?” Mike asked.

      “Nope. Just leaving breadcrumbs is all.” Yuki walked back toward the gate and left slash marks on some of the trees. “Follow those to get home.”

      “Got it. Though next time, maybe we can bring some ribbon. Not sure slashing up the local fauna will endear us to anybody.”

      They walked farther into the trees, and a chill overtook him. He rubbed his arms, then stopped long enough to pull a light jacket out of his backpack. “Are you warm enough?” he asked Yuki.

      She smirked. “The cold never bothers me.”

      “Of course.” He put his backpack back on. “How far should we go? So far, it seems like more of the same.”

      Everywhere he looked, it was just trees and rocks, and they took their time, with Yuki leaving marks on the trees as they passed.

      “Should we have Daisy scout ahead?” Yuki asked.

      Mike shook his head. “I don’t want us getting separated at all. We know something is out here, and I don’t want Daisy getting snatched up and disappearing forever. It’s bad enough getting a banshee back from the fairy queen, but traveling all of Purgatory to find such a tiny thing? It’d take us forever.”

      Daisy buzzed her wings in his ear, causing him to grin. They walked for about ten more minutes, then stopped when they reached a rock big enough for Mike to sit on.

      “Tired already?” Yuki leaned against a tree.

      “No. Just need to think. There aren’t any landmarks so far. There’s just…nothing.” Looking across the silent forest, he shook his head. “I’m surprised we haven’t even seen a wayward spirit, or at least something.”

      “This is what happens when you go somewhere outside time and space.” Yuki’s tails twitched behind her, and she turned her head. “If you wanted to see something different, now’s your chance.”

      “What?” He followed her gaze and stood.

      A thick fog was rolling through the trees now, and he made it to Yuki just as it buried them. Visibility dropped to only a few feet, and he clung tightly to the kitsune, afraid either of them might suddenly get sucked away by unseen forces. Daisy scrambled beneath his shirt collar, her legs tickling his neck.

      Dark shadows milled about in the fog, and he felt hundreds of hands touch him as they drifted past. Though they lacked corporeal form, each touch sapped some of the heat from his body, and he shivered, then pulled the hood of his jacket up.

      The fog thinned a bit, making every tree look like a distant shadow. The figures in the fog were almost imperceptible, except for out of the corner of his eye.

      “Okay, that was unnerving.” He stepped away from Yuki but kept his hand on hers.

      “Agreed.” Yuki stuck her sword in the ground and pulled another card from her sleeve, then tossed it in the air. It turned into a small ball of fire and hovered before them. “I’ll keep this on me, and you can use Daisy as a light. I think I might need both hands, if you don’t mind.”

      “Oh, right. Sorry.” He let go of her, and she picked her sword back up. “Any idea what direction we should go?”

      She looked around, a frown on her face. “Honestly? I’m almost thinking we should head back now. When it was just trees, we could see a threat coming. But this? We can come up with a better plan for navigating it, don’t you agree?”

      It was good advice, and Mike nodded. Yuki led them through the fog, sending the ball of fire ahead of them to light up the trees in the area. A few minutes passed before she found one with a fresh cut in its bark, and Mike let out the breath he had been holding. He had half expected the marks to disappear and was glad to see they hadn’t.

      “So how are you feeling about things?” he asked as they moved through the fog. “Not this place—I mean in general. At home.”

      Yuki shrugged. “I honestly don’t know. I’ve been throwing myself into research and art lately, but I’ve also been trying to make time for me. I’ve spent a lot of time talking with Naia at night, when the house is finally quiet. Abella too, sometimes. There’s just a lot to go through, and it sucks not having the relationship with them that I used to. I feel like I have to hold back, that we aren’t in that place yet, but I so desperately want to feel that level of closeness again.”

      “You don’t think there’s a way to fix that, do you? Like, undo the destroyed memories?”

      “No idea. Ratu and I have discussed it. She finds it a fascinating puzzle. But she’s been so tied up in helping Dana undo her curse and studying this weird necklace she found that she hasn’t made any progress on the issue.”

      “Necklace? What neckl—” He put his arm out sideways, and Yuki bumped into him. However, his eyes were on the shadow that moved toward them through the fog. Unlike the shadows from earlier, this one moved with a confidence he recognized almost immediately.

      “Mike Radley.” The shadow stopped about ten feet away and chuckled. “I feel like it’s been a lifetime since we last spoke.”

      “Been too busy dodging my succubus, have you?” Mike instinctively grabbed at his waist, going for a magical dagger that was now lost forever.

      “Yes. She can be quite troublesome. But now you are in my world, and the advantage is mine.”

      “I don’t think so,” Yuki replied, holding up some of her tarot cards. She had them fanned out, and Mike was curious what was on them.

      “Call off your pet, Mike Radley. I’m only here to warn you.” It was odd seeing the shadow in three dimensions as the fog moved through him.

      “Are you here to warn me about my world burning again?” Mike shook his head. “I need a spiritual spam filter for dicks like you.”

      “I am here to warn you.” The shadow kept its distance but walked around them. “You see, I’ve given you plenty of warnings about your own future, warnings you have failed to heed. And I now find myself on the crux of a very interesting dilemma. You see, I—”

      An icicle thicker than Mike’s arm blew through the shadow, leaving a void in the fog.

      “As I was saying,” the shadow continued, “I’ve come to believe I’m only wasting my time trying to bargain with you.”

      “You’re wasting both our time,” Mike replied.

      “I have my own agenda, which isn’t too far off from your own. To protect my home. To do what I think is best for it, even if it may be…unsavory.” The shadow’s features were solidifying now, and Mike could almost make out a hawkish face beneath a hood. “It’s occurred to me recently that there may be another method to achieving what I want, but I’m afraid it will be at your detriment.”

      “Much like this shitty deal you want me to make.”

      “A deal that I offer one last time. Oh, Mike Radley, you have no idea what you’ve been pulled into. For whatever reason, the threads of fate have converged on you, and there will be many who are hungry to cut them, to see those lines split and unravel. When you—”

      “Taikutsu,” Yuki groaned. “This bastard really does prattle on and on, doesn’t he?”

      “He really does. But seeing how I can’t just chase him off, we may as well hear his deal so we can turn him down. Please continue.” He waved his hand at the shadow.

      After a few tense seconds, the shadow spoke again, his voice strained. “I have found another who is willing to make a deal with me, someone willing to do whatever it takes to gain power. With their strength, I would take from you what you could have given me willingly, and will ignore your piteous cries for help and mercy. I have prolonged this game for centuries past my natural end and will continue to do so until I can win it.”

      Mike frowned. The shadow had mentioned a game before, but he had no way to ask without being harassed for his soul as payment.

      “However,” the shadow continued, “I would far prefer a deal that is beneficial to us both. Give me what I want, and not only will I give you the power and knowledge to rescue your precious banshee, but I will also give you the strength to keep them safe until the end of your days, to protect and guide those you love most.”

      “Is this the same deal you offered Emily? You took something from her so she could protect the others? It didn’t end well for her.”

      “She strayed from the path!” The fog billowed around the stranger. “She balked when confronted by greatness, and that is exactly what I am offering you! This is no longer about some spirit, some noble quest, or even love. This has always been about power, Mike Radley, and if you do not accept me this last and final time, I will see to it that your world burns and that you burn with it!”

      “And there it is. World will burn.” Mike looked over at Yuki and saw that her hands were clenched tight, her eyes aglow with magic. “My friend here has more up her sleeves than just ice, you know.”

      “Well?” asked the shadow.

      “You know I’m going to say no.” He took a step toward the shadow. “So that’s that. Any business we have is done. So you can take your shitty attitude back to your broken-up castle and sulk for all eternity while I get on with my day. You can also stop lurking behind my magic gate and watching my house. Oh, and whatever you have in here that likes to growl at people and scare them away from your town of the damned? You forgot to feed it, because it obviously wandered off.”

      The shadow laughed. “That creature is not one of mine. It’s the guardian of this place, a being of immense anger and wrath determined to keep anyone from crossing over without permission.”

      Mike frowned. “Well, we obviously have permission, because we haven’t seen it.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong.” The shadow backed into the fog, vanishing from their sight. “I led it away so that you could get this far. Goodbye, Mike Radley.”

      The shadow was gone now, leaving behind nothing but an ominous silence. Mike scanned the fog, then looked over at Yuki. If the shadow had lured them this far out, they had just fallen into a trap.

      “Maybe we should start—”

      He was interrupted by a low, full-throated growl that rumbled his entire body. It was like standing next to the big speaker at a concert, and his stomach clenched in response.

      Yuki held up her sword. She scanned the fog, her gaze searching.

      “Wha—” Mike asked, but she put her free hand over his mouth and pointed to her ear.

      He heard it now. It was the rustling of leaves, and the faint sound of something large moving around them in the fog. He tried to see what it was and failed, but Yuki’s ears had turned forward, and she was moving her head as if tracking it, so he followed her gaze.

      A pair of fiery orbs appeared in the fog at head level, then vanished.

      “What the fuck was that?” he whispered. The orbs returned, then vanished once more.

      “I don’t know, but…” Yuki was pushing him backward now, and when the orbs appeared, they were even closer this time. The thing in the fog sniffed, then something else sniffed in response. Another pair of orbs appeared and hovered above and behind the first.

      When a third pair of orbs appeared, Yuki pulled a tarot card out of her robes and threw it like a frisbee into the fog. A few moments passed, then it exploded, showering the area with fire and sparks. Through the thick fog, Mike was able to make out a large figure with black fur and three massive heads. The creature stepped forward through the flames, and all three heads’ gazes settled on the two of them.

      “Oh, fuck me!” Yukie swept her arm in a wide arc, and a giant wall of ice appeared just as the middle head opened its mouth and roared. A large stream of fire danced across the ice, melting holes in it before the gout disappeared.

      Yuki was already busy tossing out a couple more cards. She grabbed Mike by the collar and pulled him behind a tree as the cards unfolded into human form and took off running in opposite directions. She sent her fireball after one of the figures, and the three-headed dog chased that one, its feet thudding heavily on the forest floor.

      “Was that Cerberus?” Mike whispered, thinking back to his research. The three-headed hound had featured prominently, but he thought its presence was specific to the gates of Hell.

      “No, it was fucking Micky Mouse, and this is the Magic Kingdom of Disney!” When she looked at him, her eyes were wider than he had ever seen. “Yes, it was Cerberus! We have to get back, now!”

      “Don’t have to tell me twice,” he muttered, and they began picking their way through the fog. Without the fireball, it was even harder to navigate the trees, but luckily they had gone in a relatively straight line, which meant they rarely left the path. As they moved, howling sounded in the distance, and Yuki flinched.

      “He got that first one,” she whispered, then kept going at a faster pace.

      As they moved through the fog, he saw a dark figure keeping pace with them and pointed it out.

      “That’s the other one,” she said. “I don’t know how Cerberus is tracking us, but if it gets close, that one will lead it away.”

      “How many of those do you have?” he asked.

      “Just that one.” She looked over her shoulder at him. “Maybe we should have waited those extra decades after all.”

      “Not funny,” he told her.

      “And I’m not laughing. Cerberus can use hellfire, and that shit will burn your actual soul. It’s one thing to die and move on. It’s another to spend an eternity with third-degree burns.”

      “Seriously?”

      “That’s what the legends say, and I have no desire to find out how true they are.”

      She continued hurrying forward, and he followed as best as he could. Every now and then, he would hear that loud sniffing sound somewhere behind them.

      “It has to be able to smell us, right?”

      “Maybe.” She showed him a tarot card that was pinched between her fingers. “I’ve been scattering our scent, just in case.”

      “Let’s just hope that thing doesn’t notice what you did to its trees,” he muttered.

      In the fog, Cerberus marched around them, growling and sniffing. It was clear that it was becoming agitated about being unable to find its prey. At some point, he noticed a pair of red orbs in the distance, and when he pointed them out to Yuki, she sent her tarot figure toward them. There was a loud growl and a jet of hellfire in the distance, but when he heard Cerberus turn away and run, he let out a sigh of relief.

      “That fog is doing us more help than harm, currently,” he noted.

      “We’ll see.” She tightened her grip on the sword. “If it comes for us, I want you to run. You get that, right? You’re the one who needs to make it, not me.”

      “Yuki, I—”

      She grabbed his hand and pulled him forward, her pace accelerating. It was difficult to keep his feet under him, but they were moving as if by instinct now. Behind them, he heard a series of growls, roars, and more fire, and chanced a look back to see a dark shadow trying to navigate the trees behind them. Cerberus was large enough that the woods were keeping the beast from catching up but only barely.

      Walls of ice were forming along their sides while they ran, climbing higher until the forest around them had disappeared. Yuki was zigzagging now, and Mike could hear the ice crunching shut behind them. He was going to ask what she was doing, but he could hear the surge of fire boiling away the frozen walls.

      Under her breath, she was muttering a stream of words, and snowflakes were now falling around them. Between the snow and the fog, it was becoming hard to see, and the sounds of pursuit were fading away behind them.

      That also meant they had lost the path they were on. Yuki stopped and turned around, her green eyes searching.

      “We lost it, but now we’re lost too.” The ice walls were behind them now, and Mike could hear Cerberus stomping through them, searching for its prey. “Which way should we go?”

      “Um…” Mike looked back, then scanned the fog. He took a deep breath and closed his eyes. His magic was rumbling around inside him, warning him that danger was on its way, and he wondered if he could use that.

      He took a step forward, then shifted left. The feeling intensified, so he stepped right, and it diminished. For better or worse, this was the way they should go. “C’mon,” he whispered, then ran that direction.

      Behind them, the roar of Cerberus intensified, then was followed by the sound of a tree being ripped free of the ground. Mike pumped his legs, his heart beating loudly in his chest as he surged forward. Yuki was already falling behind, and she almost tripped over a downed log that Mike jumped over without even noticing.

      “I didn’t know you could run this fast,” she said, then her hand disappeared from his. A bright-red fox with three tails appeared on the ground in front of him, and the two of them sprinted through the forest, avoiding large rocks and downed trees and even squeezing through a shattered boulder. Behind them, Cerberus growled, and Mike grabbed Yuki by the tails and jumped to the left.

      A geyser of fire swept through the ground where she had been, and he slipped between a pair of trees that had grown too close together. He heard Cerberus crash into it, then made a mad dash toward a dark shape that appeared through the fog.

      Ominous turrets materialized first, followed by the body of the house. The stone wall surrounding the back gate looked washed out and was covered in dark moss. The back gate was shut, and when he crashed into it, the doors slammed open, and he crashed onto the back lawn.

      Yuki transformed back into a human and threw herself at the gate. A tarot card vanished from her hand, and a series of staves embedded themselves through the iron rods of the creaking gate, barring it shut.

      Cerberus appeared through the gloom and growled at them, padding closer. Nearly fifteen feet tall, the three-headed dog could easily lean over the wall and snap one of them up.

      “Oh, you are totally not invited in here,” Mike announced, then rolled out of sight when all three heads started barking at him. Behind the wall, he heard the low, throaty growl of Cerberus followed by the sound of padded feet going back into the forest. Apparently the rule about invited guests to his home applied even here.

      “Shit, that was close,” he said, wiping the sweat from his brow. Some form of the geas functioned here as well; otherwise, they would all have been dog chow.

      “Mike?” Yuki’s back was against the wall, and she was staring toward the house.

      “What’s up?” He turned to look, and his jaw dropped.

      The house was dark, as if it had been stained in shadows. It was smaller than normal, and he realized they were standing in the front yard, not the back. The stone lions were no longer there, and neither were any of the gardens. Instead, it was as if the house had reverted to its original form, the one he had seen on his very first day there.

      “What the fuck?” He stood, and Yuki joined him. He realized the sky was still overcast, and a large wall of fog was pressed against the outer perimeter of the wall, creating an odd hollow that extended up into the sky. “What happened here?”

      “I have no idea.” She looked out the gate. “Cerberus is gone. Should we go inside?”

      “Unless you want to play tag with a three-headed dog again, yes.” He walked toward the house, his heart falling. The front porch creaked under his feet, and he noticed that half the porch swing had been taken off its chain. He walked over, hooked it back together, and gave it a push.

      It creaked ominously at them as they walked into the house together. The home’s furniture was covered in large drop cloths, and there was a layer of dust on everything.

      “It’s like it was the first day I moved in,” he said, then looked at Yuki. “Like, a copy of the place from before I met Naia.”

      “Maybe it is the same place. A copy that swaps with the house when the current Caretaker dies, so its secrets remain hidden. That would make sense, I guess.” She walked to the stairs and looked up at the second floor. “Don’t know why, but this place gives me a bad feeling.”

      Mike looked up. The landing where his room was looked darker somehow, as if the light had been sucked out of it. “Agreed. Let’s take a peek out back, see if the fog goes all the way around. Maybe we can just go out the back and try to find our way home from there?”

      Yuki nodded and followed him out the back door. Once they stepped outside, he saw that the backyard had shrunk back to its original shape and size. The wall of fog extended here as well, and he groaned.

      Sitting on the edge of Naia’s fountain was a figure in a simple gown. It looked like a woman, and she was hunched forward, her attention seemingly on the ground.

      “Um…” Mike looked at Yuki. The kitsune’s eyes were narrow, and she was already clutching a tarot card in one hand.

      “Let’s do this,” she muttered, then moved ahead of him. He realized her sword was gone and wondered if she’d dropped it in the fog. When they got close to the fountain, he saw that the figure had dark skin that was etched with intricate patterns that seemed to shift, though the figure herself had yet to move.

      “Freeze,” Yuki said, and the figure sat up straight, her hair tumbling down her shoulders. “Turn around slowly so we can see you or I’ll turn you into a block of ice.”

      The figure obeyed and held her arms out as she turned. Clutched in one hand was a tattered paperback novel, and when she looked at them, Mike realized her skin looked like the bark of a tree. Her dark eyes watched them from beneath a tangle of hair that looked like wilted roots, and her eyes widened in recognition.

      “Yuki? Is that you?” The woman dropped her book and stared in awe.

      “Am…Amymone?” Yuki lowered her hands. “Is that really you?”

      The dryad’s eyes welled up in tears, and she ran across the yard and threw herself into Yuki’s arms, then tore herself free. “Wait, does this mean…did you die?”

      Yuki was crying now as well, and she wiped tears from her eyes. “No, I’m not dead. I’m here with Mike. He’s the new Caretaker. Mike, this is my friend Amymone.”

      Amymone looked at Mike, then back at Yuki. “He’s the new Caretaker? Really?”

      “He is.”

      “Hell, yeah!” She pumped her fist in the air and spun around, her arms outstretched. “I’ve been so fucking bored in here! There’s nobody to talk to, and I’ve only had one thing to read this whole time.” She threw herself at Mike and wrapped her arms around him. “I assume you came here for me, right? I am so over this place. When do we leave?”

      Mike and Yuki looked at each other.

      “Uh…” Mike grimaced. “Amymone, right? Yeah, we didn’t know you were here. We just kind of stumbled on this place.”

      “Oh.” The light in her eyes faded and was followed by a large scowl. “You didn’t even know I was here? That means…you probably don’t have my heart wood, do you?”

      He shook his head. “I’m so sorry. I really am.”

      Amymone let out a groan. The silence between them was deafening, and after a minute passed, Mike opened his mouth to say something when he heard the sound of someone tapping on a window.

      He turned and looked up. It was his own bedroom window, and a woman with long blonde curls disappeared behind the curtains. A low, mournful wail filled the air, and Yuki started breathing fast, her features going pale.

      “Shit. Looks like you’ve caught Emily’s attention as well. Good thing she’s stuck in there, rancid bitch.” Amymone shook her head and walked over to the fountain, her gaze on the distant wall of fog. When she sat down, she placed her chin on her fist and sighed. “Being dead fucking sucks.”
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      The gray skies of the Underworld did little to improve Mike’s mood, and the occasional wail from the house made his stomach sour. Yet he sat quietly as Yuki told Amymone about how she had escaped from her tower.

      “…and after we sent the society packing, Mike forgave me for trying to kill him.” Her tale done, Yuki put her hands in her lap. “And so I live in the house again. It’s really weird that nobody remembers me, but I’m hoping to rebuild those relationships. It’s frustrating, and more than a little lonely, but I’ll get there.”

      “Wow.” Amymone was sitting on the ground with her legs pulled beneath her and her chin on her knees. “That’s incredible. I’m so happy you survived.”

      “So what about you?” Yuki waved her hand around to indicate the Underworld. “I’m more than a little surprised to see you here. I figured you were dead.”

      Amymone’s laugh sounded almost like a bark. “Okay, well, after you disappeared, things started getting dark around the house. For the most part, Emily was the same, only she claimed you had gone away on an important mission. But then I heard rumors from the others about your disappearance and started to wonder if she had left you behind in the world on the other side of my tree. Granted, we couldn’t help but believe her stories, but eventually some of the stuff she did spoke volumes more than the lies she fed us.”

      “Like what?” Mike had been quiet, allowing the two of them to catch up, but now he was curious.

      “She became obsessed with unlocking the magic in the house. That was something that hadn’t been an issue before. She was also becoming borderline abusive with a couple of the girls in the house, and poor Tink was constantly getting yelled at for little things. It was textbook personality disorder type stuff, and I saw the writing on the wall long before the others. A dryad can never leave her tree, so unlike Naia, I was never able to go inside the house. Well, sometimes Emily would do something on a Monday that would have everybody upset, but then by Wednesday or Thursday, they would have all forgotten about it. She found out how to tamper with memories somehow, and I suspect she was using the geas to do so.”

      He shook his head and sighed. “I have my theories, but they don’t change what happened.”

      “Yeah, well, for the longest time, she claimed she was trying to track you down.” She pointed to Yuki. “Told everyone you had been attacked or whatever. Became obsessed with some old key she found, would disappear into the Library for days. She even started perusing the books down in the Vault, and we all know that’s a huge no-no, but we thought it was to help you, so nobody said anything.”

      “There are books in the Vault?” Mike tried to remember if he had seen some on his last trip there but couldn’t picture any.

      “There are supposed to be. Dangerous ones. Anyway, she started asking me uncomfortable questions about my tree. She could use a tree to walk to another one and had done some trick to open a portal in my tree that went somewhere new.”

      He nodded. “I’m familiar with this.”

      “Well, one day, a pair of centaurs came through from the other side. They wanted access to the greenhouse, and Emily was so freaked out by the fact that they had just come on over that she didn’t ever notice that only one of them went home.”

      Zel. Mike thought about how the centaur had originally come to the house. It had been through Amymone’s tree.

      “And so she chopped it down?”

      “Oh, and she was insidious about it too. Blocked off part of the spring so Naia was stuck in the house, and told everyone it was movie night. Sent Abella into the greenhouse to check on Sweet Pea because she’d been acting funny recently. Emily popped right on out and started chopping away. I couldn’t even stop her. She used some sort of spell to trap me in place. Told me all about how she was going to have Tink make a lovely wardrobe out of my tree, while clearly out of her fucking mind.”

      “I’m really sorry.” Mike hung his head and took a deep breath. “That must have been awful.”

      “Watching yourself be murdered? Yeah, it was.” She shook her head, her long hair shifting along oaken shoulders. “Anyway, you don’t read plenty of mystery novels without knowing what’s about to go down. Long before she killed me, I actually pulled the heart wood out of my tree and hid it. Think of it like the magical core. Over time, my tree would die without it, but Emily was out there with her ax long before my leaves had even wilted.”

      “Is that why you’re here?” Yuki asked.

      “Yep. My heart wood can go dormant for almost a decade before it needs to be properly planted. I figured Emily was nearing the end of her life span and had my fingers crossed that a new Caretaker would arrive and find it. In the meantime, I’m stuck here, waiting to be born anew.”

      “Where did you hide your heart wood?” Mike asked.

      Amymone smirked. “It’s hard to hide something when you can’t go away from your tree, and I was afraid Emily would find out and demand to know where it was. So I gave it to the one person who would never say a word.”

      Mike and Yuki looked at each other, then back at her.

      “Who?” Mike asked.

      Amymone’s grin faltered when she realized they weren’t going to guess. “Why, Sweet Pea, of course! The Mandragora can’t talk, and since I can talk to plants, I had her take my heart wood into the greenhouse and hide it with instructions to give it to the new Caretaker.”

      “Oh.” Mike frowned. “Um, Sweet Pea is…gone. She did this thing where she ate a witch, turned her into a plant, then had me impregnate her or something prior to wandering off to parts unknown. As far as I know, Sweet Pea is…gone.”

      Amymone’s face darkened, and thin lines formed in the bark of her skin. “Oh, please tell me you are making this up.”

      “I’m not. I wish I was. But if you have any idea where Sweet Pea hid it, then I could have the centaurs keep their eyes out for it.”

      “It’s true, an entire herd of them live in the greenhouse now!” Yuki took Amymone’s hand in her own. “Don’t give up hope!”

      “Oh, I gave up hope a long time ago.” The dryad groaned and slumped back on the dry ground beneath her, limbs outstretched. “Never thought Sweet Pea would need to be pollinated so soon. Damn.”

      “I’m really sorry.” Mike didn’t know what else to say. “What does your heart wood look like?”

      “It’s literally a piece of wood from the middle of my tree.” She stared at the sky, her eyes unblinking. “When I gave it to Sweet Pea, I made it look just like the wood from the jungle, in case it ever got spotted. I very much regret my decision now. I should have just buried it on the other side of the yard.”

      Mike said nothing while Yuki tried to comfort her friend. His eyes kept traveling up to the house itself, and he would sometimes see Emily’s face vanish from sight.

      “What is this place?” he asked. “I mean, why is there a copy of the house here?”

      “Hmm?” Amymone looked up at him. “Oh, right. You’re looking at the house when it’s asleep. When the Caretaker dies, the home slumbers and goes somewhere else. Rather than leave a giant hole in the ground, this house replaces it. That way, if someone breaks in or attempts to do harm, the real home is protected and this place acts as a decoy.”

      “How do you know all this? Don’t you sleep when the home does?”

      “Nope.” She grinned. “Naia and I take care of the house while it sleeps. She is tied to the fountain, and I to my…well, anyway, when the house falls asleep, the occupants are carried with it, and Naia stays behind to wait for the new Caretaker. Once she bonds with him or her, this place comes here once more. I actually got stuck here when I died, and when the home slept, I got to haunt the real world for a little bit. Oh, that reminds me!” She turned to Yuki. “Jenny escaped the Vault before the house fell asleep, so she’s probably roaming around and causing trouble. Might want to be a priority when you get back.”

      “Already taken care of,” Mike told her. “We’re on good terms now.”

      “Seriously?” Amymone looked at him in awe. “This guy is the real deal, isn’t he?”

      “Most days,” Yuki said with a smile.

      “Jenny did try to kill me first,” Mike added. “It’s kind of a theme.”

      Emily’s wailing pierced the air, and everyone winced.

      “So I get why you’re here,” Mike said. “But why is she up there?”

      “No idea. That cunt showed up a couple years back and never comes out of her room.” Amymone scowled. “Some days, she’ll just stare at me for hours. I have no idea what that’s about, and she seems to be putting on a special show for you two, because she’s all about her Cecilia impression today.”

      Cecilia. Mike realized that plenty of time had passed, and it was about time they got going. “So do you have any ideas how we can get back?” he asked. “That Cerberus wasn’t very friendly at all.”

      “I’ve had no problem with it, but I’m supposed to be here. You, however, are not. Hell’s guardian is actually one of several three-headed dogs in charge of making sure souls don’t just traverse the spiritual plane. It’s not just about Hell, but anywhere connected to here. I suspect you are on the Cerberus shit list as long as you are wandering around out there. So no, I don’t know how you can avoid it.” The dryad chewed her lip for a moment, then looked up at the window. “However…she might.”

      Mike looked up at the bedroom window, then back at Yuki. “Can I tell you how much I hate this?”

      “You can tell me about it, but…” Yuki summoned a spear of ice. “I’m about to go up there and find out what happens if you try to kill something that is already dead.”

      He nodded, then looked back at the window. The idea of talking to Emily gave him a serious case of the creeps because he had no idea what she might be capable of. So far, other than wailing in agony, she had done nothing, but he had learned long ago that he should never assume weakness in anyone or anything he encountered.

      “Let’s go together.” He walked toward the back door and opened it. Yuki moved inside, leaving a frosty trail of paw prints on the floor. She held her spear of ice in one hand and a handful of tarot cards in the other.

      “Hold up,” he said when they were at the stairs. “She seems content upstairs. I want to do a quick check down here, just to make sure there isn’t anything lying in wait that can trap us.”

      She nodded and gave the stairs a dirty look before they did a sweep of the bottom floor.

      The house was different. There were rooms that didn’t exist in his version of the home, and he wasn’t at all surprised that he only remembered them now that he was here in the Underworld. Memories of his first day in the home with Beth giving him a tour of the house came back to him, and he couldn’t help but smile. He had had no idea what he had gotten into, and it was weird to think he had actually been walking through this place, only to have the real house swap out on him.

      Checking the basement was the most nerve-racking. It was dark, and he was convinced something would leap out at them. The only thing that made him jump was the occasional moan that came from above, and when they finally got around to the stairs, he had Yuki take the lead.

      Once on the second floor, they checked out the other rooms first. There were extra rooms here too, and he even recognized some of the creepy dolls that had been there before. He stood for a moment in Beth’s room, then tried to open the passageway to the Labyrinth in her closet.

      The process failed. He looked over at Yuki and smiled. “This place is as ordinary as the day I moved in. It’s kind of weird, actually experiencing it again as if it’s the first time. This room is the same, but look out here.” He took her in the hall and showed her the other rooms. “This one is yours, but there’s an extra one next to it. And I guess this is where our mystery door is now, right?” He opened the door to reveal an ordinary bedroom. “I remember them now. I haven’t thought about any of these rooms since that very first night. So now I wonder if this means those rooms exist and are locked away, or if this is just an old house that my home is modeled after.”

      “Mm-hmm.” She wasn’t paying any attention to him. Her eyes and ears were focused on the master bedroom. From behind the door came the sound of a woman crying.

      Mike shivered. “Okay, well…guess it’s time to rip the Band-Aid off.” He walked down the hall and was about to turn the knob when Yuki shoved him aside.

      “Me first.” Her green eyes were now glowing with energy, as she shoved the door open and stepped inside.

      The first thing Mike noticed was how cold it was. He thought it may have been Yuki’s magic, but this was a different kind of cold that felt like the energy was being drained from him. Once they were both inside, there was no sign of Emily.

      “Where are you?” Yuki growled, and the hair along her arms and neck stood up. “I know you’re in here, Emily. You may as well come out where we can see you.”

      The curtains fluttered about as if caught in a breeze, and Mike noticed there was a nasty stain on the wooden floor approximately where Emily had died in the real world. It occurred to him that they had never gotten a chance to clean up the stain and replace the wood beneath it.

      It also occurred to him that no light seemed to reflect off the stain. It was just a pool of blackness that sucked the light out of the room.

      Yuki sniffed the air and growled, revealing a pair of nasty fangs.

      “What is it?” Mike asked, then noticed the shadow that was forming along the opposite wall. On his shoulder, Daisy buzzed angrily, and the little fairy popped out and hovered before him.

      The shadow stretched and distorted, then Emily stepped through the wall. It was as if she was being transmitted through an old tube television, only the reception was shit, because her image had a bad case of rolling static. After flickering for a few seconds, she settled into place, and her feet hit the floor. Most of the color had been leached from her body with but a few highlights of color scattered along her ethereal form.

      However, the thing he really couldn’t take his eyes off of was the giant hole where her right eye should have been. Cylindrical in shape, it went all the way through and allowed him to see the wall behind her. There was no gore—her insides were just more static that flickered about as if she was full of flies.

      “Um—” he began, but she opened her mouth and let out a shriek that modulated through several frequencies before she exploded.

      Mike grabbed Daisy, and Yuki grabbed Mike’s other hand and pulled him out of the room, but when they made it into the hall, they were now standing in the office.

      Emily sat in an ornate wooden chair and held a book in one hand and a pear in the other. She took a bite of the pear and used her pinky to sweep the juice off her chin, back into her mouth.

      “What is this?” Mike asked. His voice sounded odd, like it was coming from somewhere else. He let go of Daisy, and she resumed her perch on his collar.

      “A memory.” Yuki held on to his hand and pulled him closer to Emily. She swung her icicle like a club, and it passed harmlessly through Emily’s head, but her body flickered like a candle’s flame for just a moment.

      “But why?”

      Yuki looked back at him, her lips curled into a sneer. “Gee, I don’t know. Let me check my So You’ve Encountered Your Dead Ex in Purgatory, Now What? manual and I’ll get back to you.”

      Mike debated sharing his idea for a chapter title but thought better of it. “If it makes you feel any better, I’m not detecting any danger.”

      Her ears twitched, and she swung the icicle again. Nothing changed. “It doesn’t,” she added.

      He shrugged and watched. A couple of minutes passed, and just before he was about to speak again, a large black book fell onto the desk. It looked like the book was bound in leather, and there was a closed eye on the front.

      Mike swore he saw the eye open for a moment.

      Emily jumped out of her seat, then reached down to pick up the book. She surveyed the room, and there was a crash out in the living room.

      “Emily?” It was Yuki’s voice, but it was coming from inside the house. “Jenny got out of the Vault again!”

      “Shit.” Emily ran out of the room, leaving the book behind on the desk.

      Mike was about to follow, but the room filled with smoke, then cleared.

      They were now outside at the edge of the fountain, and Emily was busy looking at the book. Naia was singing to a small flock of birds that were bathing in her fountain, and Amymone was across from Emily on the ground, her nose buried in a book of her own.

      A spectral hand appeared on Emily’s shoulder. It was made of shadows, and when it squeezed, she sat up straight and looked around.

      “Everything okay?” Amymone didn’t even look up from her book.

      “Yeah, just a cold chill up my spine is all.” She closed the book and looked into the sky. Her blonde curls draped over her back and shoulders and caught the sun’s light, creating the illusion that she was surrounded in a golden aura. “Say, Amy, I was wondering something.”

      “Wait.” Amymone held up one finger while she finished the page she was on. At the end of her fingertip, a large maple leaf uncurled itself, and she tucked it into the book to mark her place. “Okay, what’s up?”

      “You ever wonder where a portal from your tree would go?” Emily looked over at the large oak tree that was about twenty feet from the edge of the fountain. “Only special trees can be used as portals, and once they are linked, it’s permanent. But your tree can be any type of tree, right? So you could probably become a portal tree.”

      “And?”

      “It’s probably nothing, but…now I wonder. You and your tree are the same entity, in a way, which means your tree is sentient. It was just a weird idea I had, that maybe your tree could be used to open a portal to somewhere else, like the greenhouse. A place that’s been folded away from the world.”

      Amymone bit her lip in contemplation, her dark eyes looking up as if she was trying to access files buried deep inside her brain. “Huh. You know, I’m not sure. I mean, based on how the tree portals work, the logic makes sense, but you would need to have a pretty clear image of where you were going.”

      “I see.” Emily opened the journal once more to look at a picture of a tower that had been drawn inside it with great detail. “Interesting.”

      Yuki’s hand was now crushing Mike’s. Rather than chastise her, he placed his free hand on her wrist and gave it a squeeze.

      “Just memories,” he reminded her.

      “But why?” Her voice had an edge to it, so he pulled his hand free of hers and wrapped his arm around her. She was cold to the touch, but he held her anyway.

      “She’s a restless spirit. She’s trying to show us something.” He really hoped it was important and that they weren’t just headed to a sticky end. The smoke rolled through again, and he took a deep breath of anticipation. Whereas the memories might be painful for Yuki, he was already getting some answers to questions he didn’t know he’d had.

      Emily appeared before them, standing in a room Mike recognized. It was the hidden room in the tower, and a dark figure hovered in the middle of the room. It was the shadow man, and he was holding his hand out to her.

      “She will die, you know? They all will die, but the fox means something more to you, doesn’t she?” The shadow’s form was frayed along the edges, as if a single errant thread might cause him to unravel. “I’m offering you experience and knowledge for such a small price.”

      “I’m not sure.” Emily’s arms were crossed. “It’s a piece of my soul. What will happen to it?”

      “It will be very safe with me, I assure you. It won’t even hurt. It’ll be a part of you that you don’t even realize is missing.” A grin spread across the shadow, which created an opening in his head like he was a comical stick figure. “As of now, you are destined to fade from this world, never having advanced to the next stage of the game. You are one of the last players, which means you have a chance to win it.”

      “I want to know more about this game. I keep having these weird dreams about it, but they never make any sense.”

      The shadow nodded. “Every Caretaker’s journey is different, and some of them never once heed the call. And should you win, you could be looking at the ultimate prize: immortality. Centuries to spend with your beloved, maybe even the power necessary to extend her life span as well.”

      “Immortality comes at a price. That’s one of the first rules of magic.” Emily had stiffened up, withdrawing from the shadow.

      “That is correct. However, this game predates the rules of magic. It creates a loophole, as you would call it.”

      Emily bit her lip, then looked at the stairs behind her. Mike imagined she was picturing Yuki, asleep on their bed and blissfully unaware of what was about to happen next.

      “I can feel your love for her. It is a warmth I crave for myself but will never know unless you pay the price.” The shadow’s tone had shifted, and he was now pleading. “One small piece is all it will take, and you can have forever with her if you want.”

      “I… I…” While Emily debated her response, Mike felt Yuki tighten her grip on him. He squeezed her back, causing a sob to break free.

      “I accept.” Emily held out her hand, the shadow took it, and a dark tone played that caused ripples to spread across the scene, changing it so that they were now in the Library. Emily was by herself and was frantically pulling books down from the shelves.

      “No, I will not. I will not!” She was shouting at nobody that could be seen, then her face twisted up and her eyes turned black.

      “But if you don’t, you will never be able to save her or the others.” She was speaking again, but her voice was different now, deeper and more threatening. “She would want you to have it, to use its magic to complete your spell.”

      “No!” Emily shrieked and grabbed at her face, her hands curled up. It looked like she was about to claw her own eyes out. “I can’t do that to her! I’ve already left her in that tower for so many years, I…”

      Her face twisted, and her eyes were dark once again. “What is a few years compared to eternity? All things can be forgiven in time.”

      “I won’t, I—”

      “Emily?” It was Sofia. She came around the corner of the stacks. “Were you talking to someone?”

      “Just…just myself.” She turned around, and Mike saw the black fade from her eyes. “Did you find anything about the rat king?”

      Sofia held out a book. “Yeah, so, strange thing really. The rat king is…”

      This memory faded as well, and now Emily stood in the hallway of the second floor. Around her, the rats were cowering in fear as she twitched and spasmed, and one of her hands opened up, allowing a shimmering emerald to fall out of it.

      “Why…what was I…” When she looked up, Mike saw that one of her eyes was black now, and when she spoke next, only the corners of her mouth moved.

      “You just did big magic, didn’t you?” This time, the bad voice was even stronger. “I sensed you did something, hid something perhaps. What have you done to us?”

      “Get…get out of my head!” She slammed her forehead into the wall, causing plaster to fall and the rats to flee, though a braver one scooped up the emerald on its way past. “Get out of my head!”

      Her scream shattered the room, and now they were back in the master bedroom. Emily hovered before them, and she was looking now at Yuki.

      “I’m sorry.” Emily spoke using sign language, and the fact that Mike understood it perfectly was an equal surprise. He felt Daisy shift by his ear, and he remembered the spark that had passed between them during the incident in the tub.

      Interesting, he thought.

      Yuki let out a choked cry and ran from the room, and Mike was about to follow when he heard a whisper in his ear.

      “Wait.” It was Emily, and he turned around to see that she was floating only a foot away from him. For a moment, her form was stable, as if her connection was finally strong enough to come through. “I need to tell you something,” she signed.

      “Um…” He wasn’t sure if he should try to call Yuki back, but he still didn’t have that sick feeling in his stomach that came when he was in danger. “Make it quick, I guess. But if you can pick just one method of talking, that would freak me out less.”

      “This is more efficient. Easier to concentrate, and the madness will return. Don’t trust the shadow.”

      “Oh, don’t worry. That bastard is plenty pissed at me because I refuse to buy what he is selling.”

      Emily let out a silent sigh, then signed some more. “I needed her to see.”

      “Yeah, well, we saw plenty. Why are you still here, Emily? Why haven’t you moved on?”

      “Can’t move on without the rest of my soul.” She pointed to the gap in her head, and he frowned, doing his best not to shudder. “The shadow still has it, locked in his castle.”

      She hung her head now, but her hands kept moving. “I thought I was trying to get her back. When I forgot her, all I could focus on was getting my soul back, but I was about to die. I tried to extend my life span but only made things worse. It turned out he was in control all along.”

      He had so many questions for her, but he already knew the one he wanted to ask the most. “What is the great game? I heard him mention it.”

      “A game created by the Architect. When he built the homes, he hid the same prize inside of each of them, and it was a game that has been played for centuries. Nobody knows the rules, and nobody has ever won. Confusion is supposed to be part of the puzzle.”

      “Why does the shadow want your soul?”

      “He needs it to survive. He’s like you and I, a player in the game. When he died, he was able to hang on somehow using soul magic, and he needed my soul to subsist, to keep playing the game. It gave him access to the house via my body, and toward the end, he was controlling me all day.”

      Mike opened his mouth to ask something else, but Emily flickered. The temperature in the room was warming, and he noticed how tired she looked. Tendrils of darkness were crawling in through the slats, and she turned toward them in pained resignation.

      “The madness is coming,” she signed. “One more thing to show you.”

      “I…”

      The room swirled with black clouds, and when they fell apart, he was standing in his room once more. Emily stood in front of her mirror, and her eyes were completely black. In the mirror, Emily’s eyes were blue, and her face was pleading.

      “The naga is up to something. She should have been finished with the key months ago.” Shadow Emily clenched a fist, causing the knuckles to pop.

      Emily shook her head, then held up her hands as if in prayer.

      “I suspect you have done something else. This body feels like you wore it recently. If it weren’t for your mortal need for sleep, I could just wear you around all day.” Shadow Emily paced before the mirror. “This form will not live much longer, and I need results. The others have been long suspicious, and I suspect my memory spells are wearing thin on them.”

      Emily silently stomped her feet and shook her head again, her curls falling along her shoulders.

      Shadow Emily grinned, then moved close to the mirror. “If not for the unique abilities of your little cat burglar, I wouldn’t have been able to formulate the magic necessary to alter memories. Such a unique talent wasted, but nobody even noticed when I altered the house last month. I can move from room to room undetected, and because I am not the true Caretaker, all I have to do to make sure you don’t see it happen is to stuff you away in the black place and let the geas do the rest of the work for me.”

      Emily was mad now, and she placed her hands against the glass, her fingertips turning white from the pressure.

      “I wonder…” Shadow Emily’s face stretched into a grin. “I wonder what would happen if I killed one of them? Do you think I could get away with it? Maybe the gargoyle? Or that nasty little goblin?”

      Emily was now frantic, and she was clawing at the glass.

      “Oh, I know. I could use my magic and cave in part of the nymph’s spring. She’s been asking some rather uncomfortable questions recently, and it would be a shame if I forced you to watch.”

      Emily was silently shouting, “No!” behind the glass.

      “Then tell me what you did!” Shadow Emily pressed her hands to the reflection, right on top of Emily’s. “Tell me what you did or I kill the nymph!”

      Emily’s face scrunched up with resolve, and the glass between their hands glowed bright yellow.

      “Are you seriously trying to take your body back?” Shadow Emily laughed, but Emily’s face scrunched up in concentration. As Shadow Emily kept laughing, Emily’s hands slid through the glass and merged with the shadow’s arms, as if they were being worn like gloves. The laughter stopped as Emily used those hands to strangle her own body.

      The gasps became whispers, and dark veins sprouted along Shadow Emily’s face. Inky black tears fell from her eyes as Emily kept squeezing, and after several minutes, her body went limp.

      Emily gave her body a push, causing it to slump to the floor. Shadows fled, and the mirror image stepped outside the glass, looking down at her own corpse with satisfaction.

      Outside the room, the air filled with the song of a banshee. Emily took a step away from her own corpse and was almost out of the room when she grabbed at her temples in pain. Darkness streamed into the room like water and formed into claws that grabbed at her face and pulled. The hands whipped about, then turned toward Mike.

      “Shit!” Mike stumbled backward and fell into the wall as the vision faded.

      Emily shook on the bed as the darkness enveloped her, crawling into the hole in her head. The room was now full of whispers he couldn’t decipher, and she turned into static once more and, with a final shriek, burst.

      He ran out of the room and down the stairs to where Yuki was waiting. Without saying a word, he dragged her outside and didn’t stop until they were at the edge of the fountain. Gasping for air, he looked up to see Amymone watching them.

      “Told you she was a cunt.”

      As if to punctuate the dryad’s point, Emily’s shrill scream resonated over the courtyard, and Mike covered his ears in the hopes of drowning it out.

      As the echoes faded, he shook his head. Like everything else in his life, this was far more complicated than it had at first seemed.

      ---

      Beth sat on the front porch, going over the documents one more time. In front of her, Sulyvahn was meticulously culling some dead roses from the bushes, whistling quietly to himself.

      Mike’s will had been fairly easy to write, but she couldn’t help but worry she had missed something. All it would take was a missing signature, or even an unfortunate typo, and a lawyer with the financial backing of the society would be all over it.

      It also hadn’t helped that Marco had been weird about it. While she had been able to draft the documents, it created a weird legal issue to write a will for her employer and leave half of everything to herself. She had called her former coworker up and had him come over to properly notarize everything and act as a third party to prevent any accusations of legal malfeasance.

      She had vastly underestimated Marco’s suspicion of Mike. Before Mike’s departure, they had done the signing in the front yard, surrounded by centaurs Marco couldn’t see. What should have been a relatively straightforward meeting had become a debacle.

      “You all right, love?” Sulyvahn had paused to look at her, scissors in one hand and a dying rose in the other.

      “Yeah, just thinking.” She had wanted Marco’s help in going over her own documents as a second set of eyes. Instead, he’d acted hostile toward Mike the whole time, and Beth couldn’t figure out why Mike hadn’t noticed—until he’d told her Death had been doing a running commentary of the legal proceedings over his shoulder and it had distracted him.

      Marco, mistaking Mike’s inattention as condescension, had become even more agitated when Dana had arrived looking (rightfully) half-dead. In the end, Beth had had to tell Marco to shut the fuck up and notarize their documents or she would tell his boss about his unprofessional behavior. Seething, Marco had rushed them through the process, then stormed off once they were done.

      “Ye look more lost than anythin’, darlin’.” Sulyvahn found a suitable rosebud and tucked it behind her ear, brushing a strand of hair out of her face. “Maybe we could go for a—”

      The front door slammed, and Lily came outside.

      “Oh, there you are! I’ve been looking for you for hours now.” She sat next to Beth and crossed her legs, then tossed her hair over one shoulder. “I had a question about who gets me when Daddy dies.”

      Sulyvahn laughed. “It ain’t been hours, ye scandalous harlot. I saw ye mopin’ about on the roof just a wee bit ago.”

      Lily stared daggers at Sulyvahn. “Are you still here? Shouldn’t you be hanging around a cemetery giving hand jobs to lost souls or something?”

      “Whoa, hey.” Beth set her paperwork down. “That’s no way to talk to each other.”

      “Oh, I dinna mind. The temptress has a harsh tongue, but it bothers me none at all.” Sulyvahn picked another rose and held it out to Lily. “It’s just banter, nothin’ personal, don’t ye know.”

      Lily eyed the rose suspiciously, then took it. She gave it a sniff, then tucked it into her blouse so the bud rested just above her cleavage.

      “There, see?” Sulyvahn smiled. “Now I have somethin’ pretty to look at instead of that thing ye call a face.”

      “Suly!” Beth looked at Lily, afraid how she would react.

      The succubus looked down at the rose, then back at the dullahan. She raised her hand to the rose as if she was going to crush it, then set her hand back down. After a few seconds, a smile crossed her face.

      “Okay, I like this one. Yes, I was up on the roof earlier, but I wasn’t moping. Mostly I was just enjoying the weather, but the real reason I came down was that Mike just went through the gate, so I thought I would make conversation because…” Her lips curled up, and she looked around, then pulled money out of her pocket and handed it to Beth.

      “What’s this?” Beth asked.

      “A retainer. For attorney-client privileges, so you don’t go blabbing my secrets or something.”

      “You don’t need that. You can just talk to me.” Beth pushed the money back. “Besides, I’m not that kind of lawyer.”

      She was about to open her mouth again, but Sulyvahn was grinning.

      “Oh, I’m not worried about you,” Lily said to him. “If you do something I don’t like, I’ll rip your head off and shove it up your ass.”

      “And I believe ye would, bless yer black little heart.” He chuckled and took a step back. “There’re other roses that need tendin’, so I will leave you two to yer business. I wish ye a grand afternoon, ladies.”

      Once Sulyvahn had picked up his bucket and left, Lily turned her attention back to Beth. “I’m worried about him.”

      It wasn’t the directness of the statement that hit hardest. After all, Lily was rarely subtle about anything. Instead, it was that brief moment when Lily’s eyes shimmered with moisture, as if she was holding back tears. But as far as Beth knew, succubi didn’t cry.

      At least not on purpose, anyway.

      “Is it because he went to the Underworld?” Beth asked.

      “Ugh, that too. No, it’s that stupid cunt of a queen. When he finds her, you know she’s not going to just give him what he wants. Even Cecilia doesn’t want him to come. That’s how dangerous she is.”

      “Wait, Cecilia? How do you know what Cecilia wants?”

      “She’s been bouncing around in his dreams. She can’t see me, she only has eyes for him, but sometimes I hear what she’s saying.” Lily’s head transformed into Cecilia’s. “Stay away, Mike. She’s going to hurt you. Don’t come for me. I’ll be fine.”

      It was spooky hearing Cecilia’s voice after so long, and Beth shivered. “Have you told Mike?”

      Lily laughed. “Do you think he would listen?”

      “Good point.” Beth looked out into the yard. “So what could we do to help? He won’t let anyone go with him, at least not into the fairy realm.”

      “Well, about that ten dollars…” Lily grinned. “The fairy queen made a deal with the builder, or Architect, or whatever we’re calling him. She couldn’t kill Romeo without violating the deal, and I imagine the deal itself has to be on paper somewhere, right?”

      “You want me to try to find it, don’t you?”

      Lily nodded. “If anyone can find a loophole in her deal, it would be you. Maybe it’s something that can help him, or at least keep him from being turned into a toad or something.” She stood and offered a hand. “Unless you’d rather go over that thing for a tenth time.”

      Beth laughed dryly. “So you have been watching me.”

      “Maybe.” Lily motioned her hand at Beth. “And I think I know a good person to start with. C’mon, let’s go.”

      Lily led Beth into the house, but she stopped in the hallway.

      “Hold up, let me get these put away.” Beth held up the papers.

      “I’ll be out back.” Lily walked toward the back door, and Beth went into the office. Despite it being used as research central, Mike had kept it pretty neat. She walked to the desk, opened up her designated drawer, and filed the paperwork inside.

      She was startled when she heard a loud thump, then looked up to see that a book had landed on the desk. Nobody else was in the room, and she picked it up.

      “Death, did you do that?” She wondered if the grim reaper was currently using the office. On more than one occasion, she had walked through him, but only knew this from the sudden chill in the air. “I’m about to leave. I’m just dropping something off.”

      She set the book on the desk and was almost to the door when it hit the ground. Puzzled, she looked back and saw the pages flipping by themselves, eventually coming to a stop. Was Death trying to tell her something?

      Crouching, she picked up the book and read the page.

      “Samhain,” she read aloud. “A celebration of the dead.” Curious, she turned the pages and scanned through the document. The gears of her brain turned, and her mouth dropped open.

      While Mike had been so busy trying to figure out how to get to the Underworld, he hadn’t considered what to do once he got there. Now, looking at the text before her, she felt a sense of triumph. At the start of Samhain, the veil between Earth and the other side would be at its thinnest, and the spirits of the dead would cross over, along with all manner of fae.

      Could he use this to find the fae realm? It would be like swimming up a river, but if the Underworld really was a central hub…

      Excited, she tucked the book under one arm and headed for the backyard. Once outside, she saw that Tink and some rats were busy uncoiling a large portion of wire, using a pair of large planters to help lay it out straight. Naia was in her fountain, talking to Lily, and Abella was standing at the back of the yard, staring through the open gate.

      “What the fuck were you doing?” Lily curled her lip in disapproval, and Beth held up the book.

      “I think I found something, but it can wait.”

      “I don’t think it matters. Naia doesn’t know anything about a contract.” Lily lowered her voice dramatically when she spoke next. “This surprised nobody.”

      “Be nice. Naia, are you sure you don’t remember any sort of contract with the fairy queen? Maybe a golden scroll, like the one Mike has, or mention of sending a banshee to watch over the family.”

      Naia shook her head. “I’m really sorry, but I don’t. Maybe Sofia would know, or someone else, but important documents and water don’t tend to mix well.”

      “Annoying but fair.” Lily grabbed Beth’s hand. “C’mon, let’s go see what old One-Eyed Winona has to say.”

      Beth was about to turn away when she heard Naia gasp. Tink dropped her tools and froze in place, startling the rats that were helping her. Over by the gate, Abella turned to look over her shoulder, her stone features wide in surprise.

      The nymph had gone deathly still, her mouth opening and closing like a fish as she gasped for air.

      “Lily, what’s happening to them?”

      “I don’t know.” The succubus spun about, her horns appearing over her head, but there was no enemy to be seen.

      Tink let out a shriek of anger, picked up the hammer closest to her, and threw it into the side of the house, where it busted through the siding and stuck. Abella’s face turned somber, and she turned back to the gate to resume her vigil. Naia, on the other hand, was turning translucent, ripples going up and down her body as her form wavered.

      “Naia, please, what’s going on?”

      Naia looked at Beth, her lips twitching. A single tear ran down her cheek.

      “She…she was my sister. How could I forget my sister?” Her eyes met Beth’s, and her body became translucent. “Oh, Emily, how could you?”

      Naia fell to her knees and clutched the side of the fountain, which was now overflowing onto the ground in time with her tears. Beth set the book somewhere dry and stepped into the fountain, doing her best to comfort the nymph.

      And, much to her surprise, so did Lily.

      ---

      Kisa sat on the edge of the roof, her legs dangling over the side. She had been up here for most of the day now, listening to an MP3 player Tink had scrounged up for her.

      The electricity on her floor was out due to repairs, and she had discovered a perfectly lovely spot on the roof to stretch her legs and soak up some sun. The music on the MP3 player wasn’t anything great, but it would do for now.

      Ever since Tink had given her the record player, she had found a purpose other than lounging about, a reason to live, to breathe. In between songs, she could recall memories of the old man who had helped her. His face was a constant presence during her moments of peace, and while it bothered her that she couldn’t remember who she was, it bothered her even more that she couldn’t remember him.

      But she did remember that he had taught her how to dance. It was something he had learned from his home country, and it was what he had taught at the rec center. It was her hope that maybe dancing would help her reconnect with the past, give her the answers she so desperately craved. Whoever she used to be may be gone, but the person she was when she danced still existed.

      Of course, her peace had been interrupted when Death had come up to watch her. The spooky specter was content to sip his tea and watch, and when she asked him if there was somewhere else he could be, Death had explained that he and Mike had engaged in a long chat about personal space after some important meeting.

      Once she explained to him that dancing was also private (sometimes), Death had pulled a children’s book from the depths of his robe and was busy looking through the alphabet, but he did not leave. Happy that he would at least keep to himself, she had danced some more, albeit not as enthusiastically as before.

      The events of the house were like foreign entities to her. The urge to dance called to her from the moment she woke to the moment she slept, and other than a couple of check-ins with Tink, she was perfectly fine being the ever-elusive feline of the house. She needed to work through so much of her own drama first that she felt like this approach was perfectly fine.

      However, her MP3 player had died almost twenty minutes ago, and she was deliberately leaving her earbuds in and pretending to be listening to music so she wouldn’t have to talk to Death.

      The earbuds didn’t quite fit her ears correctly, so the sound of Tink’s shout followed by something slamming into the house was perfectly audible. Crouching, she crossed the roof on all fours and looked into the backyard.

      Naia was crying in the fountain, and Beth and Lily were busy trying to console her. Curious, she leaned over the edge for a closer look, but movement in the yard caught her eye.

      When she turned her head, she saw a dark figure move past Abella, disappear through the gate in the backyard, and vanish in between the trees. It was a man, but that was about all she could tell. A growl escaped her lips, and she kept her eyes on the spot where he had disappeared.

      “I say, this is a bit dramatic, is it not?” Death had crouched right by her side, and she startled, then nearly fell. Her scrabbling claws caught the roof in time to keep her from falling free.

      “You nearly killed me just now!” she told him through gritted teeth.

      “False. I nearly collected you. There’s a difference.” He held up the children’s book to show her a picture of an X-ray next to the letter X. “I am struggling with this letter, because I don’t know if I am looking at a picture of bones or a portrait of myself. Would you assist me?”

      Rolling her eyes in exasperation, she was about to tell him no but realized that if she didn’t help him, he was likely to go downstairs and ask someone who could see him for help. She figured that now wasn’t the best time so turned her attention toward him.

      “Here, let me show you.” She took the book from him and led him away from the ledge, Naia’s cries vanishing on the breeze. “Have you ever heard the term, ‘X marks the spot’?”

      Death stopped in his tracks, a giant smile on his face. “Did you just make a map analogy? I love maps!”

      Kisa sighed in exasperation.

      ---

      Mike sat and chatted with Amymone while Yuki sat in the corner of the yard on a chair made of ice. After coming outside, the kitsune had announced that she needed some time to think and process what she had seen, so he had left her alone.

      Amymone was curious how everyone in the house was doing, so Mike answered her questions as best as he could. When the conversation about the others became thin, she asked him questions about book series she had been reading and if he knew how they had ended.

      Unfortunately, he did not. He had never been much of a reader for a bunch of reasons, and she was visibly disappointed when he couldn’t tell her anything about the books. Still, she seemed happy to chat with him about anything and everything, and it was only after he checked the time on his phone that he decided he may need to move things forward.

      He excused himself and walked across the yard to where Yuki sat. She was on her throne with Daisy on her shoulder, and she was wistfully looking at something in her hands.

      “Hey.” He put his hands in his pockets and waited. If his phone was correct, evening was well on its way, and he had no idea if this place had nocturnal cycles as well or if it stayed the same. It also occurred to him that he should have asked Amymone about it because it would have given them something with actual substance to talk about. “What are you looking at?”

      Yuki lifted her hand and flipped the object over. It was a tarot card with a man and a woman standing apart from each other, and the word LOVERS was written on the bottom.

      “When I made this, I had it in my head that I would use it on Emily.” She turned the card around so she could see it once more, then rubbed her eyes with her free hand. “I had this weird fantasy that I would use it on her, make her fall in love with me once again, then leave her ass in another dimension to pine over me.”

      Mike nodded. “I guess that’s only fair.”

      She groaned and leaned forward in her chair. “That’s probably a lie though. I was so angry and full of rage that’s what I wanted to happen. But knowing me, I may have used it and just pretended all was forgiven, at least until the next time she pissed me off. It’s hard to say. I was a different person in the tower, after all.”

      She meant it literally and figuratively. Emily had taken some of Yuki’s magic by removing her eye, and when Mike had put it back, most of Yuki’s rage had left her.

      “So it makes someone fall in love with you? Seems kind of…” He tried to think of the best word for it but couldn’t. Trying to talk ethics with a three-hundred-year-old fox spirit who had a broken heart wasn’t a battle he thought he could win. “Powerful,” he finished.

      “Indeed. The magic is much like the card, so it’s interpretive.” She spun the card between her fingers and tucked it in her sleeve like she was doing a magic trick. “It’s meant to seek out feelings related to love. Things like passion, loyalty, even friendship. Then it amplifies them and overrides negative emotions.”

      “So it doesn’t just make them super horny or anything?” He felt the phantom itch of Mandragora pollen in his collar and scratched it.

      “No, nothing like that. Not that it matters, because I don’t feel like making anyone fall in love with me. What could easily be the most powerful card in this deck ended up being a giant waste of my time.”

      “Well, maybe not. You never know, right?” Realizing he had no evidence to back this up and that he was only saying it to make her feel better, he changed the subject. “So I spoke with Amymone for a bit and learned she has absolutely no idea how to deal with our dog problem. You don’t happen to have a card in there that makes you super strong, do you? ’Cause apparently Hercules choked the shit out of one until it passed out, and I’m not even sure how to go about doing that to something with three heads.”

      “You’re lucky this one doesn’t have more than that.” She pulled her cards out and fanned through them. “I don’t know. I might be able to get creative, but I wasted so many of my good cards trying to smash you into paste.”

      “Must not have been that good,” he told her with a grin. “Because I assure you I am quite smashable.”

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “Was that…did you seriously just make a joke about your sex life?”

      “According to the others, my skill set is primarily getting real lucky or fucking my way out of trouble.” He shrugged, then took a seat on the ground. “Figured I would work on not needing to do either, but apparently I’m always going to be in over my head on every problem. For example, did you expect a three-headed hellfire-breathing dog today? Because it wasn’t on my bingo card.”

      “How about running into your dead ex who gave away a part of her soul to protect you only to ruin your life?” Yuki slumped in her chair. “On the one hand, I’m glad to know it wasn’t something I did. But on the other hand, she royally fucked everything up, and she did so in my name. Everything that happened was because of me.”

      “No, absolutely not true.” Mike scooted closer and took her hand in his. “My mom used to get blackout drunk all the damn time and blame me for the dumbest things as a kid. How she treated me was the reason we kept getting bounced from place to place, and I was convinced for so many years that I was the problem. After several years of therapy, I was finally able to accept that her actions were not a reflection of me, and the same goes for you, Yuki. I know we don’t have the full story yet, and most likely never will, but whatever she thought she knew was coming, she should have trusted you and the others with it and seen if you were up to the task.”

      “Hindsight is twenty-twenty.” She blew an errant hair off her face, then sighed. “For example, we shouldn’t have come to the Underworld now that we know Fido has a hard-on for eating people who shouldn’t be here.”

      “I should have brought dog treats or something.” He stood and brushed the dirt off his pants. “I’m thinking our best option is to run. I can tell if we are running toward or away from danger, and I’m guessing that the reason we ended up here is because our route home was cut off. That damn dog can’t come in, so we should find out if it wandered off first. If not, let’s cut across to the other side and get a good head start.”

      “And then what?”

      “Follow my gut.” He patted his belly, giving her a grin. “It will take us home or somewhere equally safe. That’s the hope, anyway.”

      “Ugh.” She stood and tilted her head from side to side, then stretched. “Running seems like a stupid choice, but it’s the only one we have—unless we want to try to send Daisy out. I don’t know that she could even find her way back. At least you’re a good runner. I was a bit surprised, to be honest.”

      “Yeah, that’s a recent thing.” He followed her to the back of the house, and they stood just outside the open gate. The woods were still filled with an ominous mist, but they were quiet.

      They sent Daisy on a quick perimeter sweep. When the fairy returned, she informed them there was no sign of the hellhound, and Mike hoped that meant it had wandered off. With tentative steps into the mysterious wilderness, he felt no sense of incoming danger and chanced a quick look back at the house.

      Up in the window, Emily appeared briefly, her hand against the glass.

      “Let’s go,” he said, then moved forward with purpose. Yuki kept up with no problem, and once they were far enough away, they stopped in between a pair of large trees to get their bearings.

      Mike closed his eyes and thought of home first, then Naia. He was part of the house and even her, and he wondered if he could use that to guide him. It reminded him of the time Lily had tried to kill him in the Dreamscape, and his magical bond with the nymph had saved him then, so why not now?

      He concentrated on Naia and felt a sense of sadness overcome him. Had something happened at home? The world around him was eerily quiet, and he could almost picture her fountain in his mind. Except it wasn’t just her he saw. It was Lily, too, and Tink, and even Abella. They were all clustered together by the fountain, around Naia, their voices like faint whispers in the wind.

      The sensation was little more than a tickle, but he felt it somewhere to the right and turned.

      “This way,” he said and moved forward. Yuki followed him for a while, then took point, her gaze scanning the mists. Dark figures wandered about as if lost, and the few times he came close enough to make out any detail, they simply vanished from sight.

      “They are damned,” Yuki told him, her nose wrinkled. “I can hear them calling to one another, but nobody answers. It’s a bit unsettling.”

      “Then let’s get out of here so you don’t have to hear it.” They continued onward for what felt like hours, and the tickle became an itch right between his eyes. They said nothing, which helped Mike concentrate on home, and the itch was becoming a pressure in his chest now, as if his heart was being tugged on by strings.

      “I think we’re getting—” he started, but then a cold feeling descended on his gut, and he saw the dark shapes in the fog disperse and vanish.

      Somewhere in the mist, heavy footsteps crunched on leaves, and the sudden intake of air through the beasts’ many nostrils was like nails down a chalkboard.

      Mike pulled out his phone. Yuki put her hand on his shoulder, and when he looked at her, he saw the fear in her eyes.

      Setting an alarm for sixty seconds, he looked around the forest, trying to track where the sniffing was coming from.

      “What are you doing?” whispered Yuki.

      “Buying us some time,” he whispered back. “The alarm will go off and draw it in.”

      “Oh.” Yuki pulled a card from her sleeve and took his phone. “Here, hold on.”

      She blew on the tarot card, and it hovered in the air. She put the phone on top and summoned tiny ice clamps to hold it in place. Mike pushed the start button and watched as the card and his phone zipped away into the woods. He wondered if insurance would cover loss in the Underworld but figured he would just order another one. Hopefully Quetzalli hadn’t fried out his new computer since he’d left, because that was where the most recent backup of his phone was.

      The sniffing came closer, and the blazing eyes of Cerberus twinkled in the mist like stars. It was coming closer, and he and Yuki hid behind the trees to buy themselves a few more seconds.

      The distant tones of his alarm echoed through the mist, and Cerberus charged toward it, kicking up dirt and leaves that splashed against the trees they were hiding behind. They both waited until it was some distance away, then broke into a run.

      What started as a jog soon turned into a sprint, and he was surprised how easy it was to breathe. Yuki turned into a fox and ran by his side, her tails twirling about as if they propelled her. Somewhere in the distance, he heard the growling of Cerberus, followed by the snapping of teeth.

      The phone went silent.

      The sensation of home was even closer now, and the trees seemed to be spreading apart. However, the sound of heavy paws behind them grew louder, and he took a look over his shoulder to see a pair of eyes glowing in the mist. Cerberus was on their trail once more, and it was going to be a race to the finish.

      Yuki started zigzagging behind him, leaving a frosty trail that sprouted into low ice walls punctuated with spikes. He heard Cerberus crash into them and roar, which caused him to grit his teeth. The damn thing was fast, and he suspected his luck was about to run out.

      His heart pounded in his chest, fueled by terror. He realized now that the sound of paws was no longer behind them but off to the side. It occurred to him that they were primarily running in a straight line, and it looked like Cerberus had caught on.

      Glowing eyes appeared in the mist to his left, and a giant ball of fire formed beneath them. Unable to dodge, he dropped and slid. A jet of fire carved its way through the trees where his head had been, and he managed to stumble back to his feet in time to leap forward and dodge another blast.

      Yuki formed a massive ice wall between him and Cerberus. Another blast of fire melted a clean hole through it and was followed by a thick, shaggy head. Massive teeth were the only thing Mike’s brain processed, and he bolted forward.

      Cerberus roared and crashed through the ice wall, sending chunks of it everywhere. A large piece caught Mike in the small of his back, and he let out a gasp of pain before falling to the ground. He rolled to his feet, and suddenly Yuki appeared between him and Cerberus.

      “Go!” she shouted, then fanned out her tarot cards with one hand and summoned up a volley of ice. All three heads were now focused on her, and their jaws opened wide to reveal fire that swirled and danced among their teeth.

      Mike tackled her from behind, causing the concentrated fire blasts to tear the forest apart above them. Her ice magic spiraled outward, sending icicles in every direction, and her tarot cards fluttered about like falling leaves. The smell of burning hair filled the air, and when he rolled off her, he saw that a giant chunk of her hair had been melted away.

      Cerberus was on top of them now, and the center head opened wide above them.

      Mike screamed in anger, and the banshee’s cry caused Cerberus to back up in confusion and whimper. It pawed at multiple sets of ears, then shook its head and stumbled about.

      Yuki held her own ears as he screamed again, but the effect had already diminished. Cerberus charged forward and headbutted both of them, knocking them away from each other. Mike fought to clear the branches and leaves from his face and was startled to see three very angry heads above him.

      As he opened his mouth to scream once more, a heavy paw pinned him in place, and he let out a high-pitched squeal instead. Unable to breathe, he turned his face away from the sharp claws in front of him and saw Yuki struggling to her feet. She was searching the ground, her hands frantically overturning leaves.

      “Keep running,” he gasped, then tried to push himself free. Cerberus was crushing him, and his mind went to everybody at the house, flipping among each of them and then finally settling on Cecilia.

      She wasn’t even going to be there to help him cross over. Angry, he continued to fight, but all he could smell was sulfur and dog breath.

      Daisy fluttered out of his collar and danced around, trying to distract the heads. With a snort, Cerberus blew the fairy away, and she tumbled into the leaves.

      A large icicle slammed into the head on the left, then a volley of razor-sharp swords crossed the muzzle of the head in the middle. The head on the left opened its jaws wide and fired a jet of flame in Yuki’s direction, and she dove to the side and threw a handful of tarot cards at Cerberus.

      In the explosion of magic that ensued, Mike closed his eyes and looked away from the torrent of wind, fire, earth, and rain that cascaded down around him. He felt a jolt like an electric shock, and the massive weight on his chest diminished but didn’t leave. A storm formed, and over the howling of the forest, he wrapped his arms around Cerberus’s paw and tried to push it off him.

      Unable to catch his breath, he couldn’t get enough leverage to lift the paw free, and he moved his hands around in an attempt to get a good grip on it. The paw no longer felt right, and he wondered if the mighty beast had been toppled, which would allow him to squirm free and run.

      “Chikuso!” This came from Yuki, and he turned his head toward her and opened his eyes, but his vision was obscured by hair. He could just make out her prone form, green eyes wide with alarm.

      He wiggled his toes real quick, suddenly afraid that maybe he had been smashed or ripped in half, but she wasn’t looking at him but just above.

      The weight on his torso shifted, and what he thought was a paw used a pair of arms to push away from him. Stunned, his mind ran through all the possibilities as he found himself looking once more into the six fiery eyes of Cerberus, only now the beast was in the form of a young woman with three heads. Unruly hair blocked his view of what the rest of her looked like.

      She was gazing at him with confusion and uncertainty, and he looked to Yuki for any sort of explanation.

      “It was the Lovers card,” she groaned, her hand on her side. “I was throwing Minor Arcana at it, and that one got mixed in.”

      “But what does that mean?” he asked, then looked back up at Cerberus. Cerberus was wearing a black leather dress, and all three necks were adorned with a black-and-red collar bedazzled with spikes.

      “We…are…Cerberus.” When Cerberus spoke, each head took a turn, which made him wonder if they were of one mind or just thought alike. He saw that the head on the left had a nasty cut on her cheek, and the one in the middle had a set of scratches across the bridge of her nose.

      “Um…Yuki, what do I do?”

      “The card is meant to make someone fall in love,” she explained. “But I don’t know what that means to Cerberus.”

      “We…are…Cerberus!” They were looking down at Mike expectantly, but he wouldn’t classify their demeanor as friendly. It was almost angry.

      “Hi Cerberus, I’m Mike.” He held up a hand and waved.

      “Mike is…new master…to Cerberus?” She didn’t look convinced, and the head on the right was now sniffing him.

      Yuki groaned again, and when he looked over at her, he saw that she was using ice magic on a burn on her side. Her robes had been burned, and he could see ruined flesh beneath.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      “Hellfire just missed me,” she explained through gritted teeth. “It’ll heal, but I need a bit. Mike, her tail isn’t wagging. You’d better figure this out quick.”

      He looked back at Cerberus and nodded.

      “Yeah, sure, I am absolutely your new master.” He smiled, then wondered if smiling would seem too threatening. Was showing teeth to a dog okay? Was Cerberus even technically a dog now?

      All three heads were sniffing him now, and he saw that Cerberus still had ears like a dog, sharp pointed ones that stood at attention. Her skin tone was similar to his own when he spent too much time in the sun (which was almost never), and he held still as she gave him a once-over.

      “Master smells,” each head began.

      “Of human,” finished the first head with a growl.

      “Of demon,” said the second head with a grin.

      “Of the fae,” finished the third head with a snarl.

      Well, that answered his question about individuality. He took a deep breath and put his hand on the center head’s forehead. She smiled and leaned into it, letting him scratch her ears.

      “Cerberus forbids…passage to mortals,” said the first and third heads.

      “I am no mere mortal, Cerberus.” Mike kept petting the center head, trying to keep her happy. He wasn’t sure who controlled what, but this one seemed to like him. When she looked at him, her eyes were no longer red but an ominous black. The others, however, still had fire in their eyes.

      “Humans are forbidden,” said the first head, and he felt the hand on that side of Cerberus dig claws into his shoulder.

      “Fae are forbidden,” said the third head, and the other hand reached for his throat. He looked at the center head. If he drew an invisible line separating Cerberus into three parts, maybe there was something he could do to get the upper hand after all.

      “Yuki?” He looked over at the kitsune, who was lying on her back against a log. “Is that tail wagging?”

      “Ye…yeah.” She was taking deep breaths and digging through some of her cards. “Why?”

      Mike grinned and moved his hand down the center head’s cheek.

      He didn’t have the strength of Hercules. Strangling such a beast would be impossible, even as she was right now. However, he had something even better, and while Cerberus was under the effects of the Lovers card, he was finally going to be able to play to his strengths.

      “You’re a good girl, aren’t you?” he asked, and he stared deep into her eyes, willing his magic to life.

      “We are not…,” said the first head.

      “…a good girl,” said the third head.

      The middle head ignored the others, her adoring eyes now locked on his face. She opened her mouth and panted, and he traced his thumb and finger around her lips, then slid the tip of his finger inside her mouth.

      Naia’s magic rumbled inside him, bouncing around as if ready to escape, and it told him exactly what he needed to know about the mythical beast and what she needed.

      “Suck it,” he told her, and the middle head complied. His magic was now streaming from his finger into her mouth, and her eyes widened in surprise.

      The first head curled her lips into a snarl, but then her face went slack as the fire went out of her eyes.

      “Master…not human,” she said, then sniffed him again. She relaxed her hold on his shoulder, and he used his other hand to pet her head and rub her ears as well.

      “That’s right, Cerberus. I used to be human but not anymore.” The center head was letting out cute little squeaks while she sucked on his finger, and Mike moved his hand along the first head’s cheek.

      “Be careful about what you say,” Yuki warned. “I’m willing to bet Cerberus can tell if you are lying.”

      “I don’t need to lie to Cerberus, because she’s a very, very, very good girl.” He looked over at the third head and smiled. He could see uncertainty in her eyes, and the hand that had been trying to squeeze his neck had relaxed. “In fact, I would like to get a better look at you. Would you—”

      A flash of cold ran through his body, and he listened and went silent. Cerberus waited expectantly, and Naia’s magic filled him in a moment later. Cerberus was a being of three minds with the personality of a dog. A request would likely not be obeyed and would break the spell.

      A command from her master? Now that was a different story altogether.

      “Cerberus? Sit.”

      Cerberus sat, causing her weight to shift off him and between his legs, and his finger popped free of her mouth. He scooted away, making sure to keep eyes on each of the heads. One and two seemed thoroughly enchanted with him, but three was still uncertain. He stood and brushed some leaves off himself before placing his hand once more on the center head.

      She was the key to his plan, and he let his magic flow over her. He could see Cerberus much better now. She wore a dark leather dress that clung to her skin, and her arms and legs were streaked with dark fur that matched her hair.

      Matched his hair. He touched it and realized it was the same color as his own. Had the Lovers card tried to match him to Cerberus? It was an interesting conversation for another time. Her dress was short, allowing her thick, hairy tail to wag on the ground. She was on her knees with her legs apart, and he caught just a hint of dark panties beneath her skirt.

      The middle head sighed, and Cerberus shifted on the ground. Already a damp spot was forming in the middle of her panties, and he grinned. If the middle head was connected to the tail, it made sense that she would have been the fastest path to her libido. He had never had a dog while growing up, but he knew enough about how pack hierarchies worked, and it was time to assert some dominance.

      “Cerberus is a good girl,” he told them and placed his hand on top of the third head. Her red eyes faded to black, and she gazed up at him in wonder.

      Due to having three heads, Cerberus had a very wide torso that narrowed down to a normal-sized waist and very thick thighs. However, with so much room across her chest, he was not surprised to see that she actually had three ample breasts that strained against the leather fabric of her dress.

      “Yuki, how long do you think she’ll be transformed like this?” If he was going to take this creature of Hell, he was going to have to go all the way.

      “I’m not a fucking Magic 8 Ball,” she replied with a growl. At the sound of her growl, all three of Cerberus’s heads turned to look at her with a growl of their own.

      “No, bad girl,” Mike told them, and they looked back at him in embarrassment. “That’s Yuki, and she is my friend.”

      “Yuki is master’s friend…so Yuki is Cerberus’s…friend.”

      “That’s always gonna freak me out,” Yuki muttered from the sidelines.

      “Yeah, well, it’s about to get a lot freakier.” He unzipped his pants and pulled them down, and his semirigid cock fell free. Cerberus gazed at it in awe, though the middle head was also panting. Convinced that he commanded their full attention, he let the magic do its work, and his cock rose to its full length. He moved close, the tip of his cock now almost touching the middle head’s nose. She was drooling now, and he continued to caress and pet the other two heads.

      “Suck it.”

      The middle head opened her mouth wide, revealing a wicked pair of canines and a long tongue. She took just the head of his cock into her mouth, and he helped guide the other two heads in. Cerberus’s shoulders folded in as the heads on the side tried to meet in the middle, their tongues now licking the length of his shaft.

      Three mouths on his cock was a surreal experience, and he alternated which heads he was petting as Cerberus continued to blow him. The middle head moaned, his cock popped free of her mouth, and the first head took its place. Now with two heads on the same side of his dick, they fought to get in and comply with his command.

      His magic was now crawling all over Cerberus, and each breast was adorned with a very stiff nipple that strained against the thick fabric suppressing it. The hellhound was letting out tiny gasps and moans, and he leaned back to see that one hand was frantically rubbing at their crotch through soaking-wet panties.

      Good, he thought. “Pull down the top of your dress, Cerberus.”

      She complied, revealing three breasts. The ones on the outside were round and larger than the one in the middle. Streaks of fur adorned the sides, and he reached down to pinch one of the nipples.

      The corresponding head gasped and lost her place on his cock. They pushed one another aside until all three of them were sucking on him once more, and he put his hands back on their heads and started switching between them. He gave each head a solid minute or two to suck on his cock, then would pull out and go to another, leaving the previous head to whimper and growl until she could reconnect. It was no longer just his magic functioning either—he could sense some sort of residual magic from the use of the tarot card, and his bond with Cerberus was strengthening.

      As much fun as it was to have three women fighting over his cock, and to see long strings of saliva keep them all connected, he knew if he was going to establish himself as the alpha, he needed to take this much further.

      “Enough.” He pulled his cock away, Cerberus’s faces became desperate, and she reached for him with eager hands. “Turn around,” he told her.

      She obeyed. Cerberus spun around and lifted her ass in the air. It was a nice, thick ass to go with her big thighs, and when he flipped her skirt up over her cheeks, her tail wagged in anticipation.

      He didn’t even bother pulling down her panties. Once he was on his knees, he shoved them to the side, pressed his cock against the tight lips of her pussy, and eased himself in.

      Cerberus let out a cascade of yips and growls as he penetrated her with some difficulty. Once he was fully inside, he held still and listened as all three heads growled at the same time, a sound that resonated in his head. She wiggled their hips back and forth, and the growls transformed into moans and whimpers.

      He put his hands on her ass and started fucking her, slow at first. It was an amazing sensation, hearing the pleasure of a woman in triplicate. While the middle head obviously had the best connection to the genitals, the others clearly felt everything he did, and he had to grab her tail and tuck it under one arm to keep it from hitting him in the face.

      “Cerberus is…a good girl…for master.” When Cerberus spoke, her voices were now punctuated by tiny cries of delight. His magic was crawling over her and disappearing in her fur and hair. Her dark fur was lightening to a shade of gray in places, and all three heads moaned as he grabbed her by the breasts and leaned back, causing her to sit on his cock.

      The cries of ecstasy scattered through the forest as he played with all three of her breasts. Cerberus was now masturbating furiously with both hands, and he felt the charge build between them as his magic bounced around inside her, stirring her into a frenzy.

      The inner walls of her vagina clenched against him, and all three heads howled at the same time when she came. Her back went rigid, which caused him to tip over backward. Cerberus leaned forward, and his cock popped free.

      “Oh, no you don’t,” he muttered, then sat up, grabbed her hips from behind, and slid himself back inside. Cerberus groaned, and he pulled the side heads by the hair as he fucked her frantically. He was so close to coming, and he needed to be inside her when he did.

      When he fired a thick rope of cum inside the hellhound, his magic went with it, bouncing around inside Cerberus. This time when the hellhound came, the center head barked and let loose a ball of fire nearly two feet wide that immolated a nearby tree.

      “Oh, sweet Jesus,” Mike muttered, then felt his magic reenter his body. He groaned as his balls suddenly felt heavy, and he pulled out of Cerberus. A thick glob of his cum fell out of her just before her panties slid back over, and he rolled her onto her back. “No fire on master, okay?”

      All three heads nodded, and he sat down on her belly and squeezed her breasts with his hands, his hard dick resting on her cleavage.

      “Who does Cerberus belong to?” he asked while pinching her nipples.

      “We belong…to you…master.”

      “That’s right, you do.” He slid his dick between two of her boobs. “Press them together,” he commanded.

      She obeyed, and he tit-fucked her at a good pace, his cum and hers acting as lubrication. The nearest two heads stuck out their tongues and licked at the head of his cock every time it poked through, and when the third head started to whimper, he moved his cock over to the other cleavage and slid it in between those breasts. Now the first head was moaning in frustration, sticking out her tongue and just barely touching the tip of his cock. He continued to alternate, and the pressure built inside him, the magic sizzling across his belly and along his pubes.

      When he came again, it was in thick, shimmering torrents that coated all three of Cerberus’s heads. They eagerly lapped it up, licking her fingers and one another’s cheeks to swallow it.

      “I just marked my territory. You belong to me now,” he told them, hoping that it would suffice. With a groan, he sat back to admire the view. When she was sufficiently clean, Cerberus leaned forward and threw her arms around him.

      “Cerberus loves master,” the heads declared at the same time, tipping him over. He could see her tail wagging over her shoulder, and he let out a sigh of relief and petted each head.

      “Cerberus is a good girl, isn’t she?” He kissed each of the heads on the forehead.

      At his side, Yuki cackled, then let out a groan. “You’re right, that was weird. Now see if she knows how to get home, would you? I could really use a nice, cool bath.”

      Daisy was sitting on Yuki’s head, and she scowled at Cerberus.

      “Tell that bitch to stay away from me,” she signed. “Or I’ll rip her fucking ears off.”

      “How about it, Cerberus? Do you know the way to the mortal realm?” He scratched several ears.

      “Cerberus knows!” She stood and adjusted the top of her dress so she was adequately covered, then turned around, sniffing the air.

      Involuntarily, Mike sniffed as well. His senses were flooded with the smells of dry earth and dead leaves, and it caused him to sneeze.

      “This…way…master,” Cerberus said, then burst into dark smoke and re-formed into a giant three-headed dog. She paused to give him a playful lick, which drenched his face, then trotted through the mist until she was barely visible.

      Cerberus turned around and waited. Mike helped Yuki to her feet, then paused to pick up a few tarot cards that were lying around. When he handed them to Yuki, he looked at Cerberus, and a grin blossomed across his face. He opened his mouth to speak, but Yuki covered it with her hand.

      “Please. I already know you’re going to ask if we can keep her, and you already know I’m going to groan and roll my eyes at you, so let’s skip ahead, shall we?”

      He snorted and started walking toward Cerberus. “Fine. I just hope she’s house-trained.”

      Yuki groaned.
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      Kisa sat on the roof of the house, her eyes locked on the wrought-iron gate at the back of the property line. It had been over a week since Mike had gone through it and returned with the devil dog in tow. Despite his reassurance that Cerberus was no longer a danger to them, all she could picture in her mind was being chased through the misty woods by a fire-breathing beast. Even though Cerberus was still tethered to the Underworld, Kisa was wary.

      Memories of her own trip into the Underworld from so long ago had rushed in on her like ice water. She had fled from the sight of the creature to hide somewhere deep in the house. It wasn’t until Tink had tracked her down later that she’d been able to calm down and return to the rest of the house. She hardly ever went into the backyard anymore, afraid Cerberus might come through the gates and pounce on her.

      Her deep-seated fear of the devil dog was instinctual, and it was yet another cat-related problem that bothered her. Death had been very impressed by Mike’s journey into the Underworld but very disappointed when he’d learned nobody had thought to map the place while they were there.

      “Aha, I have it!” Death sat next to her on the roof, his robes pulled up to reveal bony legs as he frantically scribbled in his notebook. He flipped it over to reveal that he had, in fact, written the word CAT in blue crayon. He had also drawn a highly unflattering picture of her beneath it.

      She scowled and took the picture from him. “You spelled it right, but did you have to draw giant tits with nipples on me? They’re bigger than my head.”

      “Hmm?” He took the drawing back and examined. “Ah, I see. In my haste to identify your gender as a woman, I neglected to account for scale. I should draw your breasts much smaller next time, or maybe not at all.”

      “Don’t draw my tits at all!” she yelled, then snatched the drawing out of his bony hands. Death regarded her patiently for over a minute before she groaned and handed him the paper back. “I’m sorry I yelled at you. I’m just…grumpy is all.”

      “I’ll bet,” said a voice from behind her, and she jumped to her feet and spun around to see Mike standing there. He wore a button-down shirt with a pair of slacks. Without any difficulty, he walked down the sloped roof toward them. “May I?”

      “Yes, Mike Radley.” Death handed over the paper and waited while Mike scrutinized it.

      “You did a very good job,” Mike told him. “Did the thicker crayons help?”

      “They did indeed, Mike Radley. However…” Death held up his fingers to reveal blue smudges of wax all across them. “There seems to be a trade-off for their convenience.”

      “I would assume fine motor control can be learned, but you don’t have any muscles, so I’m not sure where that leaves us. Still, this shows a lot of improvement, and I think this one should go on the fridge.” He handed it back.

      “You honor me with your words, Mike Radley.” Death took the drawing and clutched it tightly against his chest. “I shall put it up at once so that all may be proud of my achievements.”

      “Sounds goo—no, not that way!” Mike stuck out his hand as Death hopped off the side of the roof and plummeted to the ground. “Tink, dodge!”

      There was a loud thud, followed by Tink shrieking in anger. Death had plummeted into the worktable she had set up beneath them and caught the edge of it, launching her tools across the yard, some of which landed in Naia’s fountain.

      Shrieking, Tink held up her hammer like she was going to throw it. Death shouted his apologies, which nobody else could hear, before letting himself into the house. Tink threw her hammer into the bushes, causing a pair of rats to burst free and run for safety in the garage.

      “Jeez,” Kisa muttered, looking over the edge. “He’s like a child. You know that, right?”

      “We were all children once. It’s only a matter of time before something comes along to burn away that innocence.” He rubbed his side with one hand, right by his hip. “I wanted you to know I’ve noticed how much time you spend with him. Thank you.”

      “Please. He follows me around is all.” She walked along the edge of the roof, her back to Mike. He had barely said anything to her since his return from the Underworld. The few times she had seen him for longer than a few seconds, he had been busy either researching something or spending time with one of the others.

      Time fucking them, that was. It had been a shock the first few times she had walked in on Mike with one of the other girls, but now she had seen him have sex with almost everybody in the house. She had been dumb enough to ask Death about it, which had turned into an hours-long explanation regarding his take on human relationships. However, she had learned from Abella that Mike and Naia shared some sort of spiritual bond that made the others so attracted to him.

      Whatever magic he possessed didn’t seem to have any effect on her, thank God. She felt embarrassed by how eager the others were to please him, treating him like a celebrity rock god or something. They seemed to fall over one another trying to make him happy, and if he weren’t so damn nice to everybody, she probably would have left out of disgust.

      Still, when he had appeared on the roof, she couldn’t help but notice that his hair was perfectly styled, and the wind on the roof ruffled his shirt in a manner that highlighted the muscles in his chest. Even Mother Nature was falling over herself to make him look good, and she snorted at the idea.

      “It really is appreciated,” he said. “I’ll admit, I get stuff done much faster without having to explain myself to him, so you’ve been a big help to me. But that’s not why I’m up here.”

      “Oh?” She smirked and turned around, but was surprised to see he had removed his shoes to walk along the edge right behind her. “Aren’t you afraid you’ll fall?”

      “Used to be. Heights don’t bother me anymore.”

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “How did you get up here, anyway?”

      “Climbed up,” he answered. “Abella told me you were here and offered me a lift, but she has a habit of demanding certain favors from me afterward.”

      Kisa snorted again, then looked away. Indeed.

      “Anyway, the real reason I came up here was because of Zel’s ceremony tomorrow. She’s becoming the official chieftain of the whole herd, and she invited some of us to come and take part.”

      She had no interest in the centaurs other than to watch them out in the front yard as they worked. If nothing else, they had been entertaining to observe. “Why do you think they want me there?” she asked, then scampered up the roof to hop onto one of the turrets.

      “They didn’t request you specifically.” Mike stood just below the turret now. “I was just wondering if you wanted to go with me. There’s supposed to be dancing and music, and I thought you might enjoy getting out of the house for a bit.”

      She stopped on the edge of the turret, then turned around. “What kind of music?”

      “I have no idea,” he told her, then turned to look over the yard. “It’s really pretty up here.”

      She scowled, ready to tell him the roof was hers. Abella usually kept to herself, which meant that Death was the only other person who ever came here. However, she bit her tongue.

      “Anyway, if you wanted to come, I thought you should have a heads-up so you can pick out a dress or something. Tink is making a dress for herself and offered to make you one too.”

      “Tink…is going?” The idea of Tink going too brought up a weird feeling in her chest. Though some of her memories had returned, they were sporadic and rarely made sense. Her love-hate relationship with the goblin was something she struggled to understand, and this was one of those times. It shouldn’t matter to her that Tink was going, but for some reason, it did.

      “She is but mainly because I told her she needs a break. She’s had to rewire the entire house and upgrade the circuit box, which hasn’t been done since it was first installed sometime last century. She’s trying to put more safeguards in as a result of Quetzalli’s mishaps so she doesn’t have to keep working on it. Apparently the wires have melted in some places, and she’s fairly certain if the house weren’t magic, a fire would have been started. I think we could all use some downtime. Oh, right. Speaking of wires…”

      He pulled something out of his pocket and held it out to her. She took it from him and saw that it was an electronic device with a touch screen and a pair of earplugs.

      “It’s the latest iPod,” he explained. “It’s kind of like a phone, but it’s for playing music. I went ahead and loaded a bunch of stuff on there and started a Spotify account for you, which is a way to listen to new stuff. The record player is fun and all, but you can use the wireless earbuds to listen to your music wherever.”

      He gave her a brief rundown of how everything worked, and she tried her best to follow. She had been asleep for so long that the latest technology was like magic to her, but the touch interface seemed simple, and she was able to get the earbuds to fit in her ears with a little bit of help. She was pleased to hear the stream of tunes when she hit play, but then paused the music.

      “What’s the catch?” she asked him, suddenly suspicious.

      “There isn’t one. I know you like to dance is all, and the wireless buds will make it easier for you to dance wherever you want. Oh, but be careful not to lose them. I had trouble getting those ones. Apparently, there’s a bit of a shortage.”

      She looked at the iPod, then back at him. “No, really. There has to be a catch. You want something, don’t you? Give me a gift, make a small request, make me feel like I owe you something.”

      He shook his head. “Nope. As Caretaker, I’m supposed to make sure everyone is happy and healthy, or at least that’s my take on it. I don’t even know you that well, but I have noticed you love music and like to be on your own. This way, you can do both. Anyway, I need to get downstairs. I promised Jenny a game of checkers.” He walked away from her and toward a corner of the roof where he was able to drop down a level before climbing onto a drainpipe and going the rest of the way down.

      Kisa snorted, then pulled one of the buds out of her ear to examine it. It looked like something from space, but the sound quality seemed pretty nice.

      “There’s always a catch,” she muttered.

      “You’d think so,” said a feminine voice from behind her. Kisa startled and dropped the earbud only for a black scorpion’s tail to whip around her and snag it with a pair of pincers on the end.

      “Is everybody trying to scare me off this fucking roof?” She turned around to see Lily the succubus there. “Seriously, none of you make any fucking noise moving around up here! And why are you even up here anyway?”

      Lily contemplated Kisa, then took the earbud off her tail. “Actually, I’ve been up here quite a bit. You don’t even know I’m here most days, because I make myself small and hide on the other side of that.” She pointed to the top of the turret. “I don’t like it in the house because it’s so full of people all the damned time, and I just want to kick back and look at the clouds.”

      “Maybe you should go back to your corner of the roof, then, and leave me alone.”

      “Now, now, Catnip, you keep talking to me like that and I’ll show you just how many lives you have left.” She handed over the earbud. “I overheard what you said about him and decided to do my good deed for the month.”

      “And what? Tell me he’s actually a good guy or something?”

      Lily sighed. “Ugh, never mind. If you want to waste the next few months of your life wallowing, be my fucking guest. I’ll do my good deed somewhere else.” She started to walk away, then spun around. “And you know what? Demons can’t lie. So whatever I had to tell you was going to be fucking golden.”

      Her wings popped open, and she launched herself into the sky, spiraling upward until she was little more than a speck.

      Kisa frowned, then looked at the earbud in her hand. The succubus was one of the few people here she didn’t already have a missing history with, and it occurred to her that her own response had been less than kind.

      Had she always been this way? So angry and eager to push others away?

      “Kisa.”

      When the old man spoke, she immediately shook her head and put in the earbud, eager to drown out whatever memory was surfacing. With the touch of her finger, she started a hip-hop playlist that made her tail flick back and forth to the beat. Looking down at the iPod, she contemplated Mike and his words as a song she had never heard before saturated her thoughts.

      He seemed too good to be true, but was he? If not for the sex stuff, she would probably be less distrustful, but she hated the idea of just ending up as another notch on his bedpost.

      She felt a stirring in her stomach, thinking about how he had looked standing on the edge of the roof. Would it really be that bad if she did?

      A shadow passed overhead, and she looked up in time to see Abella land on one of the reinforced beams of the roof, the metal groaning under her weight.

      “Fuck it,” she muttered, then moved toward the same spot where Mike had descended. Her rooftop refuge was no longer quiet, and she decided her room would be a better place to stay.

      Once on the ground, she walked past Tink, who was running the wire along the side of the house. She stopped for a moment to watch, then continued inside to find somewhere quiet.

      The house itself was crowded with rats who were repairing holes in the plaster. It looked like the house would be back to normal again in a few days at the current rate, and she found herself distracted more than once by the swishing tail of one of the rats. She had discovered not too long ago that not only did she have a prey drive, but the sight of a dangling string awakened weird feelings in her that she avoided indulging in.

      The last thing she wanted was shit from Tink about playing with a string.

      Once in her room, she saw that a note had been put on her brand-new bed. Her room actually had furniture now, which was a welcome change from when she had first arrived. She picked up the paper and turned it over.

      Green dress in armoire, Tink adjust tomorrow, it said in curly letters.

      Crumpling up the note, Kisa moved over to the small armoire they had put in her room and opened it. Hanging from the rod was an emerald-green dress that felt like silk. Tempted to shred it, she pulled it down and held it against her body, then walked over to look at herself in the mirror.

      It had been cut to account for her tail, and the skirt was flared at the bottom. Kisa twisted her hips in time to the music from her earbuds and noticed that the fabric shimmered with her movements. The sides of the dress had high seams, which would allow for maximum mobility.

      It not only looked like it would fit her, but it looked like it had been designed for dancing. As the beat in her ears continued, she just had to know how it would look while it was on.

      “Goddamn, tiny-titted booger,” she muttered, then slid out of her clothes to try the dress on.

      ---

      Mike picked up the sports coat on his bed and put it on. He had ordered it online, Tink had made some alterations to it, and it now fit perfectly. He stopped in the bathroom to admire how it looked in the mirror only to see Naia staring at him with a hungry look in her eyes.

      “Looks good from back here,” she told him. “Wish I could go with you.”

      “Me too,” he told her, then turned around to give her a peck on the lips. “Don’t think we could fit the centaur tribe around your fountain.”

      She pouted, then gave him a wink. “You owe me a hot soak in the near future.”

      “Yeah, I do.” He touched her cheek, and she turned into water and vanished down the drain. On his way out of the bathroom, he stopped when he saw Lily sitting on the edge of the bed. She was in an elegant black gown with red trim and had on black lace gloves. Around her neck was the pendant he had given her, an antique stone in a silver setting.

      “You look delicious,” she said, then stood to join him. “And I am so ready for a night on the town.”

      “Yeah, it’s kind of weird. With everything going on with the fairy queen plans, Zel’s ceremony kind of snuck up on me.” He held still while she adjusted his collar. “Will be fun to blow off some steam before going farther into the Underworld.”

      Lily scowled. “Still planning to swim upstream in the Underworld, are you?” She was referring to a plan Beth had concocted. During Samhain, the veil between worlds would become thin, allowing the fae and other spirits to cross over using the Underworld. Mike’s plan was to see where they were coming from and track their origin until he made it back to the queen’s court, a plan made much easier by the fact that he could now ride Cerberus through the Underworld.

      “I don’t have a better idea. According to Sulyvahn, the flow of time between the two places synchronizes, so we don’t have to worry about me getting stuck there for thirty years by accident.” He picked up a pair of ties from the bed. “What do you think?” he asked, holding each one up to his neck.

      Lily took the ties from him and threw them on the floor. “You look stupid in a tie,” she declared, then undid the top button of his shirt to open his collar. “When someone tells you to dress nice, it doesn’t mean you have to look like an asshole.”

      “I…” He didn’t know how to respond so took her advice and threw the ties back on the bed. “You’re here super early. I’m not headed to see the Moon tribe for a few hours yet.”

      “Oh, I know. I wanted to come with you when you head to the other house. Maybe meet my new little sister, see if she likes to play dress-up.”

      Mike laughed, then picked up the backpack sitting by his bedroom door. It was heavy, packed to the brim with paperback books. He had been tempted to buy Amymone an e-reader but had no way for her to keep it charged. “I would love the company. Come on, let’s go.”

      He led her downstairs and out back to the gate. Naia waved to them as they passed, and he unlocked the padlock before swinging the gate open. The mists of the Underworld curled around his limbs like snakes, but the effect no longer bothered him. Once inside the Underworld, he cupped his hands to his mouth.

      “Cerberus!” His voice vanished into the woods, and he turned to look at Lily. “I thought it was bad news for you to be in here? Something about demons coming to check on you?”

      She shook her head. “I won’t be in here long, and even if they show, they will see Cerberus and leave. Demons don’t fuck with hellhounds; it’s a bit of an unspoken rule.”

      “There’s my fun fact for the day.” He turned his attention to the mist just as a large shadow formed and leaped toward him. Cerberus landed with a loud thump, then sniffed his face before transforming into a woman. Her leather outfit looked slightly more refined now, and each head had black bows in her hair.

      “I’ll be fucked,” Lily muttered. “You really did it. You domesticated one of the fiercest predators in existence.”

      He nodded. “This shouldn’t be a surprise to you. I know you’ve been reading my memories.” Lily had been back in the Dreamscape with him most of the week, trying to help him refine his techniques. The shadow had been mysteriously absent, so the succubus had been putting Mike through the paces.

      “Seeing it in real life is different,” she told him, then stuck her hand toward Cerberus. The head nearest to her swiveled to sniff her hand, then the beast had formed once more, a trio of growls rumbling from her chest.

      “Easy, Cerberus. Lily is a friend.” He patted the fur of Cerberus’s chest, and the rumbling dwindled. “That’s a good girl.”

      “Why do you talk to her like she’s a dog?” Lily asked.

      “Well…isn’t she?” He frowned at the question, then looked at Cerberus. “I figured the enchantment that bound her to me made her more human but that was it.”

      Lily shook her head. “Cerberus are actually very smart. Whatever changed because of the magic really only gave her the ability to transform.”

      “Cerberus, is this true?” he asked. The hellhound transformed back into a woman and sneered at Lily.

      “Master speaks to Cerberus how master wants,” she said, each head speaking only a word at a time. “Cerberus is a good girl for master.”

      Stunned, Lily shook her head. “Well, fuck me in the ass, she’s got it bad for you. I shouldn’t be surprised.”

      “Shit, now I feel bad. I’m—” He was about to speak when Lily clamped a hand over his mouth.

      “Romeo, I’m not certain how powerful the enchantment is that bound her to you, but if she is deferring to you as her master, I want to remind you she is still a fire-breathing demon who relies heavily on instinct. If she were to feel that her own status has shifted, it could be problematic. She’s your bitch; you’re not hers.” She released her grip on him when Cerberus growled at her. “Just a thought.”

      “It’s okay, Cerberus,” he said, then looked at Lily. “Thanks for the reminder. Cerberus, take us to the other house.”

      The scowl on Cerberus’s faces disappeared, and the heads all nodded eagerly before Cerberus became the beast once more. Mike climbed onto her back and pulled Lily up behind him once she changed her clothes into a red tank top and jeans. Once settled, he grabbed a handful of fur and held on tight while Cerberus broke into a loping trot.

      They made this trip often, yet the ride was different every time. The other day, it had only been five minutes long, but it usually averaged half an hour. Lily was leaning back with her hands behind her, and her tail was curled lovingly around his thigh.

      “So what have you been up to during the day?” he asked. “I heard Quetzalli mention you at breakfast.”

      She laughed, a sound that echoed back to him from the trees. “The zombie and the dragon have become quite the odd couple, if I say so myself. Caught them experimenting in Dana’s bedroom last night. It was quite a sight.”

      “Experimenting?” He knew he had heard her right but suspected she was hiding something. “Experimenting how?”

      “The dragon was completely naked, for starters.”

      His cock twitched in response, but Lily’s tone was teasing. “She was naked? What were they doing?” When Lily didn’t answer, he looked over his shoulder and saw her biting her lip, clearly trying to buy some time to think of a clever (yet truthful) response.

      “Oh, fine. You’re no fun. Dana was trying to teach Quetzalli how to control her electrical charges. She can summon a charge but can’t control it once it’s there on account of her busted horn, and Dana is tired of having her toys get blown up by the field.” Lily rolled her eyes dramatically. “She also was trying to teach Quetzalli how to make a shifting electromagnetic field via alternating currents. Something about being able to test the shielding inside the drones in the backyard without losing them in the greenhouse. It was nerd stuff. You would love it.”

      “Maybe. I struggled with learning about electricity in school, and I’m not much better now, even though…well, you know.”

      “Do I ever.” She grinned and stroked his thigh with her tail. “Been a while since I’ve ridden the lightning myself.”

      He grunted and turned back around to face forward, refusing to take the bait. He had spent countless hours recently with Lily in the Dreamscape, and she absolutely loved tormenting him sexually while they were in there, peeking into his mind to read his thoughts. Out here, she didn’t have that luxury, so he figured turnabout was fair play.

      “So…why was she naked?” he asked.

      “Something about the static buildup,” she answered. “You would have loved it. The dragon has quite the rocking body.”

      Inwardly, he nodded. Quetzalli had a very curvy figure, but their relationship right now was primarily storm facts and keeping her fingers out of the outlets.

      Out in the mist, dark shapes shifted about, but Cerberus ignored them. Mike saw the hint of faces appear in the darkness and frowned. “Are these lost spirits?” he asked.

      “Some. It’s possible to become stuck here and wander forever, but you could also be seeing hints of another plane. Think of them all like giant four-dimensional spheres rotating through this world, and realize that you can see glimpses of them. They could also be spirits like the ones trapped at the other house, and if we knew how to pass into their world, we could go talk to them.”

      “Like the ones that live by the shadow’s castle?”

      “Exactly. That fucker has pulled them all inside his castle walls, so I can’t even chat them up anymore. Not that it ever did me much good. I’m fairly certain he’s up to something, but no idea what.”

      Mike smirked. “Burning down my world, most likely. Last I spoke with him, he said he had found somebody else to take his bargain. As far as I know, nobody in the house has spoken with him, so it must be someone on the outside. Do you think it could be Amir?”

      “No. That shithead doesn’t have a soul, so no bargain. Still, could be one of his cronies from the society, maybe someone who survived.”

      “Like Elizabeth? We know she survived.” The witch had confronted him after the society had been gobbled up by a dimensional rupture. Other than her, he had no idea who could have survived, though Lily insisted Amir must still be around.

      “Maybe. To be honest, I don’t see someone like her parting with a piece of her soul. She knows what a bad idea that is, and it would take a serious bargain to convince her. I don’t know that there’s anything she would want so badly as to risk ending up as Emily did.”

      “Speaking of,” he muttered, the house coming into view. Cerberus stopped at the gates and dropped them off, then gave Mike three quick licks before bounding into the misty woods once more. He gave a little wave and watched until her shadow disappeared.

      “So I wasn’t going to say anything, but when they’re human, they look kind of like you.” Lily was leaning against the base of the fence. “What’s that about?”

      “Yuki noticed too. She thinks the magic tried to make her into a shape I would find appealing but then got caught up on making too many changes and defaulted to the nearest human form. We’re lucky it didn’t turn me into a dog, or worse, leave them how they were. I wouldn’t have been able to establish dominance and bind her to me.”

      Lily chuckled. “Oh, I’m sure you could have made something work.”

      “Not without a ladder and the ability to hold my breath.” He walked past her and toward the house. “It worked out the way it did, and that’s good enough for me.”

      They entered the home and stopped when they heard Emily wailing upstairs. Mike ignored it and kept going until he was in the backyard. Once outside again, he looked back to see Lily staring up the stairs.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      “You go ahead,” she told him. “I’m curious about something.”

      “She’s not right,” he warned her. He was aware she already knew this, but it needed to be said. “And be careful. She was barely in control last time I came, and I haven’t been able to get her to tell me anything. It’s like she’s stuck in a loop.”

      “Oh, don’t worry about me.” She headed up the stairs with a determined look on her face. “I’ll meet you out back in a few minutes.”

      He watched her ascend, then headed out back. Amymone was lying against the fountain, and her face lit up when she saw him. By her side was a stack of books he had brought on his last trip, and he suspected she had already plowed through most of them.

      “Hi!” Amymone hopped to her feet and adjusted her dress, then carefully tucked a leaf into the book she had been reading. “Did you bring me more?”

      “Yes, I did,” he announced, then set the bag down. Each book he handed her was treated like a treasure, and he allowed her to read the summary on the back before handing her the next one. She was chattering with excitement, and her enthusiasm was only transcended by the occasional wail from up above.

      After a particularly loud scream, Amymone paused in her perusal and looked up at the window. “She’s in a mood,” she noted.

      “Yeah, Lily went up to see her. She’s a succubus, so I’m not worried she’ll get hurt.”

      The dryad smirked. “Well, maybe not, but I wouldn’t underestimate what’s left of Emily.”

      Once the words left her mouth, the bedroom window shattered. Lily tumbled through the air and landed on the ground with a thud. The glass from the window hung suspended in midair for a moment before reversing course and re-forming, good as new. Once the window was rebuilt, Emily appeared behind it, her eyes filled with darkness.

      “Lily, you good?” Mike was already moving toward her when she hopped to her feet with a scowl on her face.

      “Yeah. Queen cunt up there wasn’t very happy to see me.” Lily brushed off her pants, then gave Emily the finger. “Tried to have a conversation with her, and she went full Carrie on me but without the blood.”

      “Ooh, Carrie, that’s a good one!” Amymone ran to Mike and grabbed his arm. “Is King still alive and writing books? I love a good horror novel.”

      “I assume so. I’ll try to get you some next time.” He looked up at the window. “It fixed itself.”

      “Yep. The Underworld doesn’t like change, and this place is special enough as is. Can’t have it showing up all busted in your world, now can we?” Amymone sat down next to her book pile, reached into her cleavage, and produced an envelope made of leaves. “Oh, before I forget. This is for Naia.”

      “Oh, right. Thanks.” He took it from her and pulled a letter out of the outside pocket of the bag. Naia and Amymone had been exchanging letters, which seemed to help. The news that her sister still existed had given Amymone hope, and the letters had been a great way for the pair to keep in touch. “Also, no word on the heart wood. The centaurs are keeping their eyes out for it, but it’s a big jungle.”

      Amymone sighed. “Yeah, well, I’ve got at least a couple of years left in me before I disappear. You keep bringing me stuff to read and I’ll do my best to enjoy it. By the way, I’m Amymone.” She waved at Lily.

      “You sure are,” the succubus replied. “If you don’t mind, I’m gonna wander the grounds a bit until you’re ready to leave.” Her wings unfurled, and she leaped into the sky and vanished over the roof.

      “Is she always that moody?” Amymone asked.

      “Yep. But she’s a good person.” He sat next to Amymone and picked up a book he had brought her earlier in the week. Though they didn’t have a lot in common, there was one thing she enjoyed more than reading: talking about the books she had read. She was essentially alone, and he felt like indulging her. “So what did you think of this one?”

      A big smile appeared on her face. “Oh, I am so glad you asked,” she responded, then spent the next hour telling him all about the books she had read. She spoke quickly, as if afraid she would disappear at any second and be unable to share her opinions on the stories he had brought her. On occasion, Mike looked up to see Lily on the roof, her gaze on the forest. She had claimed she was just looking around, but he knew without a doubt that she was up there watching for trouble.

      Once it was time to leave, he left Amymone behind with her new stack of books and headed for the front gate. He paused long enough to wave at Emily. He usually dropped by just to say hello in the hopes she’d share something new, but since she had thrown Lily through a window this time, he decided he would try some other day. Once in the front yard, Lily joined him, and he called for Cerberus and waited.

      The ride back was uneventful, though Lily did spend some of it tracing circles on his thigh with her tail. He wondered how Cerberus would handle it if he decided to give the succubus what she wanted while riding on her back but didn’t want to upset the delicate balance they currently had.

      Besides, he also didn’t want to be late for Zel’s ceremony. He had seen very little of the centaur lately and was already getting the idea that he was about to see even less of her. The bulk of nearly every day was spent surrounded by people, and he now understood how easy it was to lose track of someone when your life was suddenly so busy. He had never been popular growing up, content with a couple of good friends at a time, though he’d often struggled at maintaining even those relationships.

      Now, though, every day was packed to the brim. Some of the women in the house were content to just be in his presence and spend time with him, while others preferred to enjoy more intimate pursuits. The nymph magic running through his veins meant he was able to rise to the occasion whenever he was needed, but he still couldn’t be in two places at once.

      When Mike sighed, Lily scooted close to him and wrapped her arms around his chest. Her hands slid over his pecs, and she squeezed him through his shirt.

      “Penny for your thoughts, Romeo.”

      “Just feel stretched thin is all. Once Cecilia is back, I’m hoping things settle down for a bit before the next crisis hits. Wouldn’t mind a small vacation or something.”

      Her grip loosened. “What, you mean away from the house?”

      He chuckled. “Well, we both know I can’t really leave the house. Not in a traditional sense, anyway. Don’t feel like being hunted down by whoever is mad at me that week.”

      “I could give you more time in the Dreamscape,” she purred, then pulled herself against him. He could feel her breasts squished against his shoulder blades. “You just have to ask.”

      He smiled and put his hands over hers. “That sounds wonderful, but I mean out here, in the real world. Maybe somewhere that isn’t a beach, someplace I could go with some of the others. Tink has been working herself to death, and I bet Beth wouldn’t mind seeing somewhere new.” He had hardly seen the lawyer in the last week. Between the time she spent with Sulyvahn or Asterion and the time she put into looking for the geas contract, she was almost nonexistent as well.

      Then again, based on the things he had seen and heard, it was likely she wasn’t interested in any of his attention anyway.

      “And what about me?” Lily asked. “Do I feature in this vacation of yours?”

      He squeezed her hands. “If I didn’t bring you, how would we have any fun?”

      A small sigh escaped Lily’s lips, and she laid her head down against the back of his neck, staying nuzzled up to him for the remainder of the ride.

      Once they were back home, he waved Cerberus off and returned to the house with Lily right behind him. She was back in her formal gown, and they happened to pass the fountain just as Dana and Quetzalli emerged from the garage.

      Dana was wearing a button-down shirt with dress slacks, and her hair was no longer in a ponytail. She had obviously run a curler through her gray-and-blonde hair and put on a little makeup, which made her look a bit older. Quetzalli looked stunning in a shimmering gown with sequins embroidered across the front in the pattern of the constellations.

      “Whoo, hot stuff,” Lily declared, then slapped Dana on the ass. “You wearing a thong under there?”

      Dana ignored Lily and turned her attention to Quetzalli. “The centaurs made this dress especially for her,” she told Mike. “They wove something that wouldn’t accumulate a charge.”

      “Wonderful. You look very pretty, Quetzalli.” He held his elbow out to her. “Shall we?”

      “Yes,” she said, then put her arm through his, sending a good shock into it. He flinched, then scowled at Dana.

      “By no charge, I meant static cling,” she told him. “She’s still gonna zap you.”

      “Okay, fair eno—ow!” He howled in pain when Lily touched her finger to his butt and he received another shock.

      “That’s what you get for holding hands with another girl.” She pouted, then threw an arm around Dana’s waist. “If I told you that you had the body of a dead girl, would you hold it against me?”

      Dana rolled her eyes. “Somebody kill me again,” she moaned and followed behind Mike as they walked through the house and out into the front yard. Beth and Sulyvahn were already out there, and Beth was dressed to kill. She was wearing a low-cut blue gown with a white skirt that flared when she turned to watch them all come down the stairs.

      “Is this everybody?” Beth asked. When she stepped aside, Mike saw that Reggie was standing behind her with a small contingent of rats. The rat king wore a little bow tie around his neck that complemented his fake glasses very well.

      “Almost. Where’s Tink?” No sooner had Mike asked than the front door opened with a slam, startling some nearby rats. Out strolled Tink in a yellow gown that came down to her knees. She put her hands on her waist and grinned, showing all her teeth.

      “Tink ready for dancing,” she declared, then looked over her shoulder and frowned. “Husband wait,” she added, then disappeared back into the house.

      “What did she forget?” asked Beth.

      Mike had no idea but was surprised when Tink emerged towing a very reluctant Kisa by the wrist. Kisa wore a gorgeous emerald-green gown that shimmered in the waning light of day, and Beth gasped in surprise. Kisa’s ears were folded forward in either anger or embarrassment; it was hard to tell.

      “Tink bring grumpy cat girl,” the goblin declared, then pulled Kisa forward until they both walked down the steps. “Big night out. Eat too much and shake booty!”

      “You look wonderful, Tink.” Mike moved close to the goblin and lifted her goggles slightly to remove the pencil that was tucked behind her ear. “I’m glad you’re ready to take a break and have some fun.”

      “Tink make big fun, you see.” She grinned at Kisa, who turned her head away.

      “You look very nice as well, Kisa. I’m glad you’re coming tonight.” He didn’t expect much of an answer, and when she shrugged at him, he turned to the others. “Okay, let’s see our girl become the new chief, shall we?”

      Tink let out a raucous cheer and dragged Kisa toward the portal to the Moon tribe’s home. The others followed while Mike paused just long enough to go wind the sundial. Even though it was supposed to be a fun outing, he half expected trouble to find him somehow. He stopped to look at the Jabberwock, which was slumbering on the edge of the hedge maze. Someone had decorated its horns with flowers, and he chuckled. As a result of his delay, he was the last to go through the portal.

      Well, almost the last. Beth had stopped to wait for him.

      “You look very pretty,” he told her, his mouth suddenly dry.

      “Thanks,” she said. “This whole thing kind of reminds me of prom. Everyone dressing up for a night of dancing and fun with friends. Takes me back a bit.”

      “I never went to my prom. And even if I had…” He contemplated the portal for a moment. “I bet this is going to be way more fun.”

      “I agree. Shall we?” She crooked her arm out for him to take, and just as he was about to slide his arm through hers, Tink appeared through the portal.

      “Husband too slow,” she declared, then grabbed him by the hand and pulled him through.

      Laughing, he allowed her to lead him into the centaurs’ village. The yurts had all been decorated with floral arrangements, and tall tables had been set out for the centaurs to eat and drink at. A table had been set up on a platform that would allow Mike and the others to sit at eye level with the tribe, and he was warmly greeted with handshakes and the occasional back slap that threatened to topple him. Everyone had already taken their seats at the table, and the centaurs had gathered around to talk with them.

      Overhead, the fairies were darting about, chased by eager centaur children who laughed and giggled. Cerulea allowed herself to be captured in a jar and made faces at the kids for their amusement, until she squeezed free to join her sisters.

      Around the edges of the village, the centaurs had set up instruments and were playing a variety of drums, flutes, and stringed instruments that reminded Mike of sitars. The whole affair reminded him of the summer he had gone to a Renaissance festival with a former girlfriend and gotten sick from being out in the sun for too long. So far, the food here was much better, and the company even more so. For a change, everyone seemed enthralled by the festivities, which allowed him to sit back and snack on some fried vegetables on a stick that had been brought to him.

      “Caretaker?” A centaur lass approached him, her hair hanging from her head in thick braids. “The future chief would like a word with you.”

      He nodded and bade farewell to the others. As he left, he looked back to see Kisa watching a nearby centaur perform and was almost knocked over by a centaur child as they went running past in an attempt to catch Olivia. When he glanced over to the herd of children, he laughed when he saw Tink riding one of them and handing out makeshift nets to the other kids. He was so happy she was having a great time.

      Led away from the center of the village, he found himself standing before a large, decorated yurt that looked more like a small circus tent than a home. Standing outside it was a pair of armed centaurs who stood at attention once Mike was in view. They greeted him warmly and held open the flaps so he could step inside.

      The inside of the yurt revealed ornate walls and a small cluster of centaur women who were fussing about a central figure standing on a pedestal. It was Zel, and she waved him over.

      “Just a minute,” she told him. “Once they’re done braiding my hair, we can talk.”

      “Yeah, sure.” He looked for something to sit on and found a nearby stack of boxes filled with fruit. After making sure the arrangement was stable, he took a seat and watched as the women around Zel finished placing long, intricate braids in her hair. They incorporated beads and feathers, and when they stepped away, he saw she was wearing an ornate vest that hugged her torso.

      “You look great,” he told her.

      “Thank you.” She blushed and waved her attendants off. “I need a private word with the Caretaker.”

      The centaurs left, but more than a couple gave Mike lingering glances on their way out. Once they were alone, Zel walked over to him and smiled.

      “It’s the big day,” she said, then did a little circle. “Do I look okay? I mean, I know I look okay, but what do you think?”

      “You look great.” He stood so they were closer to eye level. “Everything okay?”

      She nodded, then led him over to a table that had some food laid out. “I won’t get much of a chance to eat once the ceremony starts, so I’ve been snacking through the day. Go ahead and help yourself.”

      “Thanks.” He picked up an apple and bit into it, the juice running down his face. “I didn’t know there were apples growing in the greenhouse.”

      “There aren’t. These are imported from the other world, where the old tribe lives.” Zel’s previous tribe had exiled most of the men and women who now lived in the village. Though relations were strained, they did have a truce, and the greenhouse was packed full of rare vegetation the tribe could use for trade. “It will take a few years before we can grow them on our own.”

      “I see. So what’s up? If you called me here for advice on how to be a leader, I am definitely the wrong person for it.”

      “No, not that. I already know I’m a far better leader than you.” She said this without a trace of malice. “However, I think you give yourself far too little credit.”

      “Perhaps,” he agreed.

      “I called you here for a couple of reasons. The first one is that I miss you.” A sad smile crossed her face. “It seems like I’ve barely seen you for the last month or so, but that’s not anybody’s fault. I’ve been busy here, and you’ve been busy trying to get Cecilia back. It happens. I just thought it would be nice to sit with you for a bit and catch up.”

      Mike nodded. “We can absolutely do that. I’m actually headed off to the Underworld myself in just a few days. Hopefully, I can bring Cecilia back and everything will settle down.”

      “Oh, I doubt things will ever settle down. Not in that house.” Zel picked up something that looked like a pear with thorns and used her fingernail to break the skin and start peeling it. “I would like to schedule something with you. A day, once a month, where you and I can meet and just catch up. Our relationship is important to me, and if we don’t make time for it, we’ll realize that far too many months have passed. That wouldn’t make me happy at all.”

      He was about to argue that they didn’t need such an arrangement, but she was absolutely right. Without any accountability, it would be hard to keep track of when they had seen each other last.

      “I think that’s a great idea,” he told her.

      “Good. We don’t have to pick a time today, but let’s do it soon.” She finished peeling the skin off the fruit and took a bite of it. The flesh of the pear was white, but the juices ran red, and she caught them with her free hand just under her chin. “I loved these growing up. Never eat more than a couple though. Will make you sick.”

      She held out the fruit to him, and he took a bite and immediately blanched. “Oh, that’s bitter,” he told her.

      “I suppose so. More for me, then.” She winked and walked to the middle of the yurt. “The ceremony will start as the moon rises into the sky. I’m not sure how long it will last; it all depends on the herd. My aunt made all the arrangements, and I’m just going along with it. It’s meant to be something  I don’t have to deal with. However, there is a part of the ceremony she gave me a heads-up about, and I was hoping you could help.”

      “I’ll do anything,” he said.

      “Typically, when someone becomes chief of the herd, it is through bloodlines or competition, and the other leaders of the tribe stand up with the new chief as the title is accepted from the tribe’s shaman. Well, because the tribe is new, we don’t really have any leaders, so it will just be her and I up there. The centaurs recognize you as the leader of your own herd, and I was hoping you could stand with me.”

      “Absolutely, count me in.”

      She smiled. “Great. You can walk in with me when they tell us it’s time.” Her smile faded. “Um, but there is something else.”

      He saw from her body language that she was afraid. He took her hands in his own, then stepped into her, giving her a big hug. “We can always talk about anything,” he told her, his hands circling her waist.

      “Yeah.” She stepped back, a sad smile on her face. “I just don’t want it to be awkward or anything. Anyway, I’ll just spill the beans—I’m pregnant.”

      ---

      Kisa frowned at the food that had been set in front of her. Though it both looked and smelled delicious, the vegetarian dish she had been provided by the centaurs tasted bland and unappealing. She wondered how much of that was her prior taste in food and how much was the cat side of her. Though she hadn’t taken to chasing mice by any means, she had definitely had impure thoughts about how one of the rats in the house would taste.

      Contemplating her dish, she looked up to see Tink surrounded by children. The goblin was telling them a story, and all of them soon broke into laughter, though more than one covered their mouths in disbelief. Grumbling to herself, Kisa pushed the food on her plate into the sauce that had come with it and tried to eat some of it.

      “You don’t look happy.” This came from Dana, who sat across from her. She wasn’t eating either—the centaurs hadn’t bothered putting a plate in front of her.

      “Why should I? Tink dragged me here, but she’s over there, and there’s nothing good to eat. There’s plenty of music, but nobody is really playing a tune. It’s like an improv jamboree in here.” Kisa pushed food around on her plate in disgust. “I thought maybe this would be fun, but now it’ll be awkward if I sneak off.”

      “Hmm.” Dana looked over her shoulder, her gaze sweeping across the crowd. “You know, it looks like everyone else here is having fun. Maybe you should quit relying on everyone else to guarantee you a good time and go make your own.”

      Taken aback, Kisa dropped her fork. She was unsure what to say, and a small growl escaped her. “I don’t see you out there having fun,” she muttered.

      “You don’t see me over here sulking about it either. My idea of fun is overshadowed by so many other issues—I won’t bore you with them. What matters most right now is that I’m surrounded by a community who was willing to invite me here in the first place, even though the one job they gave me to do has been impossible so far.”

      “The thing with the drones?” Kisa asked, suddenly curious. She had watched Dana messing with the flying devices more than once and knew that some sort of experiment was being conducted in the greenhouse with them.

      “Yeah. The herd wants to map this place out better so they can expand. As far as anyone knows, this place is an entire world, ripe for exploration. But the jungle is thick, and a good terrain map would make it easier for them to make decisions about planting and such.” Dana turned her attention to a group of centaurs who had started an impromptu jam over by an unlit bonfire. As the music played, nearby centaurs stomped their feet in time with the beat, and a collective bass line began flowing through the camp.

      Kisa looked around to see that everyone playing instruments had joined in, and a much bigger song was now emerging.

      “It’s pretty interesting,” Dana said, raising her voice to be heard. “I asked them about it once. They call it ‘One Herd.’ Their music is a lot like their other traditions, and they do this to represent the various tribes coming together to act as one giant herd. Wait until you see them dance. They do this thing—”

      Dana was still talking as Kisa slid out of her chair and approached the bonfire. The centaurs were grouping up now and forming a giant circle around the stack of wood. Up above, the sky was darkening, and the beat of the drums resonated through her entire body.

      “Is like heartbeat,” the old man told her, his firm hands on her hips. They were standing in front of a mirror, and she was wearing baggy sweats with a tank top that was tight enough she could see her own ribs through it. “Let heartbeat of music move whole body, not just arms and legs.”

      To emphasize, he moved her hips in a tight circle in time with a metronome he had set in the corner. She sighed and looked down at where he was holding her, wondering if this was when he was going to try to take advantage of her. She had been staying with him for a couple of weeks now, and she couldn’t help but wonder when the other shoe would drop.

      “No, much too stiff,” he said, then let go and stood next to her. “Too tight through pelvis. You need to unlock hips, Kisa.” To demonstrate, he gyrated his hips, the bulge of his crotch now on full display in the mirror. He always wore a pair of gray tights when he practiced, and she looked away from his reflection.

      “Isn’t that kind of gross?” she asked. “Swinging your nuts around for everyone to see?”

      “Human body is beautiful, Kisa,” he told her with a scowl. “I dance for my own joy, and maybe joy of others. If someone has problem with my body, it is their problem, not mine. Never let what others think keep you from moving and chasing your own joy.”

      The beat had now filled her completely, her lips parted slightly as she stepped between a pair of centaurs to see the center of the circle. A man and a woman were stomping their feet and galloping around to keep everybody back, and a centaur stepped out from the crowd to reveal an elaborate headdress made of leaves and flowers.

      Somebody cheered, then a few others came forward, similarly dressed. They wore a variety of beads woven into the fabric that adorned their clothing and a bit of their flanks. They faced off with one another and stomped their feet while moving in a circular pattern. As far as dancing went, this seemed pretty tame.

      At the front of the crowd, she found somewhere to stand next to a centaur child who stood about a foot taller than she did. The young man looked enthralled, his eyes wide in excitement.

      “What are they doing?” she asked him, and he turned to look at her. A moment of surprise passed over his face when he saw who asked the question, and he lowered his front half so they were at eye level.

      “It’s a traditional dance,” he explained, shouting to be heard. “Many years ago, it was called a whirling something, I can’t remember that part, but we now call it Running with the Wind.”

      The centaurs were now sidestepping from one another in time with the beat, and men and women alike were twisting their arms from side to side as if winding themselves up. Kisa watched them for a second, then looked back at the youngster. “Do they teach this to all the kids?”

      He blushed and looked down. “It’s a tough dance. Not everyone can do it.”

      Thinking that an odd answer, she was about to ask him what he meant when she saw he was looking at one of his feet. She noticed upon closer inspection that the ankle looked slightly thinner than the other three, and the hoof beneath it was the same color as his human skin. Over his hoof, he wore a thick brace, and she saw large toenails peeking over the edges. The hoof itself looked like it was stuck somewhere between human and horse, and she realized the centaur had a deformity.

      “Anyone can dance,” she informed him, the heat rising in her cheeks. “Even this.” The centaurs were now incorporating small turns with their lower bodies while they stepped sideways, and she had a feeling they were building up to something.

      The youngster’s cheeks turned red, and he frowned. “Dancing and being good at it are two entirely separate things.”

      “Fuck that noise,” she growled. “You dance from your own heart, not everyone else’s.” The centaurs were now doing slow full-body spins, and she saw that a few of them had moved up against the edges of the circle, making more room for the others.

      There were two men and one woman in the circle, and Kisa stomped along with the others as the beat increased and the three centaurs started twirling. What began as a casual spin became aggressive, and the centaurs were now holding up their arms for balance as they spun, kicking up dirt and grit. All three of them looked like tiny tornados, and eventually one of them stumbled and fell out of sync with the others, leaving just one man and the woman.

      It was a dance-off. She watched in amazement as the remaining two spun harder and faster than before, until the man finally lost his balance and stumbled into the others, caught by the crowd. The woman raised her arms in victory and trotted over toward her friends as another group came forward, and the process repeated.

      “See?” The centaur youth pointed at the new set of dancers as they spun. “It takes a lot of strength and coordination. They could fall, or accidentally kick someone.” His eyes were locked on the dancers, and he chewed on his lip.

      “But you do it, don’t you?” she asked. “When nobody is looking, I bet you practice it.”

      He didn’t respond.

      When the next group of dancers finished, three more walked into the center of the ring, and Kisa joined them. The centaurs went silent as Kisa appraised them with a raised eyebrow, then stomped her feet along with the beat to let them know she was serious.

      “She could get hurt,” someone protested from the side.

      “You worry about your own damned self!” she shouted in the direction of the voice. “I’m here to run with the wind.”

      Another moment of silence came but was penetrated by a cheer, and the centaurs all stomped their feet together. The other three spread out, giving Kisa plenty of room, and though she stood nearly six feet shorter than they did, she intended to use the space.

      The dance progressed slower than the others, but she didn’t care. She let the rhythm claim her and stuck her arms out like the other dancers, twisting her hips from side to side. She could feel her tail whipping around behind her, and as the dance sped up, she lifted one leg and took an arabesque stance. Without an extra pair of legs to help, she did her best to maintain the rotation of the dance, tossing in an additional pirouette on occasion and leaping to the side while spinning.

      The chants from the crowd were growing louder, and during a particularly tight spin, she saw that one of the other dancers had fallen out of formation. Being smaller than the centaurs, she didn’t have to turn nearly as fast so was good to continue.

      Cheers went up from the crowd as another dancer spun until dizzy. The dance paused when the departing dancer nearly face-planted into the center of the circle, and once he was gone, Kisa stood across from a centaur woman with long, braided hair bedazzled with colored beads.

      “Think you can keep up?” asked the centaur. Kisa happened to catch the eye of the centaur youth standing on the edge of the crowd.

      “I was about to ask you the same thing.” Kisa went through the initial twists, pleased at how her dress spun about her body and caught the waning light of day. The smell of smoke filled the air as someone started lighting the bonfire, and the dance continued.

      The centaur was now doing a wide spin with her body, then coming to a stop to spin the other way. Kisa matched her move for move but drew in closer. The crowd yelled in excitement, and when the centaur kicked her rear legs out in a particularly tight spin that looked like a bucking bronco, she stepped beneath the legs, her body leaned back.

      Gasps of fear and amazement came from the crowd, but Kisa’s timing was impeccable. She was now doing her own version of the dance in the orbit of the centaur, her short frame allowing her to occasionally slip beneath the centaur’s body and whirl on the other side. She moved back and forth beneath the centaur, throwing her arms wide and looking up into the sky.

      The beat of the earth traveled through her feet and into her very core, and her entire body now pulsated along with it. The world was just spinning faces and drumbeats, and when she finally stepped into a groove in the earth and lost her balance, a strong hand grabbed her by the wrist and caught her.

      “Not bad,” said her dance partner, who had also stopped. Everyone was shouting cheers of approval, and Kisa smiled, her breath coming in rapid bursts. “Let’s let someone else have a turn, shall we?”

      Kisa nodded, and the two of them stepped out of the circle together. When she looked back, she saw that some of the youngsters were now dancing, and smiled when she saw the young man she had been talking to join in.

      “You ride the wind very well,” her partner told her. “Would you like to see some of our other dances?”

      “Yes, please,” she said, her heart overflowing with joy as she was led to another dance circle, which she hadn’t seen.

      ---

      Mike’s jaw hung from his face like a broken window shade, and he counted backward to the last time he had been with Zel sexually. Hadn’t she said he couldn’t knock her up? Fear of parenting aside, how much could he even contribute to a child that could outrace him? His heart was pounding in his ears, and it occurred to him that Zel was still talking, but he hadn’t been listening.

      “—and he’s a very good man. Obviously he has a problem similar to my own, but… Are you okay?” she asked, concern written on her features.

      “Wait, who’s a very good man?”

      “You weren’t listening, were you? Why would you…oh. Oh!” Her cheeks blossomed, and she let out a hearty laugh. “You thought for a second that it was yours, didn’t you?”

      He nodded, noticing just now how dry his mouth was.

      Zel laughed long and hard, with tears forming in the corners of her eyes. “Humans can’t breed with centaurs, silly. You’ve known this. I am only a few weeks along with foal. Centaurs know almost right away.”

      “But you seemed afraid to tell me,” he told her. “Why?”

      “Oh, that.” She sobered up. “I was afraid you might be upset that I had been seeing someone. It’s kind of expected for the chief to start a family, and I met a very fine stallion who was exiled from the tribe for a deformity similar to mine.” Zel’s original tribe often exiled centaurs who had been born with human traits, and had been unaware that Zel herself had been born with a human vagina.

      “So if it’s a similar issue, that means he…his dick is…”

      “Sort of. It’s very long for a human penis but short for a horse. But for me?” She winked. “It’s perfect.”

      “I’m so happy for you,” he told her, mentally adding that he was also happy for himself.

      She snorted, then let out a sigh. “I’m glad. We never really discussed our own relationship when we started being intimate, and I was worried that maybe you thought we were more than friends or something. Not that you’d have any room to complain, considering your current roommate situation.”

      “No, of course not.”

      “But the other part of that is I am choosing to be monogamous with him. I just wanted to make certain you understood that our previous dalliance was likely our last.”

      He chuckled. “Physical intimacy is not the linchpin of our relationship. It’s trust and mutual respect. I’ll look back on it fondly, but your future happiness is what matters most to me.”

      She hugged him again, and they just visited for the next hour as the light of day slowly disappeared through the flap of the yurt. Loud music now played through the thick fabric of the yurt, and he had completely lost track of time when a centaur pushed her way into the structure.

      “It is almost time,” announced the newcomer. “The shaman has requested your presence before the moon rises.”

      “Thank you.” Zel dismissed the attendant with the wave of her hand, then looked at Mike. “We are the Moon tribe, after all. It will rise over the trees just as I am formally given the mantle of chieftain. Kind of makes me nostalgic for that time on the cliff with you.”

      He smiled. That moment with Zel felt like years ago, but it had only been a bit longer than a month. She had been bathed in the moon’s light while dancing to music from his phone, and she had looked absolutely radiant. Back then, she had been nothing more than an outcast, hidden from her people. Now she was about to become their leader, and he felt proud that he had been such a large part of that journey with her.

      “Help me?” she asked, then picked up an intricately decorated garment that slid over her shoulders like a cross between a shawl and a vest. He assisted her by straining out the fabric over her equine portions, then pulled the rest of her hair through it. He couldn’t help but feel a little misty-eyed. Though the two of them had already agreed to make time once a month, it definitely felt like Zel was moving forward with a destiny that no longer included him.

      And once she had her foal, then what? Between running the whole herd and having a family, would she even still want to make time for him? He felt like these were silly thoughts to be having at a time like this, and he rubbed the moisture from his eyes.

      “Oh my.” Zel put her hand on her stomach. “It all just kind of hit me right now. I’m their leader already, but after tonight, it will be official. The success of the herd rests solely on my shoulders, and now I’m absolutely terrified I will fuck things up.”

      “Well, you could always do what I do when trouble comes knocking.” He untangled one of her braids from the vest and pushed a hair away from her face.

      “Get really lucky, or try to fuck it?” Her eyes were full of mirth, and she leaned forward to plant a kiss on his forehead.

      “Um…” He laughed, whatever advice he had been about to give now gone from his brain. Oh well, he’d just have to wing it. “Yeah, maybe. Or, you know, rely on some help from your friends. We’ll always be around to support you.”

      “Thank you.” Now that her garment was adjusted correctly, she stood tall, suddenly looking very regal. She giggled, then covered her mouth. “I’m kind of nervous.”

      “Then we can go together.” He led the way and held the flap open for her.

      A small group of centaurs were there to escort them, all wearing ceremonial garb. They walked across the camp until they were led onto a small hill that had been built at the edge of the main clearing.

      Around them, a couple of large bonfires were already burning, and the music had reached a fever pitch. To the side, he saw Tink chasing centaur children, and Lily was sitting on one of the tables, surrounded by men who hung on her every word.

      Off to the side, he heard a loud cheer and turned to see Kisa dancing next to the bonfire between a pair of centaurs playing instruments. The way she moved caused the light of the fire to roll off her dress in shimmering waves. It was impossible to follow her movements, but it looked like she was incorporating belly dancing, ballet, and acrobatics into quite the show.

      She was currently doing a twist that flared out her dress, the curve of her buttocks vanishing into the shadows beneath the fabric. A few of the centaurs danced alongside her, doing their best to keep up, and Kisa twisted around to reveal the biggest smile he had ever seen. It was like seeing a different version of her, finally emerging as if from a long slumber.

      “Mike?” Zel had paused to wait for him. How long had he been watching?

      “Sorry,” he mumbled, then caught up. Zel’s aunt made it up the hill first with Quetzalli in tow and looked over her shoulder at the small contingent. Zel looked so much like her aunt that it was a little eerie.

      The party below was in full swing, and when the shaman raised her hands in the air, the festivities halted almost immediately. Children were gathered up and food was set down as the herd formed a giant semicircle around the base of the hill.

      ---

      Kisa nearly tripped over herself when the music came to a stop, then almost panicked when she saw the sudden looks of intensity on the faces of the centaurs. Thinking something bad had happened, she scrambled onto a nearby table and saw that a centaur woman was now speaking. She was adorned in a collection of feathers and beads, and the pouches slung across her hips made Kisa think she was the shaman that had been mentioned by others throughout the night.

      “We have gathered here on this momentous occasion to celebrate the ascension of the new chief,” she began. A small group of centaurs now gathered at the base of the hill, their eyes turned outward toward the others. “Assembled before me is the leadership of the tribe. If there are any who would lay claim to the title of chieftain among them, speak now that you may be heard.”

      One by one, each of the centaurs pivoted in a circle to face the shaman. None of them said a word, and the shaman nodded.

      “Tonight’s ascension is a special one. We are a people who have long been divided by a culture of barbaric traditions, yet today we begin anew. A herd built on love, support, and acceptance will allow us to be stronger than ever, and this auspicious occasion has been blessed with the presence of the dragon Quetzalli.”

      At the mention of her name, Quetzalli stepped up onto the hill and bowed her head in respect.

      “I wish the Moon tribe many generations of health, happiness, and prosperity,” said the dragon, and a small cheer came up from the crowd.

      Over the tree line behind the hill, the moon was rising, casting a solemn glow over the proceeding. Kisa was having difficulty looking away from it, and her belly was starting to itch. She wondered if she had gotten a piece of straw inside her dress.

      The shaman was now speaking about the traditional roles of the chieftain, and saying something about the various tribes of the herd, but Kisa was distracted. She was feeling along her stomach, trying to scratch an itch that moved about. She hopped down off the table and hid behind it to lift up her skirt and run her hand along the fur of her belly.

      A small growl escaped her, and she covered her mouth. Nobody was paying any attention to her, so she stuck both hands up her skirt again and felt around. The itch was migrating wildly. Sometimes it was on her hips, and other times it was on her breasts. It even moved back to her ass, and every time she got close to scratching it, it moved away.

      “Fucking bullshit,” she muttered, then looked up to see what was happening now. Mike and Quetzalli were standing together off to the side of the shaman, who was talking about the lands inside the greenhouse, but Kisa could no longer concentrate, her full attention on the moon rising above the congregation. She felt like she was soaking it in, her whole body filling with a slow-burning fire that made her leg muscles clench.

      Off to the side, she caught Tink watching her, but couldn’t be bothered by the goblin’s attention. Her hands were now moving on their own, trying to track down the sensation that consumed her awareness, and she was startled when the centaurs each knelt on one knee. This served to give her a perfect look at Zel stepping forward to the top of the hill, her body silhouetted by the rising moon behind her. The shaman was handing over a large wooden staff while Quetzalli placed a wreath of flowers on Zel’s head.

      However, it was the moon Kisa couldn’t look away from. It had become a beacon of light that mesmerized her, washing away her thoughts. Zel was speaking now, her words no more than a foreign buzzing in Kisa’s ears. The burning in her body was concentrating on her stomach now, and it was moving down her belly and between her legs.

      Kisa clamped a hand over her mouth to cover up another growl.

      Off to the side, Tink was now approaching her, and Zel said something that made the entire herd cheer in response.

      Taking a chance, Kisa let go of her mouth and emitted a piteous howl, her insides igniting as her other hand toyed with the soft fur around her clit.

      What the fuck am I doing? She backed away from the table and ran from the herd, but her entire pelvic region felt like it was being consumed by fire. Dodging between yurts, she stumbled into a dark clearing and fell to the ground on all fours. She arched her back, her tail lifting high into the air.

      “Stupid kitty cat?” It was Tink, and she wore a look of concern and curiosity. Her goggles were over her eyes, and the lenses flipped back and forth into place.

      “Leave me alone,” Kisa tried to say, but the word alone stretched into another yowl. She tried to stand and fell instead, her hands grabbing at her inner thighs. It was clear what was happening to her now, and she was horrified by the implications.

      “Tink get husband,” declared the goblin before she disappeared.

      “Noooo, don’t get him!” At the mention of Mike, the hand toying with her clit slid down between the soft, furry folds of her labia and pressed against her vaginal opening. The sudden shock of pleasure made her cry out in sweet agony, and she moaned in defeat. What if the centaurs saw her? What excuse would she have for trying to rub one out in the middle of their ceremony?

      There was more cheering from the herd, and Kisa was trying to find a hole to crawl into and die in when she felt a strong pair of arms scoop her up. She looked up to see Mike gazing at her with concern, and he was moving away from the crowd.

      “Tink said you were hurt. What happened?” he asked.

      “Tink no say hurt!” The goblin was by his side with a shit-eating grin on her face. “Tink say kitty cat in heat!”

      “Heat?” When he looked at Kisa, she felt herself melt. His name no longer came to her; all that she knew was that he seemed to radiate like the sun itself, her insides now on fire. Any intellectual thought or feeling she had about him was washed away by the tide of hormones that dominated her brain, and she grabbed his face with both hands and pulled him down for a kiss. The moment their tongues touched, she felt a spark pass between them.

      Cradled in Mike’s arms, she squeezed her thigh muscles. Her tail had become trapped between her legs, and it pressed directly against her aching clit, causing her to let out a moan that became a short wail.

      “Mmm—ah!” Mike had pulled his face away from hers, and she grabbed at his neck in an attempt to pull him back down. “Is there somewhere we can go, or…”

      “Tink find somewhere.” The goblin was flipping through the lenses of her goggles, then pointed. “Empty home this way, good place for privacy.”

      “Lead the wa-hay!” Mike’s voice jumped an octave when Kisa grabbed his crotch with her hand, surprised to feel the massive length inside. She had seen it occasionally from a distance, but she now suspected she could barely get her fingers around it.

      As they moved between tents and skirted roaming centaurs, she grabbed onto his neck and wrapped her legs around his waist. In the back of her mind, she was absolutely mortified at her behavior, but her instincts controlled everything now. The air between them seemed to shimmer and sparkle as if they were surrounded by a curtain of stars.

      Tink led them into a small, unfurnished yurt lit by glowing stones that had been strung up from the supports like dangling Christmas ornaments. There were several hand-woven baskets around the edges of the structure, and the faint hint of herbs floated in the air. Mike tried to set her down, but she twisted about and managed to tackle him to the ground.

      A growl came from deep inside her belly, and she pinned him down.

      “Kisa, I—”

      She covered Mike’s mouth with her hand, her breath coming in short bursts now. The air was suddenly heavy, and Tink took a step back, her mouth open in shock. Sparkling lights filled the air, twinkling around them.

      “Shut up and fuck me,” she said, then fumbled with the belt of his pants.

      ---

      When Tink had come for Mike, he had ducked away from the tail end of Zel’s ceremony with a quick nod in her direction. Weaving among the crowd, all he could think was that a clumsy centaur had crushed Kisa’s leg while dancing, or maybe she had gotten stepped on. He had been surprised to find her in such a state, and his first thought was that maybe she had run across some mandragora pollen that Zel had most likely stashed away.

      However, as he carried her through the centaur camp, he had been distracted by the little flickers of light that were now flitting back and forth between them. At first, he had wondered if some concoction of Zel’s had been set loose to flow on the breeze, but now that they were tucked away in some kind of storage yurt, the effect was only increasing.

      He had initially tried to resist, but not only was Kisa’s body pressed so hard against his, but he was also picturing how she had moved while dancing. The memory of her lithe form gyrating in the firelight had inspired the start of an erection, and once she had grabbed his cock through his pants, it had come to life, overriding any objections he had.

      She fumbled with his belt, and by the time she got his pants unbuckled, his erect cock sprang free and smacked her in between her eyes. Stunned at her sudden aggression, he opened his mouth to say something, but she practically inhaled his cock into her tiny mouth. A throaty growl escaped her, and she let out a purr while she stroked his shaft, pausing on occasion to lick the head of his dick. Her tongue was rough yet sent shivers down his spine.

      “Oh, Kisa,” he muttered, then turned his head to see Tink sitting at the edge of the yurt. She was crouched, her skirt hiked up to reveal that, as usual, she wasn’t wearing any underwear.

      What was going through the goblin’s mind? And what were these weird lights? He reached out to touch one that had landed on Kisa’s ear and felt a jolt go into his body. The sudden surge of magic startled him but not because it hurt.

      No, he was startled to discover that the magic was his own. Upon touching the light, it transformed into a tiny spark and sank into the flesh of his finger. Somehow, the magic lights twinkling between them belonged to him, but how was that even possible?

      Kisa groaned on his cock, then slid up his body, letting his cock drag down the center of her torso until her crotch was pushed against it. She was small, like Tink, and she used one hand to steady his cock before pressing herself against it. Kisa let out a growl that transformed into a series of moans, and the lights were swirling around them now, as if they were inside a planetarium.

      He grabbed her hips and pressed himself up and into her. The pressure increased as he stretched her labia wide, then suddenly, he was in.

      She let out a growl and dug her claws into the flesh of his chest and stomach, then let out a purr as she went limp against him. Though her body was still, her tail was flicking about erratically above them, and the lights held still.

      “You are so…fucking…big,” moaned Kisa. “My stomach feels so full of you.”

      “You feel amazing against me.” He wrapped his hands around her hips and pushed her dress up and over her head. She was naked now, and her fur was amazingly soft. He couldn’t help but stroke her spine, which made her arch her lower back.

      Her purring became louder, and she started riding him. His cock couldn’t go any farther than halfway and her face would scrunch up. She bared her teeth and hissed when he pushed up into her and against her cervix.

      “Shit, sorry,” he said, then shivered. His magic was starting to do its thing and was manifesting all along his body. However, instead of crawling along his skin, it floated upward between them, turning into motes of light.

      Kisa sat up straight, her claws leaving red lines down his chest. He raised his hands up her hips and cupped her supple breasts, his fingers squeezing them through a thin layer of fur. She growled at him, then groaned, her vaginal walls gripping his dick.

      The motes of light were spiraling now and spreading outward. It was a slow dance, as if a swarm of fireflies circled them. He sat up a bit and noticed that the scratches on his chest were already starting to fade. Kisa was growling again, and he used one of his hands to tease her clit. She reacted immediately, and the lights danced about even faster.

      Tink gasped, and Mike turned his head to see that the mote field had expanded to the edges of the yurt, and she was now caught in it. The lights, when they struck her, became sparks that danced down her green skin and disappeared beneath the yellow fabric of her dress.

      “Husband,” she gasped, then touched herself, her fingers exploring her tight snatch.

      Kisa didn’t seem to notice, her eyes now closed as she swirled her hips about. She was humming a melody while she fucked him, sitting up on her knees to keep from sinking down too far on him. Tink was crawling across the floor on all fours, and when she made it to him, she held her skirt in place and promptly sat on his face.

      His cock jerked, and he heard Kisa gasp, but all he could see were Tink’s thighs and stomach. He wrapped his arms around her thighs to hold her in place and buried his tongue deep inside her tight snatch, seeking out the double clitoris hidden within. He was just able to reach one of them with his tongue, and she let out a growl of her own.

      A dark pair of hands grabbed Tink by the hips, then slid up her torso to squeeze her breasts. Kisa’s movements were becoming more frantic, and his magic was concentrating around his crotch. Tink twisted around on his face so she looked at Kisa, and he could hear them kissing. From where he was, he couldn’t tell if the two of them were making out or fighting, and Tink’s tail was whipping around over him. The two of them growled at each other, but neither of them dismounted.

      “Fucking horny kitty,” Tink muttered, then she leaned forward, causing Kisa to sink down hard onto him. “Try to make husband fit, feel much better.”

      “Fuck you, goblin girl,” Kisa replied, and their weight shifted again.

      Tink’s pussy was pushed so hard against his face that he was now being smothered by her ass cheeks. Mike pushed against her with his hands, trying to lift her just a little, but she had clamped onto his head with her thighs.

      “Tink help, move hips like this.” She was now shifting on Mike’s face, which allowed him to catch his breath. “Move forward, push against husband.”

      Kisa’s weight shifted, and she was more horizontal. Tink’s fingers were between him and Kisa, and he could feel the goblin toying with the cat. The cat girl’s cries were becoming louder, and the mote field was starting to shower the room with sparks.

      His own orgasm was approaching, and he fought hard to hold it back. As far as he could tell, Kisa was nowhere near her climax, but the velvety soft folds of her vagina were accentuated by the warm fur of her body pressed so tightly against him. Now that she wasn’t digging her claws into him, it was easy to get lost in the heat of her body.

      Tink wasn’t helping either. Between eating her out and knowing that the goblin was working hard to get Kisa off, he simply couldn’t concentrate on anything else other than the sensations moving through his hips. His orgasm was approaching, and he felt guilty as the pressure overwhelmed him.

      After all, Kisa was the one in heat.

      His balls retracted into his body, and he felt every muscle in his pelvis tighten up. He groaned, and the floating motes of light held perfectly still for just a moment before rocketing in and vanishing like snowflakes against his skin.

      When he erupted, Tink let out a cry and fell off his face, revealing that Kisa was now sitting upright, her hands planted on his hips. As the magic left his body and flowed into her, light streamed out of her eyes and mouth as she spasmed on top of him. The contractions of her pussy sucked him in deep, and she let out a howl that raised the hairs on his body.

      Her claws dug into him some more, then she collapsed on top of him.

      “Kisa? Kisa!” He lifted her to see if she was okay, causing her to pop off his cock. Semen spilled out of her in copious amounts, soaking his crotch, and he rolled her onto her back.

      She was breathing, and her eyelids fluttered open. Her green eyes were flecked with sparkling lights inside, and she looked at him in surprise.

      Before anything could be said, the flap of the yurt opened and Lily burst in, her eyes flickering yellow and red. She stood over Mike and sniffed the air, then looked down at him.

      “What the fuck was that?” she demanded, then backed away from him. “I could feel it all the way on the other side of the camp and came running over.”

      “You felt that?” He scooted out from under Kisa, then looked at Tink. “You okay over there?”

      “Big light make Tink horny,” she grumbled. “Husband fix Tink later.”

      “Er…yeah.” He looked back at Kisa. She was regarding him with fascination, and little sparks moved across her pupils. “And you? Are you okay?”

      “I…uh…yeah.” She covered herself with her hands, then turned around to grab her dress off the ground. When she stood, semen dripped out of her and onto the ground. It shimmered as if infused with glitter.

      “Wait a second.” Lily moved forward, grabbed Kisa by the jaw, and twisted her face from side to side. Kisa tried to push herself free, but Lily was able to easily overpower her. “Oh. Oh, this is too fucking rich! Welcome to the Radley house, kitty cat.”

      “What? Is something wrong?” Mike touched Lily’s wrist, and the succubus released Kisa.

      “Wrong? No, not technically.” She grinned, then moved toward the flap of the door. “But I have a new suspicion about your friend there. She isn’t a regular cat.”

      Kisa shook her head and slid the dress over her head. “No shit. I used to be human.”

      “I’m not talking about that part of you, short stack.” Lily gave Kisa a poke in the chest, then looked at Mike. “You see it, don’t you? Your own magic in her eyes?”

      “Uh, yeah.” Mike looked at Kisa, then back at Lily. “There were floating lights too. Where did they come from?”

      “Oh, they’re yours. You weren’t summoning them; she was.” Lily sat on her tail, a smug look on her face. “I could smell it, you know? She ran past me, right after the moon rose. Her arousal. Poor little kitty went into heat, and—”

      “Call me a kitty one more time, I dare you.” Kisa revealed her claws. “This is embarrassing enough without hearing from your sorry ass.”

      “Lily.” Mike scowled at the succubus. “I know you love toying with people, but out with it.”

      Lily sighed dramatically and rolled her eyes. “Ugh, fine. When I stand in here with you, I can sense your presence, but now I sense it in two spots. You used your magic on a cat, Romeo. A black cat.”

      Mike puzzled at this thought for a moment, then shook his head. “I don’t follow.”

      Lily laughed, then winked. “Whatever it was that transformed her, it wasn’t just trying to make her into a cat. The cat is just the form, not the function. You used your magic on her, and not only did she allow you to, but she also participated. What you have now is your very own familiar.”

      “A familiar? Like a witch?” He looked over at Kisa. “Do you feel any different?”

      “I’m not sure,” she confessed, then looked back at Lily. “He’s not my master now or something, is he?”

      “Only if you want him to be, but you can work it out in therapy. But that isn’t what I would worry about.” Lily opened the flap to the door and stepped out into the night air, her hand holding the flap open. “If your friend here was in heat because of the full moon, it also means she’s fertile and ready to have your kittens. Might wanna go get some Plan B from the resident witch horsey, just to be safe. You can all consider that my good deed for the month.”

      She winked at them and let the flap close, leaving them behind.

      Mike looked at Kisa in horror, his thoughts on what Zel had told him earlier. There was an equal look of horror in her eyes, and Tink stumbled to her feet, her cheeks now bright red.

      “No fair!” she shrieked. “Husband make babies with Tink first, not with stupid horny kitty cat!”

      “Ain’t nobody making babies,” Kisa cried, her hands now on her belly. “Absolutely not, no way!”

      Mike felt a chill go up and down his spine. Pregnancy was something he hadn’t worried about with the others, but they also hadn’t started life as humans. “I couldn’t agree more. You wait here in case the moon makes you…um… I’ll go find Zel. If she can’t help, I know Naia can. Just wait here. And Tink, stop crying. Nobody is having babies, I promise.” He didn’t bother waiting for her response as he flung himself through the flap and into the night.
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      Mike sat with Naia on the edge of the fountain, their arms wrapped around each other. He took in her scent, which was reminiscent of rain and the forest floor. When she finally released him, she had a scowl fixed on her face.

      “You had better come back alive,” she told him. “Or I will be very cross with you.”

      “Don’t worry. I’m going to be careful. If things start to go south before I get there, I’ll come back and try again next year.” Truthfully, he hoped that wasn’t the case. How many years had Cecilia been stuck in the fairy realm already? Every morning leading up to today had filled him with the anxiety of knowing that an hour to him could be months to her. Was she still okay? Would she be happy to see him?

      He had started having dreams about her when Lily wasn’t inside his head. Cecilia would try to warn him away, and he would chase her until his dream filled with mist and he became lost. No amount of Dreamscape trickery allowed him to part the veil and find her, which made him wonder if it was a variation on the anxiety dreams.

      When he stood, he looked up at the roof. Though he didn’t see her, he could feel Kisa’s presence up there, almost like an itch that couldn’t be scratched. Ever since the incident at the centaur camp, he could feel her no matter where she was, and she claimed a similar experience. Luckily, the centaurs had provided her with some herbal tea that acted as birth control. He had been very happy to see her drink it down without any hesitation.

      Lily had suggested that Kisa get spayed, which prompted Kisa to try to take a chunk out of the succubus.

      Ratu had examined both Mike and Kisa and said their magic was now linked in a similar manner to the way a witch would bond with a familiar, but nobody knew what that meant for the two of them. She also announced that it was likely Kisa would go into heat on every full moon from now on, unless she sequestered herself away from the sight of it. Kisa’s protest at this announcement was mellow by her standards, and he wondered if perhaps she didn’t mind. She had definitely softened in her approach to him, and he had spotted her lurking around more often.

      The others bade him farewell as he picked up the backpack he had prepared for this trip. When he made it down the hill to the gate, Beth was waiting to see him off.

      “Good luck,” she told him. “Sorry I couldn’t find out more about the geas, or your contract with the queen.”

      He smiled. “Learning about Samhain was more than enough. I’m leaving you in charge. Make sure Tink brushes her teeth, and no parties. It is Halloween, after all.”

      She laughed. “Do you suppose we should let her go trick-or-treating? She could pass for a kid in a costume.”

      “If you can get her to actually wear underwear, then maybe.” He looked up the hill at Tink, who was busy with a giant spool of electrical cable. She was almost done rewiring the house, but the large industrial spool of wire she had ordered by accident had been way more than she needed. She was using it as a spare table now, and he couldn’t help noticing she kept it pretty far from the edge of the roof. “But I did see the giant bag of candy hidden in the back of the pantry. I assume you bought it?”

      Beth smiled. “Like you said, it is Halloween. I don’t expect anyone to come to the door, but you never know. When I was a kid, this neighborhood always had the best candy, and some years, a few kids would be brave enough to ring the bell. Maybe this year, someone will answer.”

      Mike nodded, wondering if Beth would wear a costume. Would it be something cute? Maybe something simple, like cat ears and a tail? Would that piss Kisa off?

      “Guess I’m headed out.” He didn’t know whether to hug her or shake her hand, and the moment was quickly becoming awkward. She seemed so distant recently, and that insecure part of him kept crying out that she saw him as a failure.

      It really shouldn’t matter, but he couldn’t shake the idea that she might not value his company. Maybe it was that she was happy enough with Asterion and Sulyvahn, but it wasn’t something he could just come out and ask her.

      He offered her a slight wave and unlocked the gate, then stepped through. Once on the other side, he passed the key back through and watched Beth lock the gate.

      “You sure about this?” she asked.

      He nodded. “I don’t want anything coming out while I’m gone. Besides, if everything goes well, Cecilia will bring me back the regular way. If not…” He shrugged. “Try not to let the next disaster get you down if you fuck it up. Gotta keep trying and all that.”

      “Is that another one of your boy scout mottos?”

      “Uh…no. Just good advice is all. Gotta go. Got a date with a banshee.” He turned away from her and walked into the woods. Once the mist gobbled up the gate behind him, he put his fingers into his mouth and blew a loud whistle.

      “Date with a banshee, really?” Lily stepped around a nearby tree. “Shit, watching you two is like watching shitty prime-time TV.”

      Mike startled, then put a hand to his chest and let out a breath. “Really? From behind a tree?”

      “Trick or treat, Romeo.” She moved next to him and put her hand over his. “That was the trick. The treat is that I’m coming with you on your little trip. Just to the fairy gate, anyway.”

      “I thought you couldn’t because it was dangerous?”

      She shrugged. “I changed my mind. My presence might attract demons, but I’m also going to be riding with you on the back of Cerberus. Even if they show up, they’ll hightail it out of there. Besides, I figured we could chat.”

      “About?”

      Lily transformed into Beth, then pressed herself against him. “So, Mr. Radley, do you wanna fuck or what?”

      Mike’s stomach dropped, and he turned around to make sure the gate was still a good distance behind them. What if Beth heard? “What are you doing?” he asked in a hushed tone.

      Lily was herself again, and she rolled her eyes. “Please. Watching you two pine over each other is giving me blue balls. Let’s talk about us instead.” A grin appeared on her face but then faltered when a giant shadow manifested in the mist.

      Cerberus had arrived.

      “Hello,” Mike said, stopping to scratch each head. Cerberus soaked up the attention but threw Lily a trio of dirty looks.

      “Play nice,” he warned her, eliciting a whimper from one of the heads.

      “Someone is learning,” Lily muttered behind him, but he ignored her.

      “Let’s hunt for some wayward spirits,” he said, then pulled himself up by Cerberus’s shaggy mane until he sat behind her shoulders. He stuck a hand out for Lily, then hauled her up to sit behind him. “Cerberus? Track.”

      Cerberus wandered into the woods, leaving the mortal realm far behind. They were on the prowl, which meant Cerberus would stop on occasion to sniff the ground, then change directions. Lily’s hands were tight on Mike’s belly as they moved through the mists of the Underworld, and he was suddenly very aware of how her hands kept sliding lower toward his crotch.

      “So how long do we do this?” she asked. “Seems kind of like we’re walking around with your dick in our hands.”

      Not yet, he thought to himself. “Samhain is supposed to start at sundown, and I figured if we left a little bit early, it would increase our odds of seeing the spirits as they come through. Once we find one, Cerberus can sniff out where it came from. It’ll be like watching migrating birds; we just have to trace them back to their point of origin. Honestly, I don’t know what to expect, but—”

      A ball of light formed in the mist off to their left and rocketed past, blipping out of existence just past his shoulder. Cerberus lifted her heads and sniffed, then turned toward where the ball had come from.

      “Was that a spirit?” he asked.

      “Fairly certain it was fae. The boundary’s thin, but the fae are more powerful. Any spirits hanging about likely won’t come out until tomorrow.” She leaned forward over his shoulder to reveal that her face was now painted in black and white, making it look like a skull. “Día de los Muertos, mi rey.”

      He understood the first part. “Day of the Dead. It’s tomorrow.”

      “Interesting how it overlaps with Samhain, isn’t it? You’ll find that so many cultures have celebrations that line up like that for a reason. The pagans were pretty good about noticing those things; they’ve always been in touch with the world and its inner workings. The Catholic Church pretty much stole most of their holidays because the only things they want to touch are money and little boys.”

      “Harsh,” he muttered.

      “Truer than you think. Remember, never trust a man who claims to be noble. Judge him instead by his actions.” Her hands had moved low enough that she could tease the tip of his cock with the edge of her fingernail.

      “You sound oddly philosophical,” he told her. “Did you eat someone nice, or are you done playing hard to get?”

      “Humph.” She pressed her face into his neck. “If you’re gonna be a dick, I can always just walk home. If you’re lucky, I won’t accidentally shove a horde of demons through your back door.”

      “Yeah, well, last time you brought something through my back door, it started off scary and ended up being enjoyable.”

      He heard a slight hitch in her voice, followed by a chuckle. Her hand moved lower, and she pinched the fabric of his jeans just hard enough to capture the head of his cock between her fingers.

      “Now you’re making me blush, Romeo,” she said. “I wasn’t aware you ever thought about that.”

      “We spend so much time in the Dreamscape that I think about it a lot. Those first few days of confusion, that bet you lost.” He grinned at the memory. “I’ve gained a newfound perspective on life this month. Probably growing as a person.”

      “You speak like a man who knows what he wants, but I sometimes wonder: Do you know what you want?” With one fluid motion, she had undone the button on his pants, exposing his cock to the outside world. She was stroking him from behind, and he closed his eyes at the sudden rush of pleasure that moved through him.

      “Uh, Lily, I’m not sure—”

      “Oh, it’s fine, she’s not going to eat you. Remember, she’s an animal. Worst-case scenario, pretend you’re marking her as your property.” Lily’s other hand found the base of his cock and moved past to stroke his balls. “But let’s talk more about you. I know you’re attracted to Beth. I’ve been inside your head, remember?”

      “Um…” He had no idea what to say. What was Lily trying to do to him? He was supposed to be tracking wayward spirits in the Underworld, but now she was messing with his dick and talking about Beth.

      “You know, I could do this better if you moved the backpack.” She took it off his shoulders and transferred it to hers. “There doesn’t seem to be a lot in here. What did you pack?”

      “Mostly sandwiches,” he replied.

      “Really? Off to fight the queen of the fairies and you packed sandwiches?”

      “Nope. Sofia packed them for me. This way, I don’t end up starving to death while getting there.” He was distracted when another orb shot by him and Cerberus changed direction once again.

      “Oh, Romeo, what am I going to do with you?” Her hands found his cock once more. “Oh. Right. Beth.”

      “I don’t really know how I feel about her,” he said. “Being a hundred percent honest, I feel an attraction, but I’m not sure why. I’m literally surrounded by exotic women of all shapes and sizes, have sex on a daily basis with many of them, and know that Beth is far more interested in men who are more…legendary, if you catch my drift.”

      “Maybe you like her for her brain?”

      He thought about it. Beth was very intelligent, but did she really compare to others? Ratu had the wisdom of centuries, Tink could fix anything, and Zel was like a walking pharmacy. Any aspect of Beth taken individually paled in comparison to someone else, but whenever she was near, he felt his old lack of confidence come up.

      “Maybe I like her for her,” he replied. “She’s like the female version of me, tossed into a crazy place with—” He grunted as a wave of pleasure shot up his spine, then watched as a series of sparkling lights moved between the trees up ahead. “—with monsters. She has taken the whole thing in stride, so I would have to say it’s her confidence, or maybe her capability, who knows?”

      “Interesting. Is that confidence enough?” Lily’s tail slithered into view, then moved up his leg until the tip of it hovered over his dick. “What about me? Are you attracted to my confidence?”

      “Okay, I know for a fact that won’t fit in there,” he told her.

      “You worry too much,” she whispered, then the tip of her tail opened up, creating a wet sleeve that enveloped the top of his cock.

      He gasped in response as a sensation like a sucking mouth worked the tip of his penis. Her hands and tail operated in unison, sending warm waves of pleasure up and down his legs.

      “You didn’t answer the question,” she told him.

      “Your confidence is unnerving,” he said, then leaned against her. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but it scares me sometimes. Not because I think you shouldn’t be confident, but because I worry you’ll do something to get hurt someday.”

      Cerberus paused, then looked back at the two of them.

      “Mind your own business, bitch,” Lily snapped.

      Cerberus growled but resumed her walk. Every time Mike felt like he was getting close, Lily backed down her ministrations and asked him another question, or squeezed the base of his cock to chase away his orgasm. Tiny little sparks danced all along his stomach and thighs, and occasionally along Lily’s tail. Most of the questions were casual, some were serious, and he noticed that the frequency of passing spirits was increasing, but he wasn’t exactly paying attention to the shifting scenery. The more fae they saw, the closer they must be getting.

      Lube flowed from her tail onto his shaft, keeping him well oiled. Cerberus often looked back to see what was happening but continued moving through the Underworld. The trees had changed, and most of them looked like they were dead, or close. The ground was littered with ash and leaves, and when Cerberus stepped around a grouping of rocks, Mike found himself staring at an old stone archway with symbols carved into the blocks along the top. Lily clamped one of her hands across his mouth to keep him quiet.

      The archway had diagonal iron bars embedded inside that looked just wide enough to be squeezed through. Cerberus walked around the gate, but he couldn’t help but watch it as they passed. The air smelled of dust with a slight trace of sulfur, but there was another acrid odor he couldn’t place. Once they were away from it, Lily dropped her hand.

      “Where did that one go?” he asked.

      “Hell,” Lily told him. “The bars allow you to go in, but what you don’t know is that they’re like sharkskin, covered in microscopic barbs. Smooth one way, rough in reverse, and if you try to back out, it tears your skin off. That’s the best-case scenario.”

      “Why would anyone go in there on purpose?” He looked over his shoulder at her.

      Her face darkened. “There are things here that are far worse than Hell. Your version of Hell is a rather new idea, but the Underworld itself is ageless. It’s been around since the beginning of everything, maybe even before. There are things here that would love to get ahold of a wandering mortal, or even a soul that is firmly rooted here.”

      “But wouldn’t Hell be worse?”

      “It’s all a matter of perspective. There are things out here that mortals have forgotten the names of, creatures made of hooks and chains that feast on suffering. But enough about that because it’s making you soft.”

      “Oh.” He looked down to see that she was right. “I mean, you don’t have to do that.”

      Lily bit his ear and started stroking him even harder. “I did not spend all that time edging you through the Underworld just to have you blow me off, Romeo.”

      “Why are you edging—ow!” She had bitten him again.

      “Lots of reasons. Because I’m a tease. Because I thought it would be fun to jerk you off while riding a three-headed dog. Because I thought it might help you relax, or maybe just because I thought you might enjoy it.” Her hands were working overtime now, as if to make up for lost ground. It was having the desired effect, and his thoughts were beginning to swim, his concentration lapsing.

      “Lily, I—” He stopped midsentence when she started licking and sucking on his neck. The sensation of her lips on his neck was sending chills down his spine to meet up with the fire that blossomed below. Sparks now crawled along his entire body, and he felt the pressure building.

      The vegetation had become so dense that the branches dragged along his skin like grasping fingers, and the trees were actually moving out of the way to let Cerberus through. Suddenly, the trees were gone, and he found himself looking at a giant river. Cerberus padded carefully across, the water coming up just past her belly.

      The water was black in places and appeared to climb up Cerberus’s fur to reach for Mike. He caught the odor of brimstone, and his mind immediately jumped to a time and place from his youth. He could hear the rancid screams of his mother bouncing around inside his head. Long-forgotten memories rushed forth, filling his belly with lead. He clenched his fists, letting the anger rush through him.

      Lily turned his head and put her lips on his. Her scent washed over him, and the memories of his youth vanished in the surge of energy that passed between them. When she broke the kiss, they were on the other side of the river, near the mouth of a large cave that fed it.

      Silver columns supported the ceiling of the entrance, and he couldn’t help but think the folded walls of the cavern looked like an eager vagina, beckoning him to enter. He was about to tell Cerberus to take him inside when Lily’s tail shifted and sucked him in deep.

      “Oh…my…nghh!” The lightning danced out along Cerberus’s fur as Lily’s tail milked him, and the legendary beast trembled, then shook herself off, scattering water away from them. The succubus groaned as the magic traveled up her tail with his semen, her hands squeezing him tight while he released his load inside her.

      He shook his head and frowned at the cave. The sudden compulsion to go inside had vanished, and he thought he saw a figure in the mouth of the cave step back into the darkness.

      “What just happened?” he asked. “What is this place?”

      “That’s just some postnut clarity,” Lily replied. “We should keep moving.”

      “Okay.” He looked over his shoulder at the cave and caught the glimpse of a figure disappearing around the corner of the rocks. The strangest urge to go back and check it out pulled at him, but Lily put her mouth near his ear and whispered a single word.

      “Cecilia.”

      He nodded and looked away from the strange cave. The forest ahead was thinning rapidly, and he now saw buildings, or what was left of them. They looked like they had been bombed out, but as Mike, Lily, and Cerberus approached, the buildings faded away. They were now surrounded by whirring lights as fae shot past them, and shadows milled about amid the phantom city.

      “Where is this place?” he asked.

      “War zone, most likely. As for where, I couldn’t say.” Lily swiped at a nearby building, and it vanished. “When you have enough death in one place, the boundary between the Underworld and your world thins to accommodate the sudden transfer of souls. In a way, they are both here and there at the same time.” She paused as a large shadow, nearly twelve feet tall, lumbered past them. “This may not even be our world.”

      Cerberus stopped and belched fire at a nearby copse of trees. A group of creatures scattered from behind it and bolted into the woods.

      “Scavengers,” Lily said. “Looking for an easy meal when someone crosses over.”

      “This part of the Underworld seems a little more dangerous than over by the house,” he told her.

      “The house has Cerberus watching it. This place? Not so much. Actually, I don’t know that we want to run across another Cerberus. It may not be very happy to accept the condition this one is in.”

      Cerberus looked back at the two of them and grunted in the affirmative, or so Mike thought. They’d continued onward for another hour when he patted Lily on the leg and looked over his shoulder.

      “Can you grab a sandwich out of my bag?” he asked. He heard her rustle through his backpack, then go quiet.

      “This isn’t a sandwich; it’s a whole fucking meal.” She handed it forward, and he took it. It was essentially a BLT on a long hoagie roll, with some type of aioli Sofia had whipped up this morning. “She made five more of these for you!”

      “She didn’t want me going hungry. Want some?”

      “No. You’re gonna need your strength when you inevitably fuck the fairy queen.”

      “You really think it will come down to fucking her?” He pulled off a piece of his sandwich and held it back for her. There was a moment of hesitation before she took it from him, and he heard her chew on it.

      “Honestly? I fully expect her to betray you somehow, then you’ll seduce her with that big dick of yours. Probably fuck her in the ass in the hopes of dislodging the massive stick that’s up there.”

      He laughed, which caused him to cough a bite of sandwich into his sinuses. This triggered a coughing fit, and Lily smacked him on the back, which allowed him to swallow the offending bite. He finished his sandwich and had Lily hand him a water bottle, which he promptly drained. The scenery was going from urban to jungle now, and they were walking along the side of a river that was cold enough that chunks of ice were caught in its current. From the sides of his eyes, he thought he saw people clinging to the chunks, but when he looked directly, they were gone.

      “Seriously, though, is there a plan? If she betrays you, I mean.” There was absolutely no humor in Lily’s tone now.

      “If she betrays me, she still has to let me return home. She can’t harm me directly; that much I know. It’s likely she will try to do something regarding Cecilia’s capture, but I’m not sure what.” He sighed in frustration. “Honestly, the only trick I have up my sleeve is that I can challenge her to a duel, but she has to accept. If we agree on the outcome of the duel, she gets to pick the weapons that are allowed, and I get to pick the location. I debated having Tink build me a giant fairy trap, but that could be seen as outside interference. So the duel is out.”

      “Maybe you’ll get lucky and she’ll choose genitals as the weapon of choice.” Lily ran her hands along the front of his pants again. “Then you could pick somewhere romantic, show her that thing you do with your lightning…”

      He grabbed her hand and moved it off his crotch. “Sorry,” he said. “Got told by a trusted source that I’ll be banging a fairy queen later, so I need to have some gas in the tank.”

      She laughed, pinched his stomach, then leaned her head against his shoulder. He thought he heard her sigh, and he couldn’t help but smile.

      ---

      Beth was busy washing her dinner dishes while looking out the back window. Mike had been gone a few hours already, but she felt like it had been far longer.

      Shortly after he’d left, she had gone out front to see if the sundial would turn for her. On the one hand, she was relieved when it hadn’t. That meant Mike was still alive. On the other hand, it also meant she would be unable to activate the home’s defenses if he became trapped in the Underworld, and she wouldn’t put it past the queen to find a way to trap him there until the house was overrun by the society, angry gods, or whatever was waiting to pounce on the place.

      The others were having a semiquiet meal in the dining room. Tink was discussing some interior improvements with Reggie, and Sofia sat between Yuki and Quetzalli, the three of them going over some artbooks from the Library. Kisa had stopped in briefly to grab her meal to go, and Beth suspected she was up on the roof.

      Dana was out back with some redesigned drones, trying to get in some last-minute adjustments before the sun went down. Undoubtedly she would take her place across from the mysterious door once night fell. Beth wasn’t certain what Dana had discovered, if anything, but had heard her talking to the rats a lot of nights in hushed tones. At first, she had wondered if they were helping her make progress, but it turned out Dana rambled when she had an audience. Her inner monologue would float down the hallway for troubled sleepers to hear, and most of it had been a mess of alchemy, astrology, and Dana’s personal thoughts on both.

      A small drone whizzed around the yard, then chased a pair of fairies. Cerulea and Olivia left sparkling trails behind as they dashed out of the way, then took turns riding the thing as if it was a bucking bronco. Beth wondered if they would be able to stay on it for eight seconds when she heard the doorbell ring.

      The others looked at her with puzzlement as she walked through the dining room, but she noticed Tink was missing. By the time she made it out to the front room, she found the goblin at the window with Jenny, both their faces pressed to the glass. Tink was hopping up and down in excitement, and when Beth looked through the peephole, she saw a witch, a Frankenstein’s monster, and a nervous-looking army man.

      The door creaked when it opened, and she looked down at the children as they lifted their bags and shouted with enthusiasm.

      “Trick or treat!” they cried.

      Stunned, she realized she had forgotten to retrieve the bag of candy and asked them to wait. She locked the door and sprinted to the kitchen, then grabbed the bag of candy so fast she accidentally spilled a box of pasta. On her way back, she noticed Yuki and Quetzalli now stood at the window, and she was about to open the door when a hand fastened around hers.

      “Oh, please, allow me,” Yuki asked, then took the candy from her. Her features shifted, making her ears bigger and her nose longer and more foxlike. She threw a card on the ground to summon a large chalice roughly the size of a bucket and then dumped the candy in.

      Standing back from the door, Beth watched Yuki open it and growl at them.

      The witch shouted “trick or treat” one more time, but the army man broke and ran down the front walk. Frankenstein’s monster stared as he took his candy, but the witch clapped her hands in excitement.

      “Your costume is so cool,” she declared. “Can I get an extra piece for my brother?”

      “Sure,” Yuki told her.

      “Thanks. I like your decorations. The dragon in your yard is so cool!” With that, the witch and the monster departed down the long path to the road and the safety of their parents. Beth couldn’t help but notice that the Jabberwock opened an eye as they passed, then puffed out a wisp of smoke.

      “Wait, they can see the Jabberwock?” Beth looked at the others with concern. “What happened to the geas?”

      “It’s Samhain,” Yuki replied. “The thinning of the barrier between our world and the spirit world. My guess is that barrier may include the geas somehow. It’s still up and protecting us; I can feel it. But maybe the visual protection is weaker. It’s not like Emily ever had someone stand out front to test it on Halloween. We always just kept to ourselves. The Jabberwock, on the other hand, is bound to be noticed.”

      “It won’t eat anyone, will it?” No sooner had she asked her question than the doorbell rang again.

      “Hold on.” Yuki closed her eyes for a moment, then opened them. “It’ll just watch, for now.”

      Tink ran between them and snatched the bucket from Beth. She yanked open the door to reveal a princess and a teenager wearing a rubber horse head.

      The princess raised her bucket eagerly, but the horse took a step back. “Bro, your costume is awesome!” he shouted, then took a picture of Tink with his phone.

      “Extra candy for cute princess,” Tink said, then bared her fangs at the teenager. “Tink is not bro,” she declared, then slammed the door on him.

      Beth heard the teen laugh. When she looked through the peephole, she saw the fairies were now whirring around the yard, leaving spectral trails in their wake. Along the grounds, the carefully cultivated greenery the centaurs had planted were now illuminated by flashing lights that shot out into the darkness.

      “Of course,” Yuki said from against the window. “You have a gate to the Underworld out back. With the veil thinning, the souls are using this place as a nexus.” She furrowed her hairy brow and looked at Beth. “But why haven’t I seen this happen before?”

      “Did Emily ever open that gate?” asked Beth.

      Yuki shook her head. “Not to my knowledge. But we also didn’t have the grim reaper living with us, or a dullahan hanging out in the front yard.”

      “Speak of the devil,” Beth muttered when she looked back through the peephole. Sulyvahn was watching a group of kids as they came up the walk, but they didn’t seem to notice him until he popped off his head. One of the kids screamed and ran down the path, but the others laughed and kept going, clearly under the assumption he was animatronic. “Well, there’s only one thing we can do.”

      “Which is?” Yuki turned to face Beth, a serious look on her face.

      “Not run out of candy.” The doorbell rang, and she smiled. “Can someone else get that? I have a costume I want to wear.”

      She sprinted up the stairs, nearly taking out Dana, who was at the top. Once in her room, she started digging through a couple of boxes from her apartment, eventually opening one near the bottom. She dug through the box, pulled out a black cape, and tossed it onto her bed. Digging around some more, she found a small black box and a black dress with spiderweb lace.

      She stripped out of her clothes and slid into the dress. It hugged her a bit more tightly than she remembered, and she wondered if either it had shrunk the last time she washed it, or Sofia’s cooking was putting some pounds on her ass. When she checked herself out in the mirror, she grinned. It still looked good, so who cared?

      Seeing her teeth reminded her to pick up the box. When she opened it, she found a set of false fangs inside and some black lipstick. She popped the fangs in her mouth and examined the lipstick. It looked like it had cracks in it, so she slid it across the delicate skin of her wrist and frowned when it flaked off.

      “Oh well,” she muttered, then picked up the cape. The inside had red silk trim, and there were finger loops that allowed the cape to move with her hands. She held her arms out wide and smiled at Beth the vampire.

      She picked out a pair of comfortable black pumps and stepped out of her room. Dana looked up from her position at the weird door and did a double take.

      “Is this… Are you just in costume or is this something I should be worried about?” she asked.

      Beth laughed. “It’s Halloween, and we actually have trick-or-treaters! Do you want to pass out candy?”

      Dana shook her head. “No, thanks. Have you ever had a freshly made sopapilla? ’Cause kids smell like those to me. I’m good up here, thanks.”

      “Suit yourself.” She went down the stairs to see Quetzalli handing out candy to a group of kids dressed as Power Rangers. A couple of them jumped when they got zapped, but nobody complained. Down by the sidewalk, a small crowd of parents had formed as another group of kids got ready to head up the walk.

      “This…is unusually busy, isn’t it?” Yuki asked.

      “Yeah, it is, but if we’re the house with a dragon out front, people will drive across town to come see it.” Beth watched Quetzalli close the door, then took the candy bucket from her. “Good God, how much did you give those kids?”

      “Just a handful of candy for each of them,” Quetzalli said.

      Yuki laughed. “If you give me some cash, I’ll head out to get more.”

      “I…” Beth was tempted to tell her no, but if anyone could handle a trip outside, it was Yuki. “If you think you’re up to it, then—”

      “Tink go too!” The goblin was hopping from foot to foot. “See decorations, make tricks, steal candy!”

      Remembering Mike’s comment, she knelt so she was at eye level with the goblin.

      “Mike said you could go out if you wore underwear.”

      Tink’s face fell for a moment, but then her expression was replaced with one of determination. “Tink make big sacrifice for Halloween,” she declared, then ran up the stairs. When she returned, it was obvious she had put on a pair of Mike’s boxers backward, allowing her tail to poke out of the fly. They were baggy and looked like shorts on her, but if it meant she was decent, it would be fine.

      “Tink ready!” she declared, then opened the closet and pulled out her club. “Smash pumpkins, maybe!”

      “Are you just trying to get out of the house to make trouble?” Beth asked.

      Tink looked her directly in the eye and nodded slowly. “Yes.”

      “Don’t worry, I’ll try to keep her from doing anything too inappropriate.” Yuki took Tink’s hand and opened the door just as a trio of ghosts were pushing the bell. “Excuse us,” she told them and squeezed between them.

      “Your kid’s costume is so cute,” one of the ghosts declared.

      “Tink is not a fu—” Tink was cut off when Yuki clamped a hand over her mouth and dragged her the rest of the way down the walk. Once Beth handed out some candy to the ghosts, she wondered how Yuki was going to get to the store without a car but figured it was best if she didn’t know.

      “Bold move, for sure and for certain, lass,” Sulyvahn declared as he came up the stairs, the ghosts walking around him. “Lettin’ a trickster and a goblin out on Samhain.”

      “A trickster?” It suddenly occurred to her that Yuki was, in fact, a fox demon known for trickery. “Ah shit.”

      Suly laughed. “I’m sure it will be fine, lass. I bet they just have a harmless bit o’ fun, bein’ as it’s been such a busy time and all.” He leaned against the doorframe. “And look at yerself, would ye now? Ye look mighty fine as a creature o’ the night.”

      “Thank you,” she replied.

      Sulyvahn followed her inside and sat down on the couch next to Quetzalli. Sofia wandered in from the dining room with a disappointed look on her face.

      “Well, I would like to thank everyone for leaving me to clean up.” She dried her hands on a small towel she held. “Wait, where is everybody?”

      “Sent Yuki out for candy, and she took Tink with her.” The bell rang, and Beth picked up the chalice.

      “Hold on a second.” Sofia crossed the room and crouched to look through the peephole. She opened the door and stepped through to tower over the cluster of children who stared up at her.

      “Whoa,” came from a young man in a Scream mask.

      “Indeed.” Sofia turned to take the chalice from Beth and handed out candy. “You all look amazing. Listen to your parents, and look both ways before crossing the street.”

      The kids thanked her and ran down the walk. She closed the door and handed the chalice to Beth. “I haven’t seen a proper child in decades,” she stated, her eye suddenly misty. “I’m headed back to the Library tonight. You know where to find me.”

      With that, she walked into the office, activated the magic book, and vanished.

      Puzzled over Sofia’s reaction, Beth sat down next to Suly. “Are all those spirit lights in the yard something to be worried about?”

      “Nay. They are spirits that’ve moved on, just comin’ back for a wee visit. They’re peaceful.” Suly curled his fingers around a lock of Beth’s hair. “If not a tad bit mischievous.”

      She smiled and had put her hand on his thigh when she heard Quetzalli groan. Remembering that the dragon was with them, Beth leaned forward to see she was gazing at something in her hand with contempt.

      “What’s wrong?” Beth asked.

      “This…this chocolate tastes terrible! And I fear I have been pranked, for some fiend has put coconut inside it.” Quetzalli threw the half-eaten Mounds bar onto the coffee table, where it slid across and onto the floor. A rat that was passing through scurried over to pick it up, then ran off with it.

      Over the next hour, Beth answered the door for the children who rang the bell. The traffic was heavy, and she was almost out of candy when Yuki appeared with a couple of large bags tucked under her arms.

      “Thanks, you’re a lifesaver. Where’s Tink?”

      The kitsune scowled. “I lost track of her after she pantsed some guy dressed like a preacher. She is out there raising mayhem, and everyone assumed I was her mother, so that wasn’t fun for me. I ran into Death. He said he’d keep an eye on her until I get back.”

      Beth frowned. Could the grim reaper even do anything if someone tried to take the goblin? “You’re headed back out?”

      “I am. Some guy in a hockey mask kept shouting baka at me, so now that you have your candy, I’m going to hunt him down and teach him to be afraid of his own shadow.” She stormed back out the door and ran down the walk. A little girl dressed as a princess stared in awe as Yuki vaulted the stone wall to bypass the group of parents that waited between the lions.

      “Now that I’m thinkin’ could become a fair bit o’ trouble,” Suly said.

      “I hope not.” Beth wasn’t sure she agreed with Yuki letting Tink wander off, but there was nothing she could do about it now. If something happened to Tink, Death would be able to come home and let somebody know. The idea that Mike may come home and discover she was missing didn’t sit well with Beth at all. Or Yuki, for that matter. She wasn’t supposed to be their babysitter by any means, but she suddenly felt like the situation was starting to spiral out of control.

      Quetzalli and Beth alternated handing out candy. Jenny and Reggie stood in the window and watched them come and go. More than a few kids stopped to take selfies with the Jabberwock. Beth got asked by more than a couple of adults if she was the new owner, and she noticed a bunch of people milling about the yard and admiring the gardens. The centaurs had long ago left, locking their portal door behind them, and she sent Sulyvahn out into the yard to chase off some people who decided to wander the hedge maze.

      There were so many people coming and going that she didn’t bother to close the door anymore and just waited with the screen shut for the next group of kids to arrive. The energy in the air was high, and she bid farewell to a group of high school kids dressed as Ninja Turtles when she looked up to see a dark figure in a black hoodie standing at the bottom of the porch.

      “Hey there,” she said in greeting, but her smile turned to a frown when the figure pulled back the hood to reveal their identity.

      “Hi, Beth.” Marco stood defiantly on the front walk of the house, his hands in his pockets. “I was wondering if we could talk?”

      “About what?” She set down the candy bucket and scowled. “Why are you here? Clearly, it isn’t for candy.”

      “It’s for you.” When Marco lifted his head to look at her, it revealed that his eyes were wild, his pupils dilated. “It’s always been about you.”

      “Oh for fuck’s sake.” She stepped toward him and crossed her arms. “Is this about a stupid crush? We worked together for years; why the sudden interest now?”

      “Yes. No, I…” He looked confused for a moment, his attention wandering across the face of the home. “I haven’t been able to get you out of my head, not since the night I dropped off those boxes. I keep thinking about how I didn’t appreciate you when you were there, and how you make me feel. Now I have to protect you from yourself, surely you understand?”

      “Are you on something? Is that what this is about?” She took another step toward him. “You’re broadcasting some major creep vibes right now.”

      “It’s not about me though. It’s about you. This place is dangerous; Mike is dangerous. Don’t you see? All this money he inherited was just part of it, and now you’re under his thrall. He’s controlling you!” His eyes were pleading now, and she wondered if he was going to cry.

      “I’ve had enough of this. Get off my property before I come down there and kick your ass.”

      “Please, Beth.” Marco took a step back. “This place does things to you. You haven’t been the same since you left, don’t you see that? He even has you dressing up for him now. I get that you don’t see it, you’re on the inside looking out—you’re caught up in all this—but please, if you’ll just come with me, I can explain everything.”

      She shook her head, hoping Sulyvahn would reappear soon. Marco’s posture made her nervous, and he stepped aside to let some kids past. She greeted them and gave them candy, her eyes never leaving his. Once the children were gone, she pointed at the street.

      “Seriously, Marco. Get off my property before I have you removed.”

      “My property,” he snarled. “He already has you thinking like him, doesn’t he? You really are lost.”

      “Marco.” She narrowed her eyes at him. Between the wild eyes and the weird statements, her best guess was that he had taken drugs earlier. “I will have your ass fired. This is not okay.”

      “It doesn’t matter anymore,” he told her. “None of it does.”

      With that, he turned and walked down the sidewalk until he vanished around the corner. Sulyvahn reappeared from the garden and shook his head.

      “Yer never gonna believe what I caught them doin’…are ye okay, lass?”

      “Yeah. I guess so.” She frowned at the street. “C’mon, let’s go inside and turn off the lights. I think I’m done giving out candy.” She set the bucket by the door and flipped off the porch light. “Hey, Abella? Let me know if someone starts trouble in the yard.”

      Up above, she heard what she assumed was an affirmative thump. Satisfied that at least someone was willing to hang back and help out, she went inside and sat on the couch to await Tink and Yuki’s return.

      ---

      Mike jolted awake and shook his head. He had dozed off momentarily, so he rubbed the sleep out of his eyes and looked at his phone.

      Another hour had passed. Cerberus was setting a good pace, and the swirling lights now occasionally blinded him with their intensity. The air had become cold, and he shivered, grateful for the warm arms around him.

      The landscape had faded into an obscure mist, and distant cries like screams sent chills up and down his spine. He clutched Cerberus’s fur tightly in his fists and closed his eyes.

      “It’s so awful here,” he said. “I can feel it sucking the joy from my bones.”

      “Sorry, Romeo.” She slid around him so she sat in front, and he leaned into her, his head between her breasts. “This isn’t meant to be a pleasant place.”

      He swallowed, his throat suddenly dry. It wasn’t just the heat leaving his body but the absolute misery that rushed in to replace it. Thoughts that weren’t his own flitted in and out, depressing things that whispered to him to step into the void. Large cracks had appeared in the ground all around Cerberus, and she stepped around them carefully.

      “Remember why you’re here,” Lily whispered to him, like a mother to a child. “You have important things to do.”

      “You came along to protect me, didn’t you?” His own voice was a whisper, and he heard it as if from far away.

      “I was always planning to come. This is a bad place, waiting to swallow you whole like a snake. If not for Cerberus, I would have brought some of the others as well, your very own harem honor guard.” She stroked his head, her long fingernails dragging through his hair like a comb. “I’m bad at being up front with you. I’m bad at a lot of things, actually, but I want to be better. If I’m being honest, Naia knew too. That’s the only reason she let you go without sending everyone in with you.”

      He smiled. It had seemed rather strange that everyone hadn’t demanded to come, but he had attributed it to Cerberus.

      “Was the hand job her idea too? To keep my spirits high?”

      Lily chuckled. “Let’s just say I wanted some gas in the tank of my own. Just in case. While you’re gone, I think the shadow is going to try to do something.”

      Mike sat up and looked at her. “I do too. It’s why I left the house to both of them, in case he came for me. Even if he took me out, he would have to get both of them afterward.”

      Lily opened her mouth to say something, then tilted her head to the side. “Do you hear that?” she asked.

      He nodded. It was music that rang through his body, filling him with both joy and sorrow. He pictured golden musical notes that hovered in the air and wrapped around him, daring him to seek them out. Tears were running down his cheeks, and he wiped them away, his whole being flooded with emotions.

      “Focus, Mike.” Lily pinched his ass, and he jumped.

      “Right.” He took the backpack from her and found the pair of earplugs inside, then stuffed them in his ears. The music dimmed, and he was able to hold his thoughts together. “I assume we are almost there?”

      He felt Lily tense up as Cerberus stepped over a hill and revealed a clearing surrounded by large stones in a pattern that reminded him of Stonehenge. In the middle was a brilliantly polished golden door that had opened just a crack, allowing a stream of light to illuminate the shadows of the Underworld. Fairy creatures slipped through the crack and immediately turned into motes of light before shooting off in every direction.

      “Is that really it?” he asked. “Are we really here?”

      “It would seem so.” Lily was clearly shouting, but he barely heard her. Cerberus got close to the door and sniffed around before letting them down. Once on the ground, he turned to look at Lily, who handed him his backpack.

      “I guess this is my stop,” he told her.

      A sly grin broke out on her face. “I guess so,” she shouted. “When you see the queen, can you do me a favor?”

      “Anything. Well, almost.” He could think of a number of things he probably shouldn’t do to the fairy queen.

      Lily took his face in her hands and held him tightly, her eyes reflecting the supernatural light of the fairy realm. For just a moment, she looked like someone else, as if her demonic visage had been stripped away, leaving behind someone far more mortal than monster.

      “Give her Hell for me!” she shouted, then planted a kiss on his lips. “She’s not going to be happy to see you!”

      “I’m fully aware.” He looked at the door and took a deep breath. This was it, the moment of truth. But first, he took a :;moment to caress each of Cerberus’s heads. The demon dog closed her eyes and rubbed up against him, then panted openly when he planted kisses on her noses.

      “Go home, Cerberus. Protect it until I get back.”

      Cerberus whimpered but then bounded off into the mist, leaving Lily and Mike behind. When he looked at her, she gave him a mock salute, her wings flaring open behind her.

      “I’m taking a different route,” she informed him. “I have some business to attend to.”

      Curious as he was, now wasn’t the time to chat about it. “Be safe,” he cautioned.

      “See you in your dreams.” She blew him a kiss, then threw herself into the sky and vanished.

      Not wanting to dawdle any longer, Mike grabbed the door by the edge and pulled it open. The stream of fae that came out passed around him, and he fought the tide of creatures to walk into the golden light. Once properly inside the door, he had to close his eyes and was unable to see. The resistance of the fae vanished, and he opened his eyes to find himself stumbling down a cobblestone path that looked very familiar.

      It was the outside of the queen’s court. Though it looked the same as before, it was empty now, and he was shocked at how his footfalls echoed throughout the abandoned city. Was everyone gone on account of Samhain, or was it something far more sinister? Not wanting to take any chances, he paused long enough to drink a little bit of water and then broke into a jog, heading straight toward where he had last seen Cecilia.

      There was nobody to stop him when he reached the bridge onto the fairy island, but he stopped when he saw it was empty. Chagrined, he wondered if the queen had somehow reneged on their bargain and moved her entire court. He strode across the bridge with determination, and the air rippled around him like water.

      Though the court stayed empty, Cecilia’s cage appeared, and she sat on the swing with her back to him. He took another step forward and cast his eyes about. Seeing no signs of resistance, he walked up to the cage until he was next to the bars.

      “Cecilia?” he asked.

      When she turned to face him, her hair hung in the air as if it was floating in water. The gossamer strands fell in slow motion to reveal her face, and he noticed that the red streak in her hair was more pronounced than ever. There was a look of disbelief on her face, and she pressed herself into the bars. Her bare skin sizzled on contact, but she seemed oblivious to it.

      “A mhuirnín, it’s really you!” She reached through the bars and touched his face, and he took her hand in his. A spark passed between them, and for a moment, her white eyes flashed a brilliant green. He slid his arms through the bars and held her tight, then pushed her away when she let out a gasp of pain.

      “Stand back,” he told her, then looked at the door of the cage. It didn’t seem to have a lock, but if he needed to rip the world apart to get it open, that was what he intended to do.

      “My love,” Cecilia groaned. “It’s all been a trap. I tried to warn you through your dreams.”

      “Yeah, well I’ve always been bad at following directions.”

      “A contagious inclination, based on your presence.” The voice behind him froze him on the spot, and he turned to see that the fairy queen stood on the bridge behind him in her full glory, wings extended and a swirling, glittery aura around her entire body. She scrutinized the golden chalice she held in her hands, then poured out the wine with a scowl. “I didn’t expect to see you, Caretaker, and now I’ve been put off my drink. You were never supposed to survive the trip through the Underworld.”

      “So you’re surprised to see me, then?” He grinned smugly.

      “Indeed.” There was a fire in her eyes as the magical aura around her intensified. “It looks like I’m going to have to deal with you myself.”

      ---

      Kisa stayed out of sight as she followed the man in the hoodie.

      She had been up on the roof, watching the trick-or-treaters and hoping to maybe scare Tink when she came home, when the man in the hoodie had shown up to talk to Beth. The conversation had struck her as odd, not so much because the guy was clearly a creep, but mostly because Beth hadn’t seemed to notice the shadow figure that practically hung off his shoulders.

      “You can see it, can’t you? He’s made her into one of his whores. He’s turned her brilliant mind into little more than a sexual pawn. She even dresses like a whore for him, like a witch, or even a priestess for his cult. You must get her out of there if you wish to save her.” When the shadow had spoken, it had sent a chill down Kisa’s spine, but Beth had never reacted.

      “Please, Beth.” Marco had taken a step back when the shadow had pulled too hard on his shoulder. “This place does things to you. You haven’t been the same since you left, don’t you see that? He even has you dressing up for him now. I get that you don’t see it, you’re on the inside looking out—you’re caught up in all this—but please, if you’ll just come with me, I can explain everything.”

      Kisa never even heard Beth’s reply, because the shadow had been shouting over her.

      “She is lost!” the shadow cried. “This is not something you can do on your own. I warned you this would happen! She pulls away from her own kind, from your attempts to save her! What more proof do you need?”

      When the conversation had ended, Marco stormed off, and Kisa followed. There was something familiar about the shadow, and she watched it flit in and out of existence as Marco walked beneath the bright streetlamps of the neighborhood. Occasionally he would stop and look back, but Kisa could feel the darkness as it wrapped around her, could easily walk between people or in front of them without being noticed at all. She was little more than a touch of the breeze or a whisper on the wind as far as anyone else was concerned, and she followed Marco for over a mile before he got into a car and slammed the door shut.

      From outside, she heard him arguing with the shadow. She crouched and slid beneath the car, hoping he wouldn’t start it up and burn rubber to leave. Nearly an hour passed as she listened to Marco yell, and the shadow’s voice went back and forth among cajoling, pleading, and outright anger.

      The conversation had dimmed, and she tilted her head, eager to hear anything of use. Alarms were blaring in her head now, and she fought the urge to run, pinned in place only by her own curiosity and fear of being spotted.

      The car went silent except for a litany of whispers from the shadow, which was finally punctuated by two words Kisa heard with no problem at all.

      “I accept,” said Marco.

      She didn’t know what to expect, but silence wasn’t it. A minute later, Marco stepped out of his vehicle and opened the trunk. He slammed the lid and started walking back toward the house at a clipped pace.

      Kisa crawled out of her hiding spot and tailed him. The hour was late, and only a few people roamed the darkness, but when Marco stopped beneath a streetlight, he pulled out his cell phone and called someone. He had a baseball bat casually slung over his shoulder. When he turned in her direction, she felt an intense urge to hide so slid behind a parked car and made herself small.

      From where she sat, she could see that his eyes had gone completely black. He was too far away for her to hear the conversation, but a large grin broke across his face as he hung up the phone and stuck it in his pocket. He whistled as he walked back to the house, then stopped a block away.

      Almost nobody was out now, and Kisa stayed hidden away, watching and waiting. Nearly forty minutes later, a car pulled up, and a woman got out. She wore a black trench coat and had a very long braid that hung from the back of her head down to her waist.

      After a couple of minutes, the newcomer’s expression turned to one of surprise, and Marco nodded. They seemed to be coming to some sort of agreement, so Kisa tried to move closer, hoping to catch the tail end of it.

      “—and all I want in return is the house itself,” Marco said, his voice slightly distorted as if speaking at two discordant pitches. “This body won’t last more than a couple of days at most, so I will need a new vessel. This man simply has no magic to sustain me, so I consume his life force instead.”

      “You shall have that, and more, if you can actually deliver.” The woman looked tired and angry, and she leaned toward Marco with a sneer on her face. “Though I wonder how you will manage with those accursed lions protecting the place.”

      Marco grinned. “Oh, don’t worry about those. I’ve been invited, after all; they won’t touch me. Once I’m inside, it will take some time to get you what you want, but you have my guarantee, as your goals align with my own. With any luck, I will leave before he comes home, then we can come up with a plan to strike while he’s devastated by his losses.”

      The woman nodded, then reached into her pocket, pulled out a wand, and handed it to him. “If you should fail, I want you to know Amir is not a forgiving man, and he is in a terribly foul mood. For your sake, you had better not be wasting our time.” She opened up the door of her car and put one foot inside before looking back. “You have until dawn to signal me for extraction. Otherwise, you are on your own.”

      With that, she slammed the door and left. Marco was practically skipping down the sidewalk toward the Radley house. He even stopped to pet the lions on the way in while Kisa hid behind the neighbor’s car.

      “I’ve missed you so much,” he told them. “And I cannot wait to make you mine again.” He pulled himself up the wall, trailed his fingers along the cold stone muzzle of the beast, and pulled his phone out again. He seemed enchanted by something on the display, then let out a burst of laughter that raised the fur on Kisa’s neck.

      “It may be Samhain, but you know what happens at midnight?” he asked the lion while stroking its paw. “Día de Muertos. The day when the dead shall walk again.” He hopped off the lion and hid the bat behind himself.

      Sulyvahn stepped onto the walkway to block his approach. The dullahan wore a friendly grin that definitely didn’t extend to the rest of his features, and he made a shooing gesture with his hands.

      “There’ll not be trouble here tonight, lad, so just ye—”

      Marco was now close enough that he spun around and used the bat to knock Sulyvahn’s head clean off and across the yard. Sulyvahn’s body stumbled about and made a grab for Marco, but he deftly sidestepped around the spirit and ran to the front door, the wand in his hand radiating energy.

      “Knock, knock,” he said, then pointed the wand. The front door exploded inward, and he ran inside. Panicking, Kisa ran into the yard, following the angry cries from Sulyvahn until she found his head. It had landed next to the Jabberwock, who hadn’t moved a muscle.

      “Find Yuki!” he said as she tossed his head toward his body. “Tink too. Tell them the house is under attack!”

      “How do I find them?” she asked.

      He picked up his head and stuck it on his neck with a macabre grin. “Wasn’t talkin’ to ye.” He pointed to the sky, and she looked up in time to see Abella, wings spread wide, shoot out into the neighborhood.

      There was a flash of light from inside the house, followed by a scream. Sulyvahn broke into a run, and Kisa was right behind him. They made it into the living room together and saw that Beth was busy picking herself off the ground, one hand clutching her face.

      “Lass, ye okay?” Sulyvahn asked.

      “He went out back,” she told them, then lowered her hand. There was blood on her palms and a wicked cut along her brow that bled heavily. “I was asleep on the couch. I wanted to make sure Tink and Yuki made it home okay. He took the key to the gate from me. How did he even get in?”

      “It was the shadow man,” Kisa said. “I saw them talking, and I think he’s riding around inside this Marco guy.”

      Naia shouted in alarm, and all three of them ran for the backyard. Once outside, they heard a loud roar from the Underworld gate below and saw that Marco was fumbling around with the lock. Some rats had come out to see what the commotion was but quickly hid once more when Cerberus howled. On the other side of the gate, the forest lit up at the sound of hellfire being blasted in every direction, revealing that a giant castle of black stone now stood menacingly beyond the tree line. It hadn’t been there before, but it sure as hell was there now.

      Marco yanked the lock free and pulled the gate open, a look of triumph on his face.

      “Is he going in there?” Beth asked.

      “No, he isn’t.” Kisa’s eyes widened in terror at the sight of the spectral army that had been waiting on the other side as they stormed into the backyard. There were dozens of them, men and women in antiquated armor that held their weapons high as they marched up the hill. Through the gate itself, she could see columns of hellfire burning in the forest as lost souls continued to file in. “Can’t you see them?”

      “See who?” Beth looked down at Kisa, then over at Sulyvahn.

      “Lass. Things are about to get messy.” Sulyvahn grabbed his hair and ripped his head off, black smoke now leaking down his chest and shoulders as his free hand reached down his throat and he pulled out his spine. With a quick flick of his wrist, his whip unfurled to an unnatural length, the bones lying on the grass and causing it to wilt.

      The shadow army charged, and as they passed through Naia, the water in the fountain froze, trapping the nymph in place. At the same time, the features of the spirits temporarily sharpened, and Beth gasped and took a step back.

      “You have your orders!” yelled Marco as he slid behind some nearby bushes.

      As he vanished from sight, his army broke into a run, and Kisa covered her face and hid against the wall of the house, fearing the worst. She felt a chill as the spirits passed through her, and when she screamed, she could barely hear herself over the roar of rage from Cerberus.

      The yard went silent, and when she opened her eyes, Beth was lying on the ground, holding a hand to her stomach. Sulyvahn was gone, and Naia’s fountain was completely iced over, the nymph missing as well.

      “Shit, that felt terrible,” Beth said, then looked at Kisa. “Where did everybody go?”

      Kisa shook her head and was almost to her feet when she heard the ghastly roar of the Jabberwock. She stumbled over to Beth and helped her up, and the two of them ran back through the house and into the front yard.

      “Suly!” Beth cried. The dullahan was trapped in a circle of spirits that assailed him from every direction. With each crack of his whip, a spirit would burst into a puff of light only to be replaced by two more. The spectral army was everywhere now, but a large concentration of them swarmed the Jabberwock.

      No, that wasn’t right. They were entering it. One at a time, the spirits were embracing the beast and sinking inside, and the Jabberwock let out a roar as its eyes turned a sinister shade of green. Its movements were jerky as it turned to face the house, and it swayed from side to side as if regaining its balance. Suddenly, it froze, let out a cry, and charged the front porch.

      “Shit!” Kisa grabbed Beth by the back of her dress and pulled as the Jabberwock slammed into the front of the house, shaking the foundation. Inside the home, the spirits were running from room to room, tossing furniture about and creating mayhem. A spirit near Kisa took a stab at her with a spear, but it passed harmlessly through her, leaving behind nothing more than a dreadful chill that made her want to barf.

      The Jabberwock shoved its face through the window and snapped at them with powerful jaws. Kisa and Beth were forced against the wall, pressing themselves flat to avoid the huge, sharp teeth that nearly reached them.

      The Jabberwock opened its mouth and screeched, forcing them to cover their ears. It scrambled at the window with its front claws, trying to pull itself farther inside, and was making progress when the beast suddenly cried out and withdrew.

      Large snowflakes were drifting through the air now, and a giant block of ice had pinned the beast’s tail to the ground. The Jabberwock was squirming free when Abella dropped out of the sky and slammed into its face, gouging out its eyes with her talons.

      “They’re back,” Kisa muttered in relief. Yuki had appeared between the lions and was summoning a barrage of icicles to fire at the Jabberwock as Abella rode its face, holding on with her feet and raining punches on it.

      The front room flooded with darkness, and Kisa was grabbed by her tail and flung across the room. She landed on her feet and took a swing at her assailant, her claws passing right through it.

      “How do you fight something you can’t touch?” she hollered.

      “At least you can see them.” Beth had picked up what was left of a chair and was swinging it around at nothing in particular. The spirits were teasing her now, pulling at her skirt and her hair, and when she stepped forward to swing at empty air, she got knocked onto her butt. “Ow, goddamn it! I saw them before. Why can’t I see them now?”

      The temperature in the room was cold and dropping drastically, and Beth was breathing out giant clouds of fog. The spirits that swirled about paused and looked around in confusion as thin sheets of ice formed along the walls. At first, Kisa thought Yuki had come inside, but she could still hear the kitsune shouting out in the yard, swearing in a language she didn’t recognize.

      “That’s right, assholes, you fucked up big this time.” Beth pushed herself up against the wall and laughed, her fingers pointing to the remnants of a shattered dollhouse. “I might not be able to touch you, but I know someone who can, and you just pissed her off.”

      The lights flickered on and off for several seconds, then exploded in a fountain of sparks, sending glass onto the floor. Kisa pressed herself into a corner, her tail puffing out completely as a young woman with long black hair manifested in the middle of the room. She wore an antique dress, and her body was stooped as if her bones had been installed incorrectly.

      “Fuck ’em up, Jenny,” Beth said.

      Jenny tilted her head to one side, allowing her hair to fall away from her face to reveal a jack-o’-lantern grin that stretched from ear to ear.

      “Old Mother Hubbard, went to her cupboard, to fetch her poor dog a bone.” Her rasping voice faded in and out like a radio trying to find the correct station, and after speaking, Jenny leaped across the room and snatched a spirit by its throat with long fingers.

      “But when she bent over, Rover came over, and…” Jenny’s face twisted in delight as the spirit cried out and kicked its legs uselessly. She abruptly folded it backward, causing its spine to snap and burst up through its stomach. “Gave her a bone of his own,” she whispered, then grabbed the spine like the handle of a suitcase and gave the spirit a shake, laughing maniacally while she did so.

      Horrified, the spirits could only stare as Jenny slammed the ghost into the ground, causing it to explode into a series of flickering lights that shot out the open window as if trying to get away. Her head spun in place, doing a full rotation before settling on a large man holding a shield.

      “Play with me,” said Jenny in a child’s voice.

      The spirits scattered in a panic, and Jenny flickered and disappeared, her haunting laughter bouncing through the house, followed by the shrill cry of tormented souls.

      Out front, the Jabberwock roared in agony, and Cerberus howled out in pain, the sounds reverberating through the house. The night was nothing more than a swirl of chaos, and Kisa looked over at Beth.

      “Where did Marco go?” she asked.

      “I don’t know, but…” Beth stepped away from the wall and brushed some debris off her dress. “Once I find him, he’s a dead man.”
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      Dana was upstairs when she heard the front door explode. Quetzalli emerged from her bedroom with a concerned look on her face, and the two of them rushed to the top of the stairs to look below.

      There was a flash of light, followed by a scream from Beth. Quetzalli was already heading for the stairs when a man in a hoodie pointed his wand up at her and hissed something under his breath. Dana shoved Quetzalli out of the way in time to catch the brunt of the magic, and the shock wave carried both of them into the wall, showering them with the shattered balusters of the railing.

      “Urgh,” Dana moaned as she got to her feet. When she took a breath, she could tell that something had punctured a lung, so she looked over her shoulder to see a large wooden splinter sticking out of her back. She pulled it free, then yanked a few extra pieces out of her thigh and arm.

      “Hey, you okay?” She shook Quetzalli by the shoulder, but the dragon was motionless. “I need some help,” she called to the rats down the corridor, which shook them out of their stupor, and they came running. Together, they dragged Quetzalli into Mike’s bedroom.

      “Naia,” she called and was most of the way into the bathroom when the nymph appeared with a terrified look on her face. “I need your help!”

      “We’re under attack,” Naia told her, then saw that Dana was dragging Quetzalli and helped pull her into the mostly empty tub. “My fountain has been frozen by angry spirits, and some man is running around with a wand.”

      Out back, Cerberus roared, and the whole house shook. Down below, furniture sounded like it was being tossed around, and the Jabberwock let out a shriek.

      “Sounds like the end of the world,” Dana muttered. “Guess I’d better go do my part.”

      “Dana, be careful,” Naia warned her.

      “Yes, Mother,” she replied sarcastically. She walked into Mike’s room and frowned. There wasn’t anything she could use as a weapon in here, and the rats that had followed her were watching her as if waiting for instructions. She held a finger to her lips and cracked the door open. She used the selfie cam on her cell phone as a makeshift periscope, grateful it was still functional, though the screen was cracked.

      Out in the hall, a group of shadows were dragging their hands along the walls, shredding the wallpaper and gouging the plaster. The man in the hoodie made it to the top of the stairs and turned away from Dana, striding down the hall with purpose. When he made it to the mysterious door, he went to work right away spinning the gears, then pulled the lever to the door. The door let out a hiss, and instead of swinging open, sections of it rolled out of the way, revealing that it was a series of moving circles that overlapped.

      Dana ran down the hall, staying low and in the middle. The shadows spun to face her, their distorted features flickering in and out of existence.

      She held up her fists, not sure what she was going to do with them, when she heard someone laughing downstairs, followed by the flickering of lights. The power went out briefly, and when it came back on, the spirits were grouped at the top of the stairs, as if curious what was happening down below.

      “Come play with me!” It was the voice of a child’s toy, then Jenny was there. She tore through the spirits like they were paper, her fingers ripping ghastly holes in their bodies. The spirits fled, vanishing through the walls and floorboards. Jenny’s wild eyes briefly met Dana’s, then she stuck out her tongue and dove into the floor like it was a swimming pool. The rats, having enough of this nonsense, scattered.

      Dana smirked, then moved down the hall until she was at the door. She picked up Ticktock and held the mimic to her chest.

      “Quetzalli is in Mike’s room. She needs protection,” she said, and the mimic sprouted legs and raced down the hall.

      She moved toward the door, curious as to how its mechanisms worked, but froze in amazement at the interior.

      The room itself was a giant conservatory made of several round windows, each one looking at a different patch of starry sky. Up above hung the remnants of an ancient telescope that looked as if it was in the middle of being repaired. All around the room were shattered mechanical parts, as if something complex had exploded and never been cleaned up. In the middle of the room was a small table, and the dark figure pored over a set of volumes that sat in the middle of the table before choosing one and picking it up.

      “The grimoire! You lose, Emily.” The man let out a laugh and hugged the book to his chest. “All you bought was time, and it still cost you your life.” When he turned around, he went still when he saw Dana.

      Dana noticed two things. The first was that his eyes were black, like Sulyvahn’s. The other was that the tome he held was large, intricately bound in thick leather. Embossed in the middle of the cover was a very large apple.

      “Goodbye, dead girl.” He pointed his wand at her, and she dove out of the way. The ensuing blast ripped apart the floor between them, and she scrambled for cover behind a cog the size of her body. Wave after wave of force struck the cog, causing it to resonate and shift as she circled around it, using it as a shield. He finally walked out the door, the book held tightly against his side.

      She had no idea what was actually inside the book, but she did know one thing: she had been killed for it. The grimoire had been one of the possible treasures Daryl had sent her to find, and there was no way she was going to let this asshole leave the house with it.

      When she looked down the hallway, she saw that he had gone into Beth’s bedroom. Outside the house, there was a loud shriek, and something smashed into the roof, showering her with dust. At Beth’s room, she opened the door to see that the closet door was open, revealing the mouth of the magical cave.

      A hand touched her, and she jumped, then turned to see Beth and Kisa standing behind her.

      “He’s got the grimoire,” Dana said. “And he’s headed into the Labyrinth. Who the fuck is this guy?”

      “Mike’s shadow friend, wearing my former coworker Marco as a meat suit.” Beth looked at Kisa, then back at Dana. “Any ideas what he wants with Ratu?”

      “None, but that wand of his is nasty. I feel very outgunned here.” The house shook again. “What the hell is going on outside?”

      “As far as we can tell, the spirits have possessed the Jabberwock, and it keeps attacking the house. They’ve also flooded this place and are tearing it apart from the inside. We need to get word to Ratu, but I can’t find any of the fairies, and Sofia’s book is missing, so we can’t get her help either.” Beth wiped some blood off her forehead. “Damn, won’t stop bleeding.”

      “There’s got to be something we can—” Dana stopped talking, her eyes on the dark figures in the doorway of the room. They were flickering in and out of existence and spread out to trap them in the middle.

      “They can touch you when they want to,” Kisa warned, then hissed at the one closest to her. The three moved back to back as the spirits encircled them.

      “Jenny! We need your help!” Beth yelled, but the ghost didn’t appear. The house rumbled again, and Kisa launched herself at the nearest spirit only to be scooped up and tossed across the room.

      Quetzalli appeared in the doorway, carrying a large piece of wood. She swung it frantically at the spirits, only to trip over her own feet and stumble forward through the shadows. As she passed through one of the spirits, the room filled with the smell of ozone as she discharged electricity.

      The shadow became motionless, then color filled in its features, as if a dam had broken and allowed paint to fill in all the color. It was a man wearing leather armor from centuries past, and he held up his hands in wonderment, as if surprised to see himself standing there. His features rippled as if he was being projected on water, glowing cracks now appearing along his body.

      The other spirits recoiled when he exploded into motes of light, all of which immediately flew out the window. Their attackers evacuated, and Dana ran to the window to watch as the motes through the gate to the Underworld. The shadow castle loomed larger than ever, and the phantom militia continued to march toward the house.

      Out in the darkness, Cerberus whimpered.

      ---

      The fairy queen’s face was fixed into a scowl as she walked past Mike to sit on her throne. She crossed her legs and looked down at him, then glanced over at the broken throne by her side.

      “Well?” Mike asked. “We had an agreement. You said if I came back to you through the Underworld, you would let me take her. I need to honor your agreement.”

      She held out her hand, and a scroll appeared, identical to the one she had given him. “Should you find a way to enter my court via the Underworld itself, I will allow you to leave here with your dear Cecilia. Per your addendum, the two of you will leave unharmed, as well as intact. Hmm.” She rolled up the scroll and tucked it away in midair, clearly using some sort of extra-dimensional magic. “I’m curious, Caretaker. On your way in, did you happen to…meet anybody?”

      That was an odd question to ask, and he thought briefly of the cave he had seen. “No. Was I supposed to?”

      The queen frowned, then pulled out another scroll and opened it. “Let’s just say that I had an agreement with someone else to stop you. It was more of a favor than an agreement, really. Did you have help getting here?”

      He thought of what had happened to Quetzalli. “Does it matter? I do believe there was nothing in the rules about getting help from others.”

      “You are right. I am curious is all. When a deity’s claim to fame is keeping others from breaking oaths, one really must expect better of them.” She was near the bottom of the scroll now, and her features pinched. “Ah, there it is, the free-will clause. I’m not sure how you got away from her, but no matter. This is what I get for relying on others to do the work for me.” She tucked this scroll away in midair as well and then sat in her chair, a glare fixed on her face.

      “So…we can go?” He looked around, fairly certain that an ambush was about to occur at any moment.

      “I’m not going to stop you.” She clapped her hands, and a pair of tiny attendants flew from behind her throne and brought her a small bowl with fruit in it. She picked a pear that practically glittered and took a bite out of it, juice running down her chin.

      “Ooookay, then.” Mike turned his attention back to the cage. Seeing no discernible door, he looked over at the queen. “I don’t suppose you would just let her out, would you?”

      “I’m not keeping her here. The cage is your problem, not mine.” She now had a fresh goblet full of wine, which she sipped. “If you can’t get it open, you might have to come back later.”

      “There’s no reason for you to be nasty,” he said, then turned his attention to the cage.

      “We could come to an agreement, if you like.” She sipped her wine coyly. “Though, I doubt you will enjoy the terms.”

      He smirked. “No need.” He set his backpack down and opened the main pocket, then dug down past the sandwiches. He pulled out the hacksaw, then lifted out a blade, still wrapped in cardstock. “Figured you may try something like this.”

      “And you really think that will cut through those bars?” asked the queen.

      “This is a top-of-the-line blade. I had Tink test the top five for me and give me her opinion on which would be strongest.” He unwrapped the blade, revealing a black surface that absorbed the light. “Once we narrowed it down, I had Ratu enchant it for durability.”

      “How…ingenious of you.” The queen sat and watched as Mike picked a couple of junctures on the cage and started sawing. It was slow progress. The blade stuck on more than one occasion, but when he finally got through the first bar, he looked up to see a huge smile on Cecilia’s face.

      “Keep going,” she encouraged him, then touched his face through the bars.

      By the time he got the blade through a second time, he was covered in sweat. The queen said nothing to him, content to watch. On the third cut, he was about halfway through when the blade snapped.

      The queen chuckled. “Looks like your magic failed, Caretaker.”

      “It’s a good thing they come in two packs.” He stuck his hand in the bag and felt around, but the second blade was missing. “Hey, did you take it?”

      “Me personally? No. And I’ve been here the whole time. It must have been an independent agent, acting entirely on their own.”

      “Man, of all the luck.” He looked at Cecilia and winked, then dug to the bottom of his bag and pulled out a sandwich. He opened the wrapper to reveal a tuna salad sandwich dripping with mayonnaise.

      When he opened it, the queen gagged, and he dug his fingers in and pulled out another wrapped blade. “It was tough trying to figure out which you’d hate more, this or the meatball sub. It’s actually quite good, and perfect for hiding a blade in. Figured someone would search my bag on the way in and a cake would have aroused too much suspicion.”

      “You expected treachery?” The queen’s voice was ominous now and had an edge to it that could bleed a rock.

      “Nope. I expected you to meet the terms of our agreement. Nothing more, nothing less. The cage bit is getting old though, I must admit.” He slotted the blade into the hacksaw and started cutting.

      “You know, it will likely take you some time to finish getting her out.”

      “Uh-huh.” He ignored the queen, his sole focus on the bars in front of him.

      “Could be an hour or two, easy. I wonder if you are aware of what is happening at your home right now?”

      He paused and looked at the queen, his lip twitching. “What did you do?”

      “Me? Nothing. I have had no hand in the events of today, Caretaker. This act of villainy was perpetrated by the one who informed me you were coming.” She reached behind the throne and pulled out a mirror decorated in silver-and-gold embellishments. She handed this to an attendant, who flew it over to Mike.

      When he took the mirror, he could see his house, besieged by a spectral army. In the front yard, Abella was busy ripping off part of the Jabberwock’s wing while Yuki froze its feet to the ground as it bounced around the yard, destroying everything. An ice wall had been built between the lions, and Mike couldn’t figure out if it was there to keep something in or out.

      “They are failing,” the queen said. “The shadow has made his move, and when he is done—”

      “My world will burn, I get it.” He licked his lips nervously and watched as the mirror flipped among the occupants of the house. It bounced from face to face, showing fear and anger everywhere he looked. Sulyvahn was busy whipping souls into shreds in the front yard, and the rats were fleeing the home in a panic as the spirits tore it apart. The fairies were flying high above the home, safe from the melee below. Asterion was lying unconscious somewhere in the Labyrinth, one of his horns broken off.

      “I could send you home right now if you wish.” She pointed over his shoulder, and he looked to see that an archway had formed behind him. “All you have to do is agree to the terms and you can be home right now.”

      “I…” He looked at the queen, then back at the door. His home was being torn apart, but even worse, the others were in danger. “What terms?”

      “Leave Cecilia here.” The queen was standing next to him now, her voice like honey. “I will allow her to leave in time, Caretaker, but walk away from her and never look back. Is one woman really worth the potential loss of your family?”

      He let out the breath he had been holding, then looked at the mirror again. It flitted among everyone’s faces, then stopped on Beth’s.

      “She is eternal, Caretaker. You can have no true life with her. But this woman, Beth? She is one of your own kind. You could grow old and have a family with her.” The words were low and borderline hypnotic, and she was leaning over him now, her scent overpowering him. He closed his eyes and sucked her in, his head filling with images of distant fields covered in honeysuckle flowers.

      The mirror was in his hands now, Beth’s face filling the frame. Her hair was blowing dramatically across her face, and her lips were plump and full. The image backed away, revealing that she wore a costume of some sort that hugged her body, and he felt his cock twitch.

      “Your life will never be normal, but with her? It could be close.”

      He sighed and looked up from the mirror. “Do you really think I could be happy with her?”

      The queen nodded. “I do.”

      The incident with Zel and possibly knocking up Kisa came to mind. He wasn’t ready for children yet, and maybe he never would be. Fatherhood wasn’t something he had ever considered, but if it were ever going to happen, Beth made the most logical sense. It would be such an easy decision to just go, to save them. Nobody would blame him for coming back.

      “I’m not saying the thought hasn’t crossed my mind. There really is a lot of potential there. She’s smart. And brave. She faced down a demon on more than one occasion, and she’s definitely one of the strongest people I know.” He looked into the queen’s saccharine smile. “If I had to pick the one thing I admired most about her, do you know what that would be?”

      “Tell me,” she whispered, her eyes glinting.

      “That I can trust her.” He handed the mirror back to the queen and held up his saw once more. “There will always be a disaster waiting to fall on my head. If I can’t trust her and the others to handle it, then I don’t deserve them.”

      He turned his attention back to the cage, a smile breaking across his face when he heard the mirror shatter on the ground behind him. Cecilia’s lips trembled, and he reached through the bars.

      “I came for you. I am not leaving without you.” And with that, he resumed cutting.

      ---

      Beth stared at the door to her closet, her hand nearly on the knob. If she opened it, she could run to the Labyrinth, maybe even stop Marco from reaching his destination. It was highly likely that Ratu would know he was coming, and Beth felt like her presence alone wouldn’t be enough to affect any sort of change.

      She put her hand on the door and sighed. Even if she caught him, she had no way to fight him, especially now that he had his hands on the mysterious grimoire. Would Mike be amused to know that the damned thing actually existed? If the shadow really was in control, then there was no way to use words to settle this, and words were her strength.

      The Jabberwock roared and collided with the house once more, causing plaster to rain down on all of them. Dana looked at Quetzalli, who in turn looked at Beth.

      Her eyes slid right over Kisa as if she weren’t there, and it was only because she was trying to find her that Kisa came into focus. It was almost like the room had been hesitant to separate from her. This was how it always was with the cat girl. She was a presence in the room that was hard to detect, unnoticeable in the best of circumstances, and it had to be more than just her diminutive appearance. It was certainly a kind of magic.

      Beth looked over at Quetzalli, then Dana. The ghost Quetzalli had touched had looked different after being zapped, much like Jenny did when she manifested. Why were these ghosts different from Jenny? How come they didn’t drain the energy from the room? And lastly, how the hell were they able to come into the house?

      These thoughts danced around in her mind as she took in the room and considered the situation. There was a shadow castle out back, a possessed Jabberwock out front, and a whole lot of confusion going on. What would Mike do?

      “Fuck his way out or get lucky,” she muttered with a grin. She wasn’t certain how to accomplish the former and was definitely keeping her fingers crossed for the latter. Still, it wasn’t enough to wonder what Mike would do, because right now, this was her problem.

      “Kisa.” She spoke to the cat girl as she manipulated the knob of the closet. “I need you to follow Marco to the Labyrinth. He may already be there. If you get a chance to stop him, take it; otherwise, stay back.”

      “You just want me to follow him? Why?”

      “When he leaves the Labyrinth, he will probably jump in the reflecting pool at the entrance. It’s a shortcut to the front closet. I’m guessing he won’t expect anyone to follow him, so you’ll be our secret weapon. He cannot leave here with that book, or God knows what else he may be taking. Now hurry.”

      “But—”

      “Go!” Beth pointed into the cave, and Kisa scowled before entering the tunnel. She may have hurt Kisa’s feelings, but now wasn’t the time for pleasantries. “We need to figure out how to get the ghosts out of the house. Zapping them seems to work, and I have a theory. Did you ever see that map Death and Mike drew, the one with the overlapping circles?”

      Dana nodded.

      “Well, I think that’s what’s happening. They came out of the gate, but they aren’t fully here. It’s why they pass through everything. The house can’t properly kick them out because they aren’t fully inside it. When Quetzalli zapped that one, it was forced to absorb all that energy, which made it manifest like Jenny did. Once it was fully here, the geas booted it out!”

      “I didn’t see Jenny manifest, but I’ll take your word for it.” Dana looked at Quetzalli. “Do you think you could do that again, but on a bigger level?”

      Quetzalli shook her head. “Not with my horn busted. I can do short bursts like before but only one at a time. Oh, I know! We could do that thing you did, from that time you had me get naked.”

      Beth had no idea how to process that statement, but Dana’s face lit up.

      “Yes, that’s right! If we can wire you into the house itself, you’d have plenty of juice to manifest an EM field. I bet that would work! We’ll have to bypass the breaker outside, so—”

      “Just go do it. I’ll see what I can do about the Jabberwock. Go!” Beth followed the others out of her room and down the stairs, and they split at the bottom. Beth swallowed the lump in her throat as she ran into the office and saw that the bookshelf had been ransacked. It might take her too long to bring in Sofia from the Library, so she decided to strike out on her own.

      On her way out the ruined door, Jenny manifested momentarily to take down a rogue spirit, then vanished with a giggle. Out front, the fight with the Jabberwock appeared to be at a stalemate. Even though the thing had been blinded and crippled, it continued to move about and currently had Abella pinned under one of its clawed feet. The whole front yard was full of snow and ice, and Yuki stood by the ruined front porch, moving her arms about as if performing a dance while giant icicles lifted from the snow and launched themselves into the Jabberwock’s body.

      “How is that thing still alive?” Beth asked.

      “That’s just it, it isn’t alive,” Yuki responded. “It can’t think for itself, and all the souls inside are determined to keep piloting it until there’s nothing left.” She sent another volley of ice at the Jabberwock, knocking it off Abella. “Even if we destroy the head, the spirits can move the body. We need to take them out.”

      “Any ideas how to do it?”

      Yuki spun about, her cheeks dark with frustration. “Yes, of course. I’m just doing all this other shit first because it’s been a slow day.”

      Beth held up her hands in surrender. “Where’s Tink?”

      “No idea. Abella found me, so I came right away, and—” Yuki’s eyes widened, and she summoned an icy barrier over her head that shattered when the Jabberwock’s tail struck it. “I’m kind of busy!” she shouted, then turned her attention back toward the beast.

      On the other side of the yard, Suly was tearing his way through a group of souls that had him cornered. It was almost like the phantom army knew he was the only thing that could hurt them right now, and the sheer volume of them kept him occupied. Beth ducked back into the house to avoid the battle out front, her mind whirring with ideas.

      She stepped back out front and put her hands around her mouth like a megaphone. “We need to get the Jabberwock out back,” she called.

      “Why?” Yuki asked.

      “Just do it!” Beth disappeared into the house, then ran out back. Dana was unspooling the wire from the giant cable Tink had left outside, and Quetzalli stood just in the doorway, her nervous eyes locked on the gate at the back of the yard.

      “Are you done?” asked Beth.

      “Almost.” Dana had ripped the cover off the fuse box and was carefully pulling out one of the wires. “This is the 220 line, so if I can just—”

      There was a pop, a flash of light, then Dana was on the ground, huddled up in a ball, her fingers curled up. Her body spasmed a couple of times, then she got back up and shivered.

      “I’m not exactly following safety guidelines,” she stated, then stepped on top of a rock and used a wire nut to attach the wire to the line she had just exposed. “Ugh, my teeth still feel like they’re wiggling in my head. Quetzalli, I think you’re up.”

      “Okay.” Quetzalli grabbed the other end of the line that had been stripped, then touched it with her finger. There was a zap, and the air was briefly electrified. “I think you’ve got it.”

      “Good, we’ll go to the second floor and I’ll plug you in.” Dana looked back at Beth. “If this works, we’ll clean house, but they still might come swarming back in.”

      When Beth looked down the hill, she could see an ominous mass of shadows milling about by the door, as if waiting.

      “Good. You’ll want to be inside, because—” Beth was cut off by the sound of tiles being shredded from the roof, then the Jabberwock’s tail flipped over the side, dangling over their heads for a moment. The tail vanished again, then reappeared, this time with Abella swinging from the edge of it. The gargoyle yelled and pulled but only succeeded in ripping a chunk of tail off before she tumbled to the ground. The Jabberwock roared up above, then scrambled away.

      Abella stood, wiped the Jabberwock’s ichor off herself, then glared at Beth. “I hate this,” she said in her thick French accent. She tossed the chunk of tail in her hands away and took to the sky once more.

      “Because that,” Beth said, watching the gargoyle disappear over the roof. “We need the Jabberwock out here.”

      Dana shrugged. “You’re the boss.” She helped carry the coiled-up wire, and the two of them went into the house.

      Beth looked down the hill at the shadowy mass around the gate. If she went down there, would the spirits be able to hurt her? If she passed through the gate, they would definitely be able to, and she worried they may grab her and drag her through. She had no way to lock the gate if she closed it, and she needed to find a way to bring Cerberus onto this side of the gate to help fight the Jabberwock. Suly would be her best bet, but he was surrounded by angry souls.

      “Shit, shit, shit,” she cursed, moving down the hill. Could the centaurs help? She might be able to bring them here, but then what? And they were cut off from Ratu, whose magic might help. Jenny was running interference inside so would be of very little help.

      Who was she forgetting?

      Behind her, the lights in the house flickered, then the air was filled with the shrieking of tormented souls. The windows exploded as hundreds of balls of light burst out of the house and drifted toward the ground like bits of ash only to vanish into the dirt. Shards of glass tinkled against the cobblestones of the backyard, and she covered her head to protect herself. The flickering lights went out, and the smell of burning plastic filled her nostrils. There seemed to be no movement inside, which meant the ghosts had been purged from the home, at least temporarily.

      Up above, the Jabberwock had wrapped itself around one of the turrets, caving in part of the roof over Mike’s bedroom. Abella had her tail caught in the Jabberwock’s mouth and was being shaken like a cat that had caught a mouse, her stony body taking yet more chunks out of the roof. Yuki was up there as well, freezing the roof, trying to get the Jabberwock to slip and fall into the backyard.

      She hoped Mike was faring better than she was.

      ---

      The saw slid through the last piece of metal, and the bar fell to the ground with a metallic clang. Looking up, he saw the gap was now wide enough for Cecilia to squeeze through, so he stuck his hand out for her, and she accepted.

      When he pulled, steam rose from her flesh, but she said nothing. Once free, she threw herself onto him and let out a cry of joy. Tears flowed freely down her face as she peppered him with kisses and spoke rapidly in Gaelic, then held him once more.

      Mike glanced at the fairy queen, who watched as if bored. Certain she was up to something, he pushed Cecilia away, then tilted her head up by her chin. “Let’s get you home.”

      She nodded, and he packed up the saw and put the backpack on. They walked a few feet away before Mike paused, then looked at the banshee.

      “How do we get home from here anyway?” he asked.

      “I can get us there.” Cecilia closed her eyes and opened her mouth to sing. Her voice penetrated straight through him, raising the hairs on the back of his neck. He took her hand in his and watched as a golden circle formed in front of them, featuring a sandy beach with an ocean of stars on the other side.

      Squeezing her hand tightly, they walked toward the portal together. They were almost to it when Cecilia froze in place, jerking his arm back.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked and turned to look at her. A golden spotlight shone down on her from above, and she was motionless inside, as if trapped in time. “Cecilia? What the hell?”

      He yanked her hand but was unable to move her. He looked past her shoulder at the queen, who still looked bored and was contemplating her fingernails.

      “You said you would allow us to leave unhindered!” he shouted. “What the fuck is this?” He tried to step into the spotlight and push Cecilia out, but it was no use. She was unmovable.

      “Oh, I did nothing. This one is on you.” The queen stood, her robes shifting around her as she clapped slowly. “As promised, you found a way to enter my court via the Underworld, so I allow you to leave. But per your addendum, the two of you will leave unharmed, as well as intact.”

      “Neither of us are harmed. Nothing happened after I got here.”

      “Please.” The queen approached him now, a smirk on her face. “Unharmed and intact, foolish Caretaker. Words that can be interpreted in many ways.” She stood by Cecilia now, hooked her finger in the front of Cecilia’s blouse, and tugged downward.

      The pale skin between Cecilia’s breasts was revealed, along with a thin scar that had been left behind by a magic dagger. The witch Sarah had cut Cecilia with the dagger, but Mike hadn’t thought twice about the injury since.

      “The wound is healed,” Mike protested, but the queen held up a hand to silence him.

      “You said unharmed and intact. I could argue she is not in the condition she was created in, therefore neither condition applies.” The queen stroked Cecilia’s cheek lovingly, then raised her fingers to touch the strands of red hair.

      “That doesn’t even make sense!” he shouted, heat rising in his cheeks. “That’s just your interpretation!”

      The queen laughed. “And? It’s my realm, Caretaker. I interpret our agreement to mean she will leave here in a state of perfection.” She snapped her fingers, and the golden spotlight turned silver, casting Cecilia in an eerie glow. The banshee floated now, a look of concern on her face. “So I will reset her. Make her brand-new again, as if she were freshly created.”

      “No!” Panic appeared on Cecilia’s face. “No, please, not that!”

      “What do you mean, reset?”

      “Tear her apart and put her together. Minus the impurities, of course. The hair, the scar, and also this.” The queen hooked her fingers near Cecilia’s face and yanked. A diaphanous substance appeared in her fingers, stretched tightly across Cecilia’s face like a caul.

      “What is that?” Mike asked.

      “A parasite. Cecilia here has been growing a soul.” When the queen let go, the soul snapped back into Cecilia’s body, causing her to gasp. “A tiny, little piece of you has been floating around in there long enough that it’s growing. Even if something happens to you, this…remnant would linger and fester, making her more like a mortal with every passing day.”

      “Don’t,” Cecilia begged, her sightless eyes settling on Mike. “Don’t let her do it!”

      “Disgusting.” The queen shook her head. “You see, I plan to let her leave with you but not before I wipe her clean completely. She will be unharmed and intact, born anew and allowed to leave with you if she chooses. She will have no memory of you, or anything else for that matter, so she may decide to stay here with her mother.”

      “You can’t do this,” Mike growled.

      “And yet I will.” The queen raised her hands as if to snap her fingers. “Out with the old, in with the new.”

      Cecilia opened her mouth in a silent scream.

      As the queen’s fingers came together, Mike crossed the distance between them and clamped his hands over hers. The queen turned to face him, her clear complexion turning a dark shade of green as the ground beneath them trembled.

      “A duel!” he shouted in her face. “I challenge you to a duel!” It was an act of desperation. The thought of Cecilia being erased horrified him, but now he felt like he had lathered himself up with honey and hugged a cranky bear.

      The queen rolled her eyes. “Enlighten me, Caretaker. I know exactly what you want if you win, but what do you even have to offer? There’s no amount of money or power I care for, and it’s not like—”

      “You can kill me.” He stood his ground, his hands on hers. “If you win, you have my permission to bypass whatever protection the previous agreement granted and kill me. But just me, not any future Caretakers.”

      “Please, that wouldn’t…I can’t even…” Her green complexion became the color of ivory once more, and she pulled her hands from his. She reached into the air and pulled out a golden scroll that was so bright Mike had to look away when she unfurled it. The document itself was huge, unraveling around them and hovering like a snake-shaped cloud, filling the small island. The queen perused it as if looking for a specific passage, muttering to herself.

      “Well?” Mike asked.

      The queen frowned. “Perhaps. But do you understand the rules of our duel? I get to choose the weapon, and you know I’m going to choose magic. According to this document, I’m not allowed to harm you, and you can’t let me out of it in advance, because I would kill you anyway. I can do you no harm, Caretaker, not even with your permission.” She shook her head. “As much as I would love to destroy you at your own stupid game, there’s no bypassing the rule, so no deal.”

      “Wait!” Mike put up his hands, his mind racing. “What does the contract say about harming me?”

      “It’s written in the language of Creation, which leaves no room for argument. But in your mortal language, it essentially says I shall not be allowed to directly cause you bodily or mental harm.”

      This was all a bad dream, and he needed to find a way to wake up. “Bad dream,” he muttered, inspiration striking. “Your Majesty, what if I chose the Dreamscape as the location? I am allowed that much. You choose magic as your weapon. I choose the Dreamscape as the location. Technically, what happens in a dream doesn’t actually harm me, right? It may feel real, but we would be fighting on a spiritual level. What do you think?”

      The queen’s face twisted up, but then she turned to look at the contract. Several minutes went by, but Mike didn’t dare take his eyes off her as she moved through the magical language of the scroll. Finally, she looked up at him, suspicion on her face. She was right to be suspicious, because he was already thinking about how he had defeated Lily in the Dreamscape. It was possible the queen wouldn’t know Naia lived in there as well, so he would have an ally.

      “What are you up to?” she asked.

      “Well? What does it say?” he replied, dodging her question.

      “You’re right. We could fight in the Dreamscape. It would be allowed. We would have to set terms. For instance, whoever decides to wake up first, loses. That would be a proper duel, and I know you have been training with the succubus, and I even believe you think your mastery of the Dreamscape will somehow give you an advantage over me. But why? Surely you must be holding a card up your sleeve, Caretaker.”

      “There are no cards up my sleeve,” he assured her, making sure to picture a literal stack of cards hidden away in his clothing. The fairy queen would know if he was lying, and when it came to actual cards up his sleeve, he certainly had none. “Your soul versus mine, in the Dreamscape. My Dreamscape, because apparently my dream passport has been revoked, but it does have a nice beach with a view of—”

      “Shut up, Caretaker. You do realize I will still have the full range of my magic?” He could hear the eagerness in her voice, eagerness that was about to lead her into a trap of his own.

      “As would I,” he told her. “You’re going to need all the help you can get.”

      “When I defeat you, I’m going to turn you into a beetle and grind you into the ground where you stand,” she told him as she walked toward her throne. “And when I’m done, I’m going to enchant the bloody smear left behind so that it never washes away. Your stain on the floor will be the first thing I see that sparks joy every morning for eternity. In fact, I won’t even turn you into a bug. I will summon one of the giantfolk to do the task for me, that I may see the look on your face as the life is squeezed from your body. Oh, the possibilities!” She folded her robes up and sat down on the chair. Her cheeks were turning green again. “If you win, I release Cecilia in her current condition without any change. If I win, the terms of my agreement with the Architect no longer protect you, and I smash you like a fucking bug.”

      He swallowed the lump in his throat, then looked at Cecilia. She shook her head sadly, then reached for him. He put his hand against hers and was surprised at how warm it felt. It was hard to believe she had a soul growing inside her, using a piece of his soul like the impurity around which every raindrop formed.

      Apparently he wasn’t going to get away from Quetzalli’s storm facts, even here. “I agree,” he told the queen. “So when do we—”

      A powdery pink substance hit him in the face, and the world spun around him as he tumbled to the ground, sleep seeping into his eyes. As he drifted off, he hoped things at the house were going better than they were for him.

      ---

      Kisa stared in awe at the door of the Labyrinth. It had been ripped clean off its hinges and was curled up against the opposite wall. She walked inside and looked around, uncertain of where Marco could be, then moved to inspect the door a little bit closer.

      There was no way the wand had done this. It had to be something else, and she thought back to the grimoire Dana had mentioned. It vaguely rang a bell for her, but she couldn’t seem to hold on to the memory for more than a second.

      Moving into the Labyrinth, she turned the first corner, and the air left her body. A large hole had been carved into the stone wall of the Labyrinth, creating a path that went through the next several walls. Marco had made his own shortcut apparently, and she was hesitant to follow him in.

      Maybe she should just wait for him out here?

      Somewhere deep inside the Labyrinth, an explosion sounded, followed by escaping steam. The glow of a fire illuminated the low-hanging stalactites of the ceiling, and now she wondered if Ratu was okay. There was no way the Minotaur could have held his own against Marco, but maybe Ratu had a shot.

      And maybe Kisa could help.

      Clenching her fists, she sprinted down the path, following the sounds of battle, wondering if there was a single thing she could do to help. The path deviated occasionally, and she had to take a detour around the river and find a place to jump across. There was no sign of Asterion anywhere, and several traps had been sprung without being reset.

      Something large cried out, and the earth trembled. Afraid rocks might fall from above, she hugged the walls of the Labyrinth as she moved closer to the center until she finally found herself standing in Ratu’s lair.

      The place was destroyed.

      Piles of blasted furniture and magical artifacts lay everywhere, and the naga herself was nowhere to be seen. There were scorch marks along the walls and floors, and the caverns that encircled the room had been caved in. Rubble had rolled down the hill, piling up into a mound against Ratu’s magical pagoda.

      Kisa moved along the edge of the cavern, her eyes constantly hunting for movement, when a hand grabbed her ankle.

      She hissed in surprise, then looked down to see that a patch of dirt and rocks by her feet had eyes and a mouth. When she knelt, she recognized Ratu’s features, her face distorted as if it had been ripped off her head and glued to a pile of rocks.

      “My appearance is…unsettling,” the naga wheezed, then blinked her eyes. “The shadow overpowered me with that damn book of his, and I was forced to hide or be destroyed.”

      “Where is he?” Kisa asked.

      “In my pavilion. He came down here looking for something. Help me over there.” Ratu gestured with her head, and Kisa grabbed onto her body and pulled. The naga looked like a lump of clay that had been filled with pebbles, and moved like one too. They were now huddled under the remnants of what was once a large table she used for her experiments, and they were able to watch the pavilion through a gap in the wood.

      “Thank you.” Ratu sighed. “I don’t suppose you saw Asterion on the way in?”

      Kisa shook her head.

      “I was afraid of that. Hopefully he wasn’t killed, but I’m all out of hope. I’ll be okay in a few days, but if I am found like this, I have no way to defend myself.” The naga flicked her tongue out, then moved her head toward the gap. “Shh,” she cautioned.

      Kisa looked through the gap in the wood and saw Marco emerge from the pagoda. He scanned the room with dark eyes, the wand held ready in one hand and the book in the other. Seeing nothing of concern, he moved to a nearby table and set the book down, then reached into his pocket and pulled something out.

      It was a necklace with a beautiful blue stone in it. It seemed to glow as he held it, and for a minute, Kisa thought he was hypnotized, because he wasn’t moving. However, she realized he was talking to the necklace, and it seemed to pulsate in his hands in response.

      “Shit,” whispered Ratu. “I can’t think of anything worse he could have found.”

      Marco retrieved something else and held it up near the necklace. It was a crystalline vial with some sort of black liquid on the inside.

      “I take that back,” Ratu muttered. “Kisa, he can’t be allowed to take either of those things out of the house.”

      “What am I—” She pushed herself against the ground as Marco pocketed the necklace and the vial, then picked up the book. He left the way Kisa had come in, and she turned her attention to Ratu. “What am I supposed to do about it?”

      “You have a natural predisposition for avoiding discovery. You need to sneak up on him, knock him out, kill him if you have to.” She groaned, and her body seemed to melt into the ground. “Get ahead of him, lay a trap, anything.”

      Kisa muttered to herself as she moved away from their hiding place. “I don’t suppose you have something I can stab him with?”

      “Improvise,” Ratu responded, her eyelids closing. “I need…to…so tired.” When the naga shut her eyes, her body settled, and she looked no different from the earth itself. Worried that she may have died, Kisa put her hand on Ratu’s skin and was relieved when it shifted beneath her touch.

      “Go,” Ratu muttered, and Kisa moved toward the exit.

      She ran after Marco, her padded feet allowing her to be completely silent, and it wasn’t long before she caught up to him. He didn’t seem to be in much of a hurry and was speaking as if someone was next to him.

      “Yes, my army is keeping them busy, so we should be able to sneak out the front,” he said. “Your mother will be waiting out front. You have no idea how thrilled she’ll be to have you back.”

      The necklace in his hand pulsed blue, the glow casting an eerie shadow behind him.

      “No, he’s out of the house. He started a fight with the fairy queen, so I told her when he was planning to come back. I imagine she’s already killed him.” There was a rumble from above, and he looked up, concern on his face. “We should still be safe. The home can’t be destroyed by normal means, but it will be in a state of disrepair.”

      Kisa was able to move even closer and was surprised when a chill formed in her gut, and a sudden urge to hide. She ducked behind a wall just as a rock pile behind her shifted, and Marco’s footsteps halted. She imagined he was looking her way now, his wand outstretched, the image so intense that she was frozen in place when the wave of energy blasted past her hiding spot and struck the rock pile, scattering stones the size of her head in every direction.

      “Just making sure,” Marco muttered, then his footsteps were moving again. When Kisa peeked around the corner, the blue glow of the necklace was fluctuating wildly.

      “Me? I used to be a Caretaker, like Mike, only competent. I didn’t have a house like he does; rather, it was a magnificent tower. It’s been almost completely destroyed, but I was able to salvage part of it in a pocket dimension. However, now I’m stuck in its duplicate in the Underworld. Hmm? Yes, I was killed some time ago, but I had learned enough about soul magic to stitch it into a book. It was by accident that I—”

      Kisa felt the chill again and ducked into a shadow as Marco spun around. She was able to watch him through a gap in the stones as his dark eyes searched.

      “I can’t wait to be free of this place,” he muttered, then turned around again.

      Kisa rubbed her tummy, marveling at the odd sensations that kept passing through her belly. What was that about?

      “Anyway, I was a lot like you. Instead of being trapped inside a necklace, I was gradually gaining strength inside Emily, the previous Caretaker. Eventually I was able to bend her will to my own and manifest physically, but the bitch killed herself, and I was stuck in the Underworld again until my tower was discovered.” He tilted his head as if listening to something, then laughed. “Oh, you have no idea. I spent so many years exploring this place and had only just discovered some of its treasures. The Architect was clever; I’ll give him that. The grimoire is just the beginning, but we will need it to craft a new body for me. Once that’s done, the game can begin anew.”

      The way Marco spoke made Kisa pause. He sounded happy and kept chuckling in response to whatever the necklace was saying. Was he flirting with it?

      They were nearing the exit to the Labyrinth, and she was closing the distance behind him. On occasion, she could see the shadowy outline of the spirit possessing Marco, as if it was struggling to wear him properly. Dark lines had appeared on the backs of Marco’s hands, and he was starting to limp.

      He was nearly to the reflecting pool when Kisa made her move. She charged toward him and was only a few feet away when she felt that chill in her gut again.

      Marco turned around and pointed his wand, but Kisa slid beneath the blast that would have taken her head off. Up close, she jumped for his face, claws outstretched, and tackled him to the ground. She heard something clatter across the stone floor of the Labyrinth, and Marco shouted something in a language she didn’t recognize. Her fur stood on end, and she leaped off him as his entire body was engulfed in green fire.

      Stunned, she watched as he jumped into the reflecting pool and vanished. She moved to follow after him but stopped when she spotted something out of the corner of her eye. It was the vial of black liquid, and she picked it up to see that the cork had come loose. The liquid crawled up the sides of the vial as if to escape, and she pressed the seal back into place, then put the vial on the ground. The vial was thick enough that it couldn’t easily fall over, but she found a small rock to put on top of it to keep the fluid from pushing its way out.

      Marco knew she was coming, and she was about to jump in the pool when she felt the cold spot in her gut return. It was a warning system, of that she was certain, but where had it come from? Kneeling by the water, she closed her eyes and saw a very vivid image in her mind of Marco standing opposite the coat closet by the door, his wand outstretched and waiting.

      “Stupid fucker,” she muttered. After a while, the cold spot faded, and she opened her eyes to contemplate the glistening pool in front of her. She knew she needed to jump in, to take the shortcut back to the house once he moved away from the closet, but there was only one problem.

      She hated the idea of getting wet. After several seconds of indecision, she shuddered with revulsion, closed her eyes, and jumped, fighting the impulse to turn around and scramble back to the safety of dry land. As the cool water wrapped around her, she panicked, hoping Marco wasn’t still waiting on the other side.

      When she spilled out into the living room, she got tangled up in a piece of furniture that was on the floor nearby, then tumbled forward and slid on the slippery floor before crashing into the wall. She tried to stand, but her feet kept slipping out from beneath her.

      “Ah, yes. The cat. I remember you.” Marco crouched in front of her, his wand thrumming with power as he pushed it against her forehead.

      Kisa whimpered, the ice in her veins making her hold perfectly still. She somehow knew without a doubt that any attempt to flee would end in her death, and she was trembling.

      “You were her last-ditch effort, did you know that? There was a time when Emily thought she could pull one over on me, to undo our bargain, and when I tried to make her kill you, it took everything in her power to shut you away instead. Well, her and that damn goblin.”

      “Tink?” Kisa went still, satisfied to let Marco keep talking in the hopes that an opening would appear and she could run away.

      The shadow frowned. “That cunty little gremlin was always a problem. Manipulating her memories was such a hassle, and if not for the fact that she kept the house running, I would have been rid of her years ago. But yes, she begged and pleaded with Emily not to hurt you, even offered to give her goggles back to spare your life. Emily took over just long enough to block me out and seal you away. What I didn’t know was that she had sealed away the grimoire as well. Tricky little bitch.”

      “What…why did Tink want to spare me?” Kisa was curious but noticed Marco was relaxing his guard the longer he talked.

      Marco rolled his eyes. “I’m not surprised you don’t remember. Emily kept making you wear that damned collar until it scrambled your brains. You were best friends with the goblin. Unwanted and unloved by everyone, both of you desperate for Emily’s affection. It was so pathetic…” He frowned, then dropped the grimoire to pull the glowing necklace out of his pocket. It was flashing furiously, and he scowled at it.

      “Yes, you’re right, I do talk too much,” he said. “It’s a bad habit I need to break is all. Hmm? Yes, I think that would be an excellent idea.”

      With his attention on the necklace, Kisa kicked the wand away and made a break for it. She was almost to the door when Marco tackled her from behind, and she was about to roll over to scratch his face when he slid something over her head and around her throat.

      She tried to scream, but darkness closed in on her. The last thing she saw was a pair of intense blue eyes open in the darkness, followed by a woman’s laughter.

      ---

      Dana had stripped enough of the coating off the end of the wire for Quetzalli to hold on to, but definitely hadn’t expected her to stick it in her mouth. The lights in the house dimmed as she sucked the current through her teeth, filling the air with electromagnetic energy. Nearby spirits were bedazzled with electrical sparks as they came into focus, then shrieked in pain as the magic of the house tore them apart in an effort to boot them out.

      She pumped her fist in victory, but it was short-lived. The smells of copper and ozone filled the air, then the power went out completely. Standing in the darkness, she could just make out the eerie shadows that formed on the stairs below them.

      “Up!” Dana shouted, and Quetzalli followed. They ran into Mike’s room and closed the door behind them. The room had been tossed, and Mike’s bed had been flipped over on top of a large backpack. It was Ticktock, and Dana picked up the mimic and strapped him to her back.

      The door shuddered, and a black mass formed and pushed through. There was just enough light from outside to see the menace on the spirit’s face, and when it reached for them, Quetzalli touched it. There was a loud zap, and the spirit backed away, color moving across its face. Instead of exploding like the others, it faded back through the door.

      “I’m low on charge,” said Quetzalli. “There are too many. If we go to the fuse box, I can do it again, but I don’t think I can make a big enough field for the house.”

      The door shook, and a pair of shadows pushed their way through.

      “We can talk about it later,” Dana said, then helped Quetzalli toward the window. She grabbed onto the dragon as the spirits tackled them, sending them spiraling out into the night sky. Dana held tightly to the dragon and got herself underneath in time to take the brunt of the fall with her legs.

      Both her legs snapped on impact with the ground, and she let out a grunt as she did her best to protect Quetzalli. Ticktock unfolded several metallic legs like a spider, then lowered them to the ground. One of the spirits had followed them down to the ground and moved toward them. When it reached them, Quetzalli zapped it with lightning from her horn, which caused the spirit to come into focus.

      It was an angry-looking woman holding a frying pan. She had the look of a peasant, and the rags she wore had several holes in them. Her movements were jerky as she approached and raised her pan high, but Beth appeared behind her with a flowerpot, which she brought down on the spirit’s head.

      The spirit exploded into shards of light and drifted out into the night.

      “Holy shit,” Beth muttered, dropping the remnants of her flowerpot. Around them, the shadows were now keeping their distance. “If we can charge them up out here, we can hurt them.”

      “Urk,” replied Dana, trying to stand. Her legs weren’t regenerating fast enough, and something was wrong in her chest. Ticktock’s legs pushed her upright, and she coughed a few times. “We need…a bigger charge.”

      “I’m not sure where we’re going to get one,” Beth said, then winced when Cerberus roared. “It looks like you cleared the house a bit, but there are too many of them. We’re outnumbered.”

      “Yeah, well…” Dana picked up a piece of glass and chuckled. “Tink is gonna be…pissed.” She tossed the glass on the ground and dragged herself over to Naia’s frozen fountain to pull herself up. The spirits still gave them a wide berth, and she shook her head. “I think this may be it. The home is trashed, and that douche Marco is going to take the grimoire. Going to be a hard sell on…house-sitting again.”

      Beth’s eyes shimmered in the blazing light of the Underworld. “I can’t believe it. It’s like this was all planned. Do you think the shadow was working with the fairy queen?”

      “Does it…matter if he… What the hell?” Dana caught some movement through the gateway and was surprised to see Lily shoot through the opening, closing her wings for long enough to fly beneath the arch, then extending them again to carry her the rest of the way up the hill. She landed gracefully on Naia’s fountain, then brushed a significant amount of soot off her face.

      “You guys throw one hell of a party.” She picked Dana up by the collar of her shirt and planted a kiss on her. Cum, hot and delicious, flowed down Dana’s throat, and her legs stretched and popped as the joints and bones went back into place. When Lily broke the kiss, she set Dana down with a grin. “Daddy is going to be so pissed.”

      “Lily, where have you been?” Beth asked.

      She smirked, held up a finger for silence, then waited. Everyone looked at one another in confusion, then a loud roar startled them. It came from down the hill, and the spirit platoon milling around the gate turned around and readied their weapons.

      “What was that?” Dana asked.

      “Help.” They all looked down the hill in time to see a swarm of dark shapes descending on the phantom castle. Hundreds of angry demons of different shapes and sizes charged the walls of the castle wielding pitchforks, swords, and even—carried by a giant demon—a whip of flames. There were yells of alarm, and the spirits who had been waiting by the gate seemed confused on which direction to go.

      “Friends of yours?” Beth asked.

      “Demons don’t do friends,” declared the succubus. “But any chance to raise a little hell, and they’ll take it.”

      “Lily.” Beth put her hand on Lily’s shoulder. “The Jabberwock has been possessed. We need Cerberus to help us fight it.”

      Lily frowned. “Hmm. Cerberus might be able to come on this side of the gate but not very far. The demons can’t come through at all, but that’s for the best. The only reason they’re here is that I expected the shadow to pull something, but the sheer numbers of spirits he brought…” She shook her head. “I’ll see what I can do about the Jabberwock. But all these damn ghosts? Not sure how to handle that. I may have shifted the tide, but the storm still rages on.”

      Storm. Dana looked at Quetzalli, then down the hill at where the spirits were building up. If she could secure the necessary power, she could power up the spirits down there as well, which might allow them to be attacked. So many thoughts were going through her head right now, and she commanded them to slow down and give her a moment to process. It didn’t help that Mike’s semen sat in her belly like a hot coal, and she was suddenly very aware of how attractive all three of the women with her were.

      She shook her head and closed her eyes, replaying her memories from the last couple of weeks in fast-forward. There was something about a storm, something Quetzalli had said. She could picture them now, standing on the edge of the cliff, the drones in the air. The breeze had caught a tuft of the dragon’s hair and pulled it away from her face, and she was staring at a distant thundercloud forming on the horizon.

      “They don’t like to share their skies, you know?” Quetzalli had said. “They can be very territorial.”

      “Quetzalli!” Dana grabbed the dragon by the shoulders, startling her. “What controls the weather in the greenhouse?”

      “Hmm? Oh, it’s very fascinating. The water cycle—”

      “No, not the water cycle.” Dana thought back to all the drone crashes, the issues with fluctuating EM fields. This whole time, she had thought it was a manifestation related to the fact that the greenhouse defied the laws of physics, but what if the actual problem wasn’t a magical phenomenon but a living one? “What lives in the skies of the greenhouse and makes the thunder clouds?”

      Quetzalli’s features scrunched up. “Technically, it doesn’t make the clouds—they do occur naturally, you know—but it will whip some up to stay hidden. It goes by many names depending on culture, but I believe you would call it a thunderbird.”

      “A thunderbird? As in lightning and thunder?”

      Quetzalli rolled her eyes. “Obviously thunder is just a by-product of lightning, therefore—”

      Dana ran toward the garage, leaving everyone behind. Once inside, she saw that the whole place had been ransacked like everywhere else, and when she got down to her bedroom, she groaned. The room itself had been torn apart, but below her workbench, the protective case that held the drones was still in place. She pulled it out, then noticed some shadows from the corners of her eyes. Without looking inside, she raced back upstairs, the fire in her body raging, out of control.

      “—and technically, ball lightning is its own event, so—” Quetzalli was cut off again as Dana grabbed her by the hand and pulled her onto her feet.

      “I think we’ve got a power source,” Dana said. “I’ll take care of the spirits, but it’ll take some time. Once we’re out of here, the…the spirits will focus on you again.” It was getting hard to concentrate.

      “Oh, don’t worry about the spirits,” Lily said. “I can handle them. I eat souls, remember?”

      Dana nodded, then left Lily and Beth behind. As they ran toward the greenhouse, spirits tried to block them, but Quetzalli moved ahead and zapped a few. In her freshly fed state, Dana easily tore through them, letting out a cry of rage that sent the ghosts running. Though they were ethereal in nature, they had still been regular men and women once and, she assumed, were still prone to fear.

      Once inside the greenhouse, Dana let out a few ragged breaths as she opened the case with the drones inside. There were four of them, and she pulled out their manual controls and frowned. She didn’t have time for a preprogrammed flight path and definitely didn’t want Quetzalli to touch the controls for fear of shorting them out.

      “Fuck it,” she muttered, then thought about how the controls worked. The drones could do a preprogrammed flight but, when controlled manually, would try to return to the controller if they started to go out of range. With a flash of inspiration, she looked around on the ground and found a stick she could wedge into the joystick. After flying the first drone up about twenty feet, she flew it out over the jungle, then wedged the control stick in place. The drone drifted away from them, then shuddered when it reached the edge of its range and tried to return. Once it regained its connection, it turned around and tried to fly away again.

      Satisfied that her plan worked, she repeated the process with the other three drones, then fell to her knees, gasping for air. The whole world felt hot, and she took a few deep breaths, trying to regain control.

      “I imagine they won’t appreciate that,” Quetzalli muttered, her eyes looking out over the darkness. Moonlight streamed through her silver hair, making her look like an angel surrounded by a holy aura. “I thought you knew about the thunderbirds.”

      Dana slid her arms around Quetzalli’s waist, then moved her hands up to cup the dragon’s breasts. “I know this isn’t the time or place for this,” she said, her hands squeezing the soft, fleshy mounds beneath her fingers. “But maybe if we hurry…”

      Quetzalli chuckled. “Everything feels so exciting right now. I bet we have a few minutes before it gets here.” She turned and kissed Dana, sending a jolt through her body. “Besides, I could use a bit of a charge myself.”

      Dana groaned, then melted into Quetzalli’s arms, allowing her hands to roam down the dragon’s back and across her buttocks. They fell to the ground together and became a tangle of arms and legs as the drones buzzed in the distance. Dazzling streamers of electricity created a glow around Quetzalli’s horn that illuminated the ground around them, and Dana lost herself in the dragon’s flesh.

      The frenzied race for an orgasm was interrupted only once by the distant rumbling of thunder.

      ---

      “Do you really think she knows what she’s doing?” Beth asked Lily as the spirits closed in.

      “I absolutely do.” She winked, then grabbed Beth by her arms and flew them up to the roof. She landed on the undamaged turret and let Beth go. “But I told a bit of a fib. Yes, I do eat souls, but it requires sex. Can’t bone a spirit.”

      “Mike would say that’s because you aren’t trying hard enough.”

      Lily laughed. “You’d think so, but Romeo has more style than that. I can’t keep those spirits off your back, so remind me what we need to do so I can do it.”

      Beth pointed at the gate to the Underworld. “I think Cerberus can take out the Jabberwock, but it’s just Yuki and Abella fighting it.” As if on cue, the Jabberwock was laid out over the roof again, and it scrambled back toward the front yard, its claws shredding the roof. Metal beams were being exposed now, and Beth was fairly certain she could see into somebody’s bedroom. “I was hoping we could get Sulyvahn to help Cerberus escape, but he’s trapped out front. He’s the only one who can hurt the spirits.”

      “Well, fuck me sideways, then. Guess it’s time to improvise.” Lily popped her knuckles and launched herself into the fray. At first, Beth thought Lily was going to attack the Jabberwock, but she instead flew to Yuki and shouted something Beth couldn’t hear. The kitsune nodded, then summoned ice all along the roof that clamped down on the Jabberwock, pinning it in place.

      Beth was puzzled at this development, and her confusion deepened when Lily moved next to Abella, gesticulating wildly and pointing at her tail. Abella’s features changed from anger to shock, then embarrassment. Her cheeks were dark as she bent over and pulled her heavy tail to the side.

      Lily’s tail entered Abella’s pussy, then pumped in and out for a few moments before withdrawing. Beth slid against the turret until she was sitting, then pinched herself to make sure she wasn’t dreaming. What on earth was Lily up to?

      Lily blew the gargoyle a kiss, then leaped into the sky, now headed for Beth.

      Abella let out a war cry, and when she charged the Jabberwock this time, her dark eyes glittered with light as she slammed into the beast hard enough to break the ice trapping it apart. She wrapped her tail around the Jabberwock’s throat like a hook and yanked hard enough that the beast toppled over and was dragged across the roof, tearing away shingles to reveal bare wood beneath. They fell together into the back garden, and the Jabberwock landed on its back, smashing into the flowerpots that had been set around Naia’s fountain and shattering the ice that clogged it.

      Abella soared away, and the Jabberwock scrambled to its feet. It let out a hiss and was almost out of the fountain when a blast of water knocked it off its legs. Three powerful jets of water sprayed from the fountain, slicing through its thick hide, and Naia rose from the fountain, riding a surge of water. The runes on her torso glowed so brightly that they could be seen through her dress, and when the Jabberwock swiped at her, she burst into a spray of liquid only to re-form behind it.

      Spirits were bailing out of the Jabberwock and sucking energy out of the water, but they were being crushed by the combatants when they fully manifested, sending spirit shards all across the yard. Yuki joined in, raining ice down on the Jabberwock, and Abella reappeared, hurtling toward the back gate like a meteor.

      “It’s about to get messy,” Lily said when she landed by Beth’s side. “Abella is using Mike’s man juice as rocket fuel, but it won’t last forever.”

      There was a roar from inside the gate, and as the Jabberwock broke free of the ice again, Abella tumbled through the gate, clutching a lopsided figure in her arms. When they stood, Beth watched in awe as a series of dark chains materialized around the newcomer’s necks, linking them back to the Underworld.

      Cerberus transformed into a three-headed dog and howled as she tore her way through the standing army in the yard, determined to get to the Jabberwock. The chains around Cerberus tightened and tried to retract, but the devil dog had too much momentum.

      The Jabberwock saw Cerberus coming and tried to scramble away, but three giant sets of jaws clamped down on it, and Cerberus allowed the chains to do most of the work pulling her free. The two heads on the side maintained their holds on the Jabberwock, and the third head opened her drooling maw to reveal an endless tunnel filled with blazing fire that scorched its way through the beast.

      Souls fled the Jabberwock in various states, some of them burning like candles and melting into the lawn with silent screams. Cerberus had no trouble ripping the Jabberwock to shreds, and Abella landed next to Beth with a heavy thud.

      “Now, that is a good dog,” Abella noted.

      Yuki joined them, her tails shimmering with a magical aura as she climbed onto the turret. The quartet watched as Cerberus turned the Jabberwock to ash, then turned her attention on the army of souls.

      “They had her bottlenecked inside. She was trying to get here this whole time,” Lily told them.

      “Sorry about your Jabberwock,” Beth told Yuki.

      Yuki shook her head. “This is what I get for turning its brain off while I was out with Tink. It’s almost like we were played and all this was planned for.”

      “That’s because it was. The shadow did all this. He’s been watching us for weeks. He knew what he was doing.”

      Yuki’s eyes flashed, and she turned her attention to the castle in the distance. “Well, maybe it’s time we took the fight to him.”

      Beth looked at the castle. It was still being bombarded by the demons Lily had brought. “It looks like they’ve got it under control.”

      “You know…” Lily looked deep in thought, and a mischievous grin broke across her face. “I bet if we got in there, we could rescue that piece of Emily he has.”

      Yuki gasped, and the roof went silent. The only sounds now were Cerberus tearing through some spirits and Naia hosing away the Jabberwock’s remains with massive spurts of water.

      “I think that’s a terrible idea,” Beth said as she looked over at Yuki. The kitsune’s eyes were shimmering now, her mouth open as if she couldn’t get enough air.

      “Is it though? I could take the fox with me, and we could be in and out in an hour. The demons won’t mess with her if we’re together, and we promise to come right back.” Lily held a hand up as if taking an oath.

      “I’m going, with or without Lily.” Yuki now stood on the edge of the roof, shuffling through the tarot cards in her hand. “That bastard ruined my life, and I would love to dish out some payback.”

      “Besides,” Lily added, “if we don’t do it, you know Romeo is going to dedicate his entire life to it. We’ve turned the tide here, and we may never get a better chance. It’s a phantom castle that floats around in the Underworld, and this is the only time we know for a fact the shadow isn’t home.”

      Beth let out the breath she didn’t know she had been holding. There were so many things going on that all she wanted to do was gather everyone up and watch over them until Mike returned. But Lily had a point. If Yuki went by herself, she had no doubt that nothing but trouble would come of the decision.

      “In and out,” she told them. “I’ll keep Abella with me in case I need help of my own, but the two of you need to make it quick. We all know this was coordinated, but to what end? Everything that has happened has been a diversion, so he may have realized the two of you are going in there.”

      Lily frowned, then looked at the castle. “Shit, now I think it’s a terrible idea.”

      “I don’t.” Yuki had tucked away the cards and was on the edge of the roof. “He didn’t expect the demons; nobody could have. You’re completely unpredictable, which makes me think he wasn’t planning on losing his home. That piece of shit took the love of my life and twisted her into a gnarled, ugly thing that killed herself to protect me. So even if this is suicide, I owe it to her to try.”

      Lily shrugged, then looked at Beth. “She’s got a point. Catch you on the flip side.”

      Her wings extended, and she took to the sky, then swung back down to grab Yuki by the arms and flew toward the gateway. When they passed through it, the color vanished from their bodies as the veil between their world and the Underworld shimmered momentarily.

      “What now?” Abella asked.

      “With the Jabberwock gone, we should probably try to help Sulyvahn,” Beth said. “If the shadow is taking something from the house, it makes the most sense that he’ll leave through the front to avoid the fight out back. Cerberus alone would be tough to get by, but the fact that his castle is being attacked by demons should give him pause.”

      “Are you thinking an ambush?” Abella grinned, then flexed her claws in excitement. “Because I would be more than happy to tear his cute little head off.”

      Beth nodded. “I absolutely am, but first things first. Can you get me down from here?”

      The gargoyle laughed, then grabbed Beth by the hands and leaped into the sky, her wings spread wide as they glided down to the front yard. Suly was spinning his own head in a circle, creating a keening sound that set Beth’s nerves on edge and apparently did something similar to the spirits around him. He cracked his whip and tore apart a spirit that tried to stab him with a spear, then smashed his own head into the chest of a barbarian with a giant ax.

      Abella landed nearby, and Sulyvahn paused for a moment to look at her, his head dangling from one hand.

      “Glad to see ye safe, lass,” he told her. “Mind the whip; it’ll steal the breath right out o’ ye if ye come too close.”

      “Whoa, okay.” She moved back and was relieved when the spirits didn’t seem to notice her. Sulyvahn was clearly their target, so she had Abella move to a higher level to keep an eye on the yard. She took her own position along the outer wall, crouching low and pulling her cape around her arms and head to help herself blend in with the night.

      She wasn’t sure how long she waited, but she was holding her breath when a dark figure appeared in the door of the home. When Marco stepped out, he had the wand clutched in one hand and the book in the other.

      Walking right in front of him was Kisa. She had both arms raised in the air as if she was his prisoner, but Beth noticed right away that her eyes were now a crystalline blue. Kisa wore a smirk on her face.

      “If anybody tries to stop us—” he began.

      “—the cat dies,” Kisa finished in a voice that wasn’t her own. The pendant around her neck flashed ominously.
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      The technicolor clouds of the Dreamscape parted as Mike fell through them, and he flipped himself over in an attempt to finally stick the landing on the beach. For a moment, he thought he had it, but at the last second, his feet swung out from under him, and he slammed into the ground hard enough that the beach crumbled beneath him. He fought to stay above the flowing sand that rushed in to fill the gap, and was busy pinwheeling his arms when a golden ray of light broke through the sky above to illuminate him.

      The fairy queen descended slowly, her diaphanous wings spread out behind her. The regal attire she had worn in the court had been replaced with resplendent armor that glistened in the light of the Dreamscape. The clouds parted, and a choir of angels hummed a battle hymn as she landed on the beach, her bare feet pressing into the sand.

      She looked around the island, her gaze scanning the water, then turned to look at the house and frowned. Curious, he followed her gaze and saw that the house was in a state of disrepair that made no sense, and the roof of his porch had collapsed.

      “And so we see the inner workings of your mind,” she said. “I can’t say I’m disappointed. This is roughly what I would expect from a mortal.”

      “Yeah, well—”

      He tried to pull his foot out of the sand and fell on his face, getting a mouthful of grit. There was a rush of air, and a strong hand grabbed him by his other leg and yanked. He was pulled free of the sand and now dangled upside down in front of the queen. She seemed bigger than she had been just a second ago, and his breath caught in his throat when another pair of arms unfolded from her torso.

      “Let’s see what you’re made of, Caretaker.” She spun in place and hurled him through the air, and he careened across the beach and slid across the sand.

      He bounced over an errant boulder and landed in a tide pool, which caused the crabs inside to stand up on their hind legs and flee. A fat starfish cartwheeled behind them before performing a belly flop off a large rock on the shoreline. Mike was almost back on his feet when she grabbed him by the hair and yanked him backward, then slammed him into the ground and placed her foot on his chest.

      “Feel free to wake up when you’re ready,” she told him, then held up a hand full of purple fire. “But try to last. I want to carve you up first.”

      Pain radiated through his body, but now that he had a moment to concentrate, he was able to disperse most of it. She had gotten the drop on him, that was true, but this was his Dreamscape, and he refused to let her get to him.

      He caught movement off to his side and saw a crab within reach. The damn thing was wearing a top hat and a monocle, but he grabbed it by the face and smirked at the queen.

      “Feeling crabby?” he asked, then threw the crab at the queen.

      When it hit her in the face, it exploded into hundreds of tiny crabs, each one wearing a top hat or a monocle. She jumped away from him and shook herself off, the tiny crabs scurrying away in a hurry once they hit the ground. When she stomped on them, they burst into smears of blue-and-pink paint.

      “Is that all you have? Mortal puns? Stupid jokes?” Her arms and torso were covered in red-and-white paint smears now, and Mike suppressed a grin. When she tried to rub them off, it created long streaks of grime that sparkled when the light hit the smashed monocles just right.

      “I’m just trying to buy myself some time,” he said, then struck his best martial art pose. Though inexperienced in the art of self-defense, he dug into the mental intent of the act, and his mind connected with the beach around him.

      When the queen ran toward him, he swept his hand dramatically in front of him. The sand of the beach erupted, blasting into the queen and smashing her into a grove of nearby palm trees.

      He dramatically made a fist, and the beach followed suit. The sand fist was almost ten feet across, and as the queen pulled herself out of the trees, it slammed into her hard enough that one of her wings crimped, and she shouted something he couldn’t understand. He summoned another sand hand and put his palms together, willing the beach to grind the queen like a stone in a rock polisher.

      A blast of lightning hit him in the chest and blew him across the ground. He tumbled backward and landed on his feet, raising his hands for the inevitable follow-up. It was another blast of lightning, but he summoned a steel rod from the sand, and the lightning hit that instead.

      “So maybe I was hasty,” the queen muttered, her upper body free of the sandy prison. She had her fingers pointed like guns at him, and a nasty-looking storm cloud swirled overhead.

      “Did you think this would be easy?” he asked her.

      The queen ignored him, her gaze scanning the beach. He sent another sand fist at her, but she raised her own hand and created a barrier of stone. He tried a stone fist, but she countered with a piece of paper that covered the fist and caused it to implode.

      “Clever girl,” he muttered with a hint of annoyance.

      “I am older than the Dreamscape,” the queen said, then summoned a bubble to surround her. “What you do here is nothing more than cheap parlor tricks compared to its true potential. I thought I could pressure you a little at a time, make you think you had a chance, then frustrate you to no end.”

      “So you’re toying with me.”

      The queen smirked. “I believe the cliché you would use is ‘blowing off steam.’ I have taken your measure, Mike Radley, and know what you are capable of.”

      Mike lowered his hands. “So…does that mean you give up?”

      The queen rolled her eyes. “Your arrogance is tedious.”

      “It isn’t arrogance. I am going to win.”

      “You have no idea how sad it is that you believe that.” The queen vanished, then appeared right next to him. “I’m tired of listening to you.”

      A band of metal slammed against his mouth, and when he tried to pull it free, she yanked his hands away and slammed him into the ground. He grunted, and she lifted him and threw him hard into a nearby palm tree, causing the tree to snap and fall. Even though his pain was diminished, he was in agony as the bones of his body shattered and healed in seconds. She paused to lift him up, her extra hands pinching his face as if he was a cute child.

      “I wanted to hear you beg, but this is far more entertaining.”

      She grabbed his skull and slammed him into a nearby rock. The rock broke apart, so she summoned an even bigger rock. He whimpered when he saw it, and when she smashed through him, his whole body distorted like Jell-O, then bounced back into shape.

      “You have no idea how much I’ve wanted to do this to you,” she growled, then grabbed his arm and yanked it off. He stared in horror as she tossed it away, then yelled when she grabbed the new arm that had formed and repeated the process.

      He closed his eyes and tried to focus, but her onslaught continued. He was her hammer, and the whole world had become a nail. He was so distracted that he was unable to bend his own Dreamscape to his will. He reached out to try to find Naia, his ace in the hole, but she was centered in the middle of the house. Until the queen decided to go inside and smash some furniture with his head, he would have to hold on.

      The queen was now over twelve feet tall and was casually smacking him into trees. He let the pain wash over him, his mind holding on to the idea that his real body was perfectly fine and that nothing she did to him would leave lasting harm.

      “You dare to defy a queen in her own court?” She slammed him into the ground, then pressed his face into the sand. “You miserable miscreant. I have lived many thousands of years on this plane of existence, and no creature would dare to say the things you have!”

      She emphasized her point by picking him up and flying across the beach like a stealth bomber, only she shoved his face into the sand, using the beach as an industrial sander. When she lifted him, she scowled at his appearance, then dropped him and stomped him into the ground hard enough that the world went black as he was buried beneath a foot of sand.

      When she pulled him back out, she was still ranting but in a language he didn’t understand. The sand beneath her feet was turning black as if scorched with heat, and she lifted him into the sky before slamming him down again. However, the longer she went, the easier it was to disconnect his mind from the sensations of his body. After another couple of minutes, he was only along for the ride as she took out her frustrations on him.

      At some point, she must have noticed, because her assaults were now less ambitious, and she finally tossed him in the sand.

      “It’s that damned succubus,” she told him. “I was aware she was training you, but no mortal should have a grasp on this place like you do.”

      “Mmph,” he replied. It wasn’t a very kind thing to say to a queen, but he figured it was lost in translation anyway. He stood on wobbling legs and yanked at the metal on his face. It didn’t come off, so he held up his right hand as if he was wearing a sock puppet and mimed talking with it.

      “You fucked up bringing me here,” he told her, his voice coming from his hand. “If I give up, I die. You can slow time, trap me here, but I’m aware this isn’t my body. My real body is with Cecilia, and even if you trap me here forever, you’ll be trapped too. So you can slap me around, set me on fire, whatever, but it’s far better than the alternative. Your show of power is meaningless, Your Highness, because this isn’t air we’re breathing, there is no fucking spoon, and you have no real power here.”

      The queen’s face turned a dark green, and she took several deep breaths, her eyes radiating power.

      “You will regret this,” she said, and the air on the beach went still.

      “Waka, bitch,” he said with his hand, then gave her the finger.

      When she teleported this time, she picked him up by his skull and pressed her fingers into his eyes. The assault on his mind was immediate, and he felt her tear through his memories as if desperately seeking a page from out of a book. His memories appeared and disappeared in a flash, and she aggregated many memories of his mother, literally ripping them from his head and tossing them onto the beach, where they expanded and formed.

      They were all yelling now, and the screams felt like knives against his flesh. He fought to tune them out, but now they were descending on him with raised hands and shrill cries. The queen dropped him onto the ground, and he tried to fight back against the copies of his mother that attacked him, but it was no use. They were taking turns screaming in his face, and he could see their words appearing in the air before slamming into him and sinking into his skin.

      It felt like he was on fire, and suddenly he was stuck in that burning car with his mother once more, the one that had killed her and left him with a lifetime of scars, literal and emotional. She screamed in agony as he tried to fight his way free of his seatbelt, for he was hanging upside down as dripping gas from the car ignited. The other memories of her kept pushing him back in as he tried to escape, their fingernails scoring his skin. Panicking, he sank his hands into the roof of the upside-down car, willed it to bend like clay, and tried to dig his way to freedom. The hands grabbed his feet and pulled him back inside the car to allow the flames to consume him.

      A strong hand grabbed him by the leg and pulled him out, and it was the queen. She snarled and threw him into the sand nearby, and he tried to squirm away, but his mother found him again.

      “Did you think I wouldn’t use her against you?” the queen asked as she stomped toward him. He tried to scramble away, but his mothers were grabbing at his clothes and pulling him in every direction, their words now written on his skin.

      Worthless. Disgusting. Nasty.

      When he read the words, they swirled around, feeling very much like ants. In his fight to be free, he shoved his hands deep into the sand and felt something brush against his fingers.

      When the queen grabbed onto him, he held on to the object out of reflex. As she dragged him free, he pulled a door wrapped in thick vines from beneath the sand. It had an ornate doorknob with a very big keyhole beneath it.

      “Oh? What have we here?” The queen pushed the door away, and it lifted as if suspended by wires, then hovered above the sand. She looked at Mike, then looked at the door. Even with his mothers screeching at him from every direction, he had no trouble hearing the queen’s voice.

      “Mmph,” he replied.

      “I sense…hmm.” She placed a hand against the door, then looked at him. “This was generated by your mind, wasn’t it? It’s an anxiety. You know what’s behind this door, don’t you?”

      He shook his head vehemently, very much aware she knew he was lying.

      “Anxieties are a fickle thing. They tend to trap you in your own personal hell until you wake up.” The dark green of her skin was fading, and she now wore a huge grin. She grabbed the door with her hand and started turning the knob. “I can’t wait to see—”

      She was cut off by the surge of water that blasted the door open and sent Mike, his mothers, and the queen tumbling across the beach. Now free of the queen, he kicked his feet and swam sideways along with the flowing current of bathroom water that had created a raging river that ran out into the ocean. Once free of the river, he sprinted toward the house, knowing it was his best chance at freedom.

      There was a cry of rage from the beach when Mike reached the front yard, and he was almost to the door when he was tackled from behind. The two of them crashed against the shattered remnants of the porch, but Mike was able to grab a plank and smack it against the queen’s temple. She snarled and took the wood away from him, and he sent his mind and heart into the home, hoping he was close enough to summon Naia. The part of her soul that was bound to him had all her power here, and he knew she would be able to help.

      “Enough!” The queen picked him up and slammed him against the nearest wall, choking him with two hands while pinning his arms with the other two. Her body was dripping with sewage, and the curls of her hair had come undone, making her look like a drowned rat. “If I have to spend the next hundred years in here ripping you to pieces, I will!”

      “Mmph!” he called out to the house, hoping Naia would hear. Already, the memories of his mother were beginning to circle the yard, their words reaching out to him like clawed hands. He had no offensive plan, and his defenses wouldn’t hold up against the emotional assault of his mother for much longer.

      The queen leaned in close, revealing that her teeth had become fangs.

      “I will chew your goddamn face off,” she whispered in rage. “I will run my fingers beneath your skin, I will—”

      Her eyes went wide, and she leaned back to reveal that a thick black tail had wrapped around her throat, choking her off. When she shifted to see her attacker, Mike was surprised to see Lily standing there.

      “Oh, you must be the new girl,” Lily said. “Sounds like you’re into some kinky shit. The safe word is chucklebunny, by the way.”

      Lily pulled with her tail, and the queen let go of Mike. The queen put her hands at her hips and drew a quartet of golden blades that appeared from nowhere.

      “Treachery,” she growled. “No outsiders are allowed!”

      “Mmph, mmph, mmph,” Mike agreed, even though he was glad to see the succubus. Had she simply waited in the Underworld and stepped in to intervene? And where was Naia?

      “Hardly.” This voice came from the side of the house, followed by the sound of hooves on stone. Zel appeared, and she held what looked like a golden scroll in the air. “According to the terms of your agreement, his entire soul is eligible for this contest. After all, that’s why you’re able to use his own mother against him, isn’t it?”

      “What? How?” The queen looked at Zel, then Lily, then Mike. Behind him, he heard movement in the house and looked over his shoulder to see Ratu appear carrying a large ball of fire in her hand that pulsed hungrily.

      “It’s complicated,” Ratu informed her and threw the ball of fire.

      ---

      Beth realized she was holding her breath, then let it out in a quick burst. Marco’s face was covered in black lines that looked like bulging veins, and she wondered if her former coworker was even still alive.

      Kisa, on the other hand, looked just fine, save for her crystalline blue eyes and the necklace around her neck. Beth recognized it right away; it was the same necklace Ratu had been studying.

      “Well?” Marco pointed his wand at Kisa. “I can assure you, no matter how many lives she has left, she won’t survive a direct hit from this.”

      Up on the roof, Abella stood with her fists clenched, her gaze now on Beth, awaiting instructions. Far above the house, the fairies had descended, most likely for a closer look. The spirits had pinned Sulyvahn against some bushes, and he had dropped his own head onto the ground.

      “You have nowhere to go,” Beth said. “Right now your castle is under siege by demons.”

      “I’m aware,” Marco replied. “I’m aware of everything. I’ve been watching everyone in this house for the last month, following your every step, predicting your every move. I put ideas in your heads, allowing you to go about your days thinking you were in control.”

      “You couldn’t have known Lily was bringing an army,” Beth protested.

      “Please. Even chaos is predictable. She was aware I told the fairy queen when he was coming. I knew she would go with him, which gave her the opportunity to round up some friends on her return trip. Nothing that happens here happens without my approval.” His tone was smug, and she had never seen a shit-eating grin so big. “All they will find in that tower is a bunch of delays.”

      Kisa looked over at him with disapproval, her mouth twisted into a grimace. Her left hand moved to the necklace, touched it briefly, then went back in the air.

      “So you knew about Samhain?”

      “Poor, simple Beth. Who do you think dropped that book in front of you?”

      She gasped. The pieces were coming together, but she wasn’t about to admit it. Something was going on with Kisa, maybe something the shadow couldn’t predict, and he seemed very eager to chat about it.

      “That was you?” she asked, feigning innocence.

      “Of course it was. I’ve been watching all of you ever since the box was opened.” He tucked the book under his arm and took a step forward. “This place used to be my home, and I know all its secrets. Granted, I have to wait until the Caretaker discovers them, but once they do, I have years of insights to pull from. Once this useful meat suit delivered the box containing the observatory, I knew that the grimoire would be mine again. All I needed was time.”

      “But surely you couldn’t have planned for everything?” Beth put her palms against her chest, as if surprised.

      “But I did!” He took another step forward. “Granted, Death and the dullahan were nuisances but easy enough to dodge. I whispered tales of Halloween in the goblin’s ears as she worked, had Marco post pictures of the Jabberwock on the internet to draw a crowd—all this was me!”

      Kisa threw another nervous look at Marco. “Let’s go,” she growled.

      Beth couldn’t believe it, but the shadow was actually monologuing. Mike had mentioned how chatty the shadow was, but seeing it in person, she knew she could use it to her advantage.

      “What about Kisa? There’s no way she would betray the house. What have you done to her?” Beth laid it on thick, knowing that whatever possessed the cat girl saw right through it. However, the way the hand kept reaching for the necklace made her think Kisa was still in there and she was fighting.

      “Ratu always thought she was so smart, but it never occurred to her that the spirit inside the necklace may be one of your most dangerous enemies. She found it in the lake in the Labyrinth, and—”

      “Stop talking,” Kisa said. “Let’s go.”

      Beth moved her hands away from her chest and, while moving, used sign language.

      “Get the book,” she signed, hoping Daisy was looking at her. “On signal.”

      “How do we know you won’t just kill her when you leave?” she asked, then signed again. She tried to make it natural, hoping neither the shadow nor Kisa would realize what she was up to.

      “We need to go,” Kisa repeated, and her hand touched the necklace again. She swatted it away and hissed.

      “Yes, right.” He pointed the wand at Kisa. “Get out of our way.”

      “No.” Beth crossed her arms and rolled her eyes, catching a glimpse of the fairies. They were hovering in a circle about twenty feet above Marco, and she locked her eyes on Kisa. “Not moving.”

      “I will kill her,” Marco threatened. “Mike Radley will be devastated to know you could have saved her and didn’t.”

      Beth held her breath, hoping she was right. The shadow had manipulated everything up until this moment, causing nothing but violence and chaos. Why not just blow Kisa to smithereens and escape in the carnage? Or even better, use the wand to clear the way and leave?

      Everything he had done, he had done for a reason. He needed to leave, but there was something she had overlooked, a reason he couldn’t just blast his way out. She would understand if he were facing an army, but it was just her right now. Whatever decision she made, she would have to make it soon. Part of her wanted to move aside, to just hide and live to fight another day, but a huge part of her was indignant that her decisions had all been predicted, that this bastard was about to win so easily.

      Was this how Mike had felt when he’d faced down the queen by himself? Was this how he always felt? The responsibility for the house was a heavy weight indeed, and right now, it was hers alone.

      “No,” she told him. “If you want to get out, you’re gonna have to get out through me.”

      Marco aimed the wand at Beth. “Do you think I won’t kill you?”

      “If so, you would have done it when you broke in.” She narrowed her eyes, deciding to push her luck. “Is it because of the deal you made with Marco? What you used to trick him? You can’t hurt me, and I’m guessing you can’t hurt her either, not without killing your new bestie.”

      “Fuck this.” Kisa snagged the wand from Marco’s hand and pointed it at Beth. “I’m not dying in this damn place again.”

      The wand lit up, and for a moment, all Beth saw was the burning ring of light that expanded rapidly before coming toward her. The air roared with energy, then somebody tackled Beth from behind, slamming her face-first into the ground. The spell passed over her, making her ears pop, and she let out a scream, then curled her hands up and frantically signed, “Now.”

      Marcus yelled, and Beth looked up to see that the fairies had descended on him, swirling around his face and blasting him with glitter. Kisa tried to snatch the book out of his hands, but Cerulea grabbed onto her face and shoved both her arms up the cat girl’s nostrils to brace herself. When Kisa tried to rip her away, the fairy’s body stretched like latex, then snapped back into place, rocking Kisa’s head backward.

      Beth groaned as she tried to stand, but there was a heavy weight on her hips. She looked back to see Tink, her face covered in chocolate and bits of candy, wearing a big grin.

      “Tink see bad magic, make good run,” she said, then turned her attention toward the house. For a moment, Beth wondered if the goblin might cry, then frowned when she realized Tink’s cheeks were turning red. Tink adjusted the goggles that had been twisted about on her head, and the lenses all clicked into place.

      “Tink gonna kill someone,” she muttered, then ran back down the walk to where her club lay on the ground.

      “Gah!” Kisa was being pulled around by her face now, and the wand went off, catching Abella in midair. The blast sent the gargoyle tumbling through the air and into one of the second-story windows, where she disappeared. Kisa grabbed Cerulea and yanked her away from her face, then threw the fairy on the ground and stomped on her.

      Marco succeeded in slapping Daisy out of the air, then swatted Olivia with the grimoire. Carmina fled back into the sky as a few nearby spirits made a grab for her, leaving Marco alone. He opened the grimoire, his mouth twisting up as he read words of power that surrounded him in a crimson aura that turned Beth’s stomach. The hood of his sweater had fallen back, and she watched as Marco’s black hair turned gray from front to back as the spell drained more of his life away.

      With a grin, he finished the spell he was casting, then took a crossbow bolt to the forehead.

      “Tink!” Beth looked to her left to see that the goblin had transformed her club into a crossbow and was lying on her back, using her feet to aim it.

      “Bastard break house, earn goblin wrath,” cried the goblin, then jumped up from the ground.

      Marco toppled over backward, but a dark silhouette remained standing in his place. The shadow held out his arms while letting out a screech, and his soldiers obeyed. They moved toward him and became motes of light, which he absorbed, his silhouette darkening until he seemed solid.

      “No mercy indeed,” said the shadow, and he picked up the grimoire. The crimson aura swirled around him and coalesced into a pulsing sphere of energy that hovered just over his shoulder. The light from the sphere was bright enough to illuminate the features of his distorted face, sending chills down Beth’s spine.

      She looked at Marco’s corpse, and a sick feeling filled the pit of her stomach. This was somebody she had known, someone that had sat across from her for years, and he had just been snuffed out in front of her.

      A drop of rain hit her on the nose, disrupting her musings, and she looked up to see that ominous clouds had formed overhead. Puzzled by the sudden shift in weather, she was further surprised by the large creature that landed on what remained of the roof with a heavy thud.

      The ball of energy buzzed excitedly, and a beam of light arced out across the lawn, incinerating the yard and spirits alike. Beth ran from the beam as it chased her, and collided with Kisa, who was also trying to flee.

      The beam stopped just short of incinerating the both of them, and Beth looked up in time to see Kisa staring back, her eyes wild.

      “Get out of my way,” she shrieked, then jumped to her feet. She didn’t make it far, because Tink launched herself at Kisa, and they became a tumbling mess of teeth and claws.

      “Tink see nasty bitch ghost. Get out of stupid cat!” She was on Kisa’s back now and grabbed the cat girl’s ears and yanked. Kisa howled in agony, then grabbed Tink by the hair and smashed her into the ground.

      “Get the fuck off—ow, you fucking bit me!”

      Kisa’s forearm was in Tink’s mouth, and Beth could see blood running out of the wound. She moved to help, but Kisa tried to use the wand on Tink, only succeeded in pointing it straight down.

      The blast sent the two of them flying apart, and Beth was tossed onto her back. She smacked her head on the ground and fought to keep her wits about her as the world tilted sideways.

      From where she lay, she saw the shadow move toward her, his hands raised in excitement.

      “Your world is about to—” The shadow’s proclamation was cut off when lightning lit up the sky to reveal the biggest bird Beth had ever seen in her life. Easily thirty feet wide at the wings, it was clutching the remaining turret in its claws while massive streamers of electricity flowed all along its feathers.

      A second blast of lightning revealed Quetzalli, who stood nude on the edge of the roof. Her horn glowed an ominous blue color, and her arms were stretched wide. Nearby, Dana was hiding in what looked like a metal cage that had been attached to one of the iron beams.

      Yeah, sure. Whatever. Beth only had so much brainpower left, and asking questions would have used what was left up.

      Several blasts of lightning struck the dragon girl, and the air became charged with electrical energy. Her face was a mask of concentration as she manipulated the powerful electrical arcs along her body, and everything in the yard lit up with filaments of electricity. Her outstretched arms blazed with flickering light as a loud hum filled the air.

      The spirits in the yard came into focus, surprise on their suddenly human faces. The air around the shadow shimmered as he seemed to absorb the energy, but there was an outcry from inside the house as the second round of invaders was booted. Souls now flowed out of the building in rapid fashion, and the shadow turned his attention on the bird.

      “No, stop him!” Beth cried, but her own voice sounded far away. Had she even spoken out loud? The thunder was making her ears ring.

      A whip made of bones struck the shadow from behind, leaving a white mark that sparkled. The shadow stumbled forward, then turned his attention toward Sulyvahn. The dullahan’s head was back on his body, and his features were twisted in anger.

      “Yer fucked.” The dullahan brought the whip around and caught a magical barrier summoned by the shadow. With every strike of the whip, the bones glowed brighter as if they were heating up. After enough strikes, the magical shield shattered, and the shadow tried to move toward the house, the pulsating sphere moving between him and Sulyvahn. “Ye shouldn’t’ve called yer minions home to roost, ’cause there ain’t enough of them to hold me back now!”

      As electrical energy pulsed through the yard, a white figure teleported between broken windows and then appeared outside, revealing itself as Jenny. A pair of nearby spirits were startled, then ran away from her.

      Jenny said nothing, but her body folded backward, as if she was going to crab walk. Once crouched, she launched herself into the air and crashed into the shadow. Her head spun around so she could get a good look at him, then she opened her mouth wide as if to bite him.

      “Gah!” The shadow sidestepped Sulyvahn’s attack and used Jenny as a shield for the next one. When Sulyvahn’s whip hit, Jenny cried out in agony. Her body turned to static and vanished.

      “Time for you to go,” said the shadow, then sent a beam of light at Sulyvahn. The dullahan bent over backward, and his head tumbled off, releasing black mist all along the ground. When the beam swept around to catch him, he tumbled out of the way like an acrobat.

      The mist spilling from his neck formed into a magnificent black stallion with burning white stars for eyes. Sulyvahn jumped onto its back and rode hard across the yard, his whip trailing behind him. The beam vaporized many of the spirits it struck, and Beth stood just in time for Sulyvahn to reach down and scoop her up.

      “You keep a horse inside you?” she asked incredulously.

      “Can ye think of a better place? Plug yer ears.” He yanked off his head and swung it in a large circle overhead, then let out a keening wail. Nearby spirits stumbled about as if drunk, and even the shadow clutched at his ears, causing his beam to go off course.

      Even with her fingers in her ears, it felt like someone was dragging a razor down her spine. Sulyvahn circled the yard a few times, doing his best to clear a path by the door. Once there, he stopped swinging his head.

      “Go inside, lass! Ye’ll be safe!”

      He kicked the flank of his midnight horse and raced across the yard. The shadow’s beam prevented Suly from getting any closer, but the shadow’s army was dwindling fast. This close to the house, Beth’s hair was standing on end, and she saw that the shadow’s back was to her.

      She sprinted toward the shadow, her eyes on the book in his hand. He may be incorporeal, but the book sure as hell wasn’t. She grabbed it with both hands and yanked it free of the shadow as she passed through his body.

      He was colder than any weather she had ever experienced, and her limbs all went numb. She stumbled forward a few yards, then regained her balance. The book felt warm in her hands, and she turned around, expecting to see that the shadow’s energy sphere was gone now that the book was hers.

      The sphere wasn’t gone. The shadow turned his attention on her, and he pointed an angry finger in her direction. The sphere over his head glowed brightly, and a beam of light came straight at her.

      Out of reflex, she held up the grimoire to protect herself and was surprised when it absorbed the energy of the beam. Her fingertips burned, so she shifted her grip to protect them. She was being pushed back by the immense surge of energy but was able to remain standing.

      Sulyvahn made his move. Riding in toward the shadow, he swung his whip in a wide arc and brought it down. The shadow caught the whip with one arm, allowing it to wrap around, then yanked Suly off his horse. The dullahan fell to the ground, and his horse tried to circle back but was cut off by angry spirits. The beam had Beth pinned in place, and she watched helplessly as the dullahan and the shadow got into it.

      “Yer a fine shot with that spell, but can ye take a punch?” Suly was up on his feet, his fists held up in a traditional boxer’s stance. Spirits rushed in at him from every direction, and when his blows connected, they exploded into ash. The shadow closed the distance, and the two of them exchanged a few punches before Sulyvahn wound up and delivered a haymaker straight to the shadow’s face. When it struck, the shadow’s face was smeared out temporarily, and he flickered for a second.

      “Ye got a big mouth, but nothin’ to back—” Sulyvahn was grabbed from behind by a pair of spirits, and the shadow ripped into him. By the time Sulyvahn was able to free himself, the shadow had grabbed the dullahan’s whip and was using it to strangle him from behind. Suly pulled off his own head and used it as a club to clock the shadow in the temple, which seemed to knock both of them for a loop.

      The shadow recovered first. He snatched Suly’s head away and used it to beat his body with it. Suly eventually went down, and the shadow tossed his head, then his limp body into the bushes. When he turned around, his shoulders were slumped as if he was exhausted, and he paused just long enough to absorb a few more spirits.

      “I am so tired of this godforsaken house!” He was moving toward Beth now, and the orb followed him, its beam still hitting the grimoire. “I cannot wait to see the end of it, and the end of you!”

      Beth swallowed the lump in her throat and took a cautious step back. Every step she took moved her closer to the stone lions, but then what? Should she take the book and run? It was the only thing protecting her from the magic beam, which sizzled hotly against the book in her hands.

      From above, lightning danced about and then dropped, striking the shadow. His whole body was outlined in energy, and the features of a man emerged, a man who looked like he had been stitched together from hundreds of different body parts.

      The lightning may have purged the home, but the shadow was charging up. She looked around the yard and realized several spirits remained, and they were all moving in on her. Whatever time she had bought was officially up, and she was out of options.

      As the shadow strengthened, so did the power of the beam. The book was now vibrating in her hands, and her muscles were getting sore from holding it. Determined, she shifted her grip once more, but her fingers slipped on the grimoire, and she lost her footing on the path. The beam forced her to topple over backward, the grimoire flying out of her hands. She rolled over and army-crawled toward the grimoire in an attempt to reclaim it when a dark shape appeared between the stone lions.

      Her heart skipped a beat when she saw the brilliant white skull tucked beneath a dark hood, with fiery blue flames set deep in his eye sockets. The beam of light that had knocked her over passed harmlessly through the silent figure, but the same could not be said for the large plastic bucket he carried in his hands like an excited child.

      It had been decorated to look like a jack-o’-lantern and was overflowing with candy. When the beam struck it, bits of plastic and candy exploded across the yard, spilling out onto the street behind the grim reaper. The geas caught the edge of the beam, preventing it from traveling across the street, but Beth couldn’t take her eyes off Death as he slipped across the yard and stepped into the path of the beam.

      The beam faded, and Death knelt to pick up what may have once been a Butterfinger bar. He was illuminated only by the brief flashes of light from the sky above, like a specter in a strobe light.

      “Hmm.” He dropped the candy on the ground, then rose to his full height. He surveyed the house, then looked at Beth, and his eyes settled on the shadow. “I spent many hours collecting that candy. I am sorely disappointed I will have to collect it again, as I believe the Everett family is out of full-size bars. Simply dreadful.”

      “Fuck you and fuck your candy.” The shadow waved his hands about, and the orb over his shoulder changed colors. It was now an intense green that was painful to look at, and he jabbed his fingers in Death’s direction. The beam that came out made no sound until it struck Death, who held up a single hand to block it. It sounded like nails on a chalkboard but was far preferable to Sulyvahn’s scream.

      The bones of Death’s hand started to smoke, but the reaper didn’t seem to mind. He looked over at Beth. “Did you happen to see what happened to all my maps? My home is in a state of disrepair, and I am now worried that harm may have befallen them.”

      “He destroyed all your maps!” Beth yelled. She wasn’t certain if this was true, but the grim reaper was officially her best chance at defeating the shadow. “He came here to hurt Mike and destroyed all the maps in your office!”

      “Mike Radley has been a good friend to me. Why would you wish to hurt him?” Death looked at the shadow with childish curiosity.

      The shadow hissed, and the orb shifted colors again. Death watched in fascination as the now yellow beam caused his sleeve to catch on fire and his hand to glow.

      “You have ruined my candy and damaged my maps. I didn’t want to do this, but you’ve left me no choice.” Death stuck his free hand in his robes and dramatically pulled out a toy spider. He held it up to scrutinize it, then allowed it to dangle from the bit of elastic that had been tied around its middle, even giving it a few bounces for effect.

      “Why. Won’t. You. Die?!” The shadow seemed frustrated that Death was ignoring him. “You are nothing more than a poor copy of something I have already defeated! And why are you back so soon? That map I left you was supposed to lead you to the other side of town!”

      “This spider was supposed to be part of a prank,” Death informed Beth, as if letting her in on some big secret. “Please do not tell Mike Radley, for I wish to prank him later.” He looked at the shadow. “And as for your map, the goblin Tink ate it and introduced me to a fun joke involving toilet paper on someone’s home. I would have been home sooner, but we got lost after running from a car with flashing lights. It was great fun.”

      “Uh…okay.” Beth didn’t know what else to say.

      Death discarded the toy spider and stuck his hand back in his robes again while continuing to block the beam with his free hand. When he pulled his hand out this time, it was like watching a cartoon pull a hammer from its pocket. A long staff emerged, taller than Death himself, and when he tapped it on the ground, a curved blade appeared. He gave the scythe an experimental swing, and it made a soft whooshing noise similar to someone whistling in a graveyard.

      “Ah, there we go.” Death turned his attention toward the shadow. “It appears I missed you the first time, but I shan’t miss again.”

      The shadow’s features distorted, and he shouted something in a foreign tongue. The remaining spirits rushed in toward Death, yelling battle cries with their weapons held high.

      Death moved so fast it was like watching ink splash across the yard. He swung his scythe and tore through the warriors like paper, their faces frozen in shock as they shattered like glass and fell to the ground in pieces before melting. The shadow’s beam couldn’t keep up with him as he danced around the yard, his scythe ripping through the shadow’s remaining troops.

      “No! No!” The shadow spun around and pointed at the house. The surface of the sphere rippled before becoming a fiery orb that cast light much like the sun. Beams of light barreled into the house, and Beth caught a whiff of woodsmoke.

      The bird on top of the house stomped its feet, and tumultuous rain from above fell on the house, extinguishing the early flames. The shadow let out a cry of anger and spun around in time for Death to cut him in half.

      Instead of evaporating like the other spirits, the shadow let out a shriek and fell apart like sand. Tiny pieces of his body hit the ground and sparkled like gemstones, many of them crumbling into ash. Death tilted his head in curiosity, then knelt to pick one of them up.

      “Is he gone?” Beth had picked up the grimoire and now stood next to Death. “And I can see you. How can I see you?”

      “He was barely here in the first place. His soul was like a string that held these poor, trapped souls together. There wasn’t even enough of him left to tell who he was.” Death flicked the soul he was holding into the air, where it vanished with a pop. “As for my presence, I think you already know today is a special occasion.”

      Sulyvahn limped over, then knelt to pick up one of the fragments. “If ye dinna mind, this one is technically my responsibility. And can I say, it’s an honor meetin’ ye in the flesh, as it were.”

      Death said nothing and just watched as the souls sparkled, then fizzled out. As the last one vanished, Sulyvahn’s horse came over and let out a soft whinny.

      “You have a very fine steed,” Death said, then put his hand out toward the spectral beast. The horse pressed its nose into Death’s bony hand and let out a huff. “It is almost as big as my own.”

      Sulyvahn chuckled and moved next to Beth. “Well, lass, it was an exciting night. Hopefully Lord Mike won’t be too angry when he sees how ye left the place.”

      Up above, the lightning and rain died down as the last trickle of souls left the home. Somewhere in the distance, Cerberus howled, and Beth let out a sigh as the night went silent. Unfortunately, she could hear water running inside the house and hoped it was something Tink would be able to fix.

      Tink!

      “C’mon, let’s go inside,” she said. “We can check on Abella, and I want to make sure Jenny is okay. Once we get Abella outside, she can help us find Kisa and Tink, figure out where they went.” She knelt and picked up Cerulea, who was covered in dirt but unharmed.

      “The wee fae should be fine, if not a bit startled,” Sulyvahn added. “That one can take more than a lash, I promise ye.”

      Beth nodded, then turned to Death, who was now wandering the front yard, rubbing his skull anxiously. His scythe had disappeared, and he crouched to pick something up.

      “Everything okay?” she asked, still amazed she could see him.

      “It is now,” Death replied, then turned to face her while slipping something into his robes. “I thought I had lost my spider and would be forced to give Mike Radley a treat instead of a trick.”

      She laughed, the trauma of the night suddenly overwhelming her. Hugging the grimoire to her chest, she stepped away from the house so she could look up at Quetzalli. “Thank you,” she shouted so she could be heard. “I think we’ve had enough lightning for the night.”

      “You can never have too much lightning,” Quetzalli replied while adjusting her horn. “But you are very welcome.”

      ---

      Mike watched in awe as Lily attacked the queen while Ratu brought down balls of blazing fire. Lily was immune to the heat and was whirling about in a tight leather outfit with a pair of black batons she used to block the swords. Zel placed herself between Mike and his mothers, her hands going to her pouch.

      “If you’re going to make an appearance,” she said, “now rather than later would be great.”

      An eerie wail filled the air, and Cecilia passed through the wall of the house, her shrieks causing his moms’ voices to be drowned out. They tried to attack the banshee but burst into smoke in the presence of her screams.

      “Mmph?” he asked.

      “Tink fix.” The goblin crawled up from under the porch, holding a cutting torch. He shrugged and knelt, allowing her to cut the metal off his face. It was a trick that wouldn’t work in the real world, but as long as he didn’t focus on specifics, it wouldn’t hurt him in the Dreamscape.

      Lily let out a yelp and was tossed through the air, allowing the queen to summon rays of golden light that circled Ratu, forcing her to dance about as the ground turned black around her. Seeing an opening, the queen raced toward Mike, her swords held high, only to be intercepted by Abella, who tackled her from above and knocked her to the ground.

      “I heard you like it rough,” Abella said, then punched the queen in the mouth. The queen shrieked in rage and blocked the gargoyle’s blows with one set of arms while the others twisted about making gestures. Thick vines wrapped around Abella and ripped her away just as Tink got the metal plate off Mike’s face.

      “How?” he asked, then moved away as the queen leaped over Zel and stabbed the door with one of her swords. She slashed him across his midsection and was about to hit him again when Tink crawled up her side and bit the side of her boob.

      “Cursed goblin!” The queen ripped Tink free and made to stab her, but the blade was blocked and countered by Sofia. Though the cyclops was eclipsed by the queen’s size, she was quick enough to dodge and deflect her blows with ease.

      “I think you know how,” Zel said with a smirk, then jumped away as the battle moved her way.

      “Are all of you in my head?” he asked.

      “Not all of us,” Zel replied. “But it is getting rather full in here. Now, if you don’t mind, could you help us out a bit?”

      “Absolutely.” He jumped off the porch and fixed an object in his mind. It was difficult to make from dirt, but eventually a large marble basin formed in the front yard and filled with water.

      “You tricked me, Caretaker! I’ll have your head!” The queen’s blades whirled in place as she summoned a series of glowing runes that blasted the cyclops out of the way. Once the path was clear, she grabbed her blades out of the air and came toward him. Cecilia rushed in and let out a scream, but the queen was unfettered by the aural assault and tore through the banshee like paper. It gave Mike an extra second, and he hoped it was all he needed.

      “Naia!” Mike jumped in the fountain. “Naia, where are you?”

      When the queen moved to attack him, she passed right through his body. Puzzled, he looked down at his hands and saw that he was made of water. The queen shrieked in frustration and tried to attack him again, but her blades passed through him effortlessly.

      “Neat trick, right?” It was Naia’s voice just inside his ear. “I can’t do much to fight a queen, but I can do plenty to protect you here.”

      “She can’t hurt the others, right?”

      Naia giggled. “No. This whole thing will be over soon. See?”

      He didn’t see it at first, but Lily came back into the clearing dragging a large door behind her. It was the anxiety, and Abella had broken free of the vines and was helping Lily carry it over. Sofia was busy fighting the queen again, and Tink had become a literal ankle biter, tripping up the queen.

      “I don’t get it. Are they going to stuff her in my ‘can’t stop peeing’ dream?”

      “No. Once she’s in there, she will face an anxiety of her own.” No sooner had Naia spoken than Lily opened the door. Abella picked up the whole frame like a giant bug net and slammed it over the queen’s head.

      The queen vanished, gobbled up by the dream. Lily slammed the door and summoned a large key to lock it shut.

      “Can’t she just break out of there?” Mike asked while stepping out of the fountain. His body solidified, and the others vanished from sight, except for Lily.

      “Oh, she’s having a very bad time right now.” Lily smirked. “Wanna see?”

      “I’m not going in there,” he told her. His sudden reversal of fortune was too good to pass up.

      “You don’t have to go in there. This is all inside your head, remember? You just have to want to see it. Here, I’ll show you.” Lily extended her hand, and Mike took it.

      The home and the beach vanished, and he found himself back in the court of the fairy queen. Convinced he had woken up, his first clue that he was still asleep was that the court was in black and white. As he looked around, he saw there were two intact thrones now instead of one.

      “The humans need to be made to understand,” said an elegant man with six wings and a scepter. “We can no longer allow our people to suffer, my Queen.”

      The queen looked younger, somehow. Maybe it was the smile that reached her eyes, or the way she looked at the man, but Mike felt a sudden kinship with them.

      “We must let the mortals work out their own problems, Oberon. Our kind are not meant to persist in their world.” The queen moved close and laid her head on his chest when he embraced her. “Besides, I will miss you.”

      Oberon chuckled. “You will hardly know I’m gone. The time cycle is in our favor; a few days for you will be years for me in the real world. I just need time and the world’s attention. I found a human I believe I could possess. The human world already refers to him as a king.”

      “You can’t go about possessing the monarchy. They aren’t like us.”

      Oberon laughed. “Ah, but this one is! He sings and dances like one of our own, and I have made arrangements to meet him soon. Well, he doesn’t know we’ll be meeting, but you catch my drift.”

      “You promise you’ll come back to me? I couldn’t bear the rest of eternity without you.”

      Their words were lost in a wail of grief, and Mike flinched when he realized the fairy queen was on her knees next to him. Her extra arms were gone, and she was back to her normal height.

      “No, please, don’t make me watch,” she cried and covered her eyes with her hands. The skin of her hands became translucent, forcing her to watch as the sky filled with random images of a man known as the king. Crowds of adoring fans shrieked his name and cried out for him, and the scene changed to a dressing room.

      “Holy shit,” whispered Mike as he watched Oberon argue with his wife in his human form. The two of them were shrieking at each other in fast-forward, and the conversation finally slowed down enough that he could hear it.

      “You need to come back,” she begged. “The human world has poisoned you. This form has poisoned you.”

      “I’m so close,” Oberon hissed, then picked up his guitar. “I just need a little more fame, a little more time, please.”

      “Look at you. You’re starting to fall apart.” She took his hands in hers. “You’ve even built yourself a kingdom here. Do you plan to stay in the human world?”

      Oberon simply winked at her, and now they were standing in a cemetery. The real queen was a blubbering mess, but her past self stood next to Oberon on the edge of a packed gathering. The mourners moved in slow motion, and her face was puckered in anger.

      “But you failed,” she said. “Your human host couldn’t contain you any longer, and you nearly died with him.”

      “It was an abject lesson in humility,” Oberon confessed. “A lesson I will not need to learn a second time. I simply need a younger host.”

      “Don’t you dare,” she warned him. “Oberon, you need to come home. Our people need you.”

      Oberon shook his head. “Our people need you to lead them while I try to save them from this side. For my next host, I will work on bringing the world together and getting them to part with their parasitic ways.”

      “That hardly worked this time. You were so caught up in fame that you never once worked to better our people, my King.” Her voice was harsh, and her cheeks had turned green. “You squandered your time here, and for what? For them?” She gestured at the mourners.

      “I’m simply not used to human time versus our own. A human decade isn’t that long as a fae, and I admit that time got the better of me.” When Oberon turned to face her, Mike could see the deep lines in the brow of his forehead. He looked sickly, with heavy shadows beneath his eyes. “But I am the king of the fae, and I will do right by our people. You have my promise.”

      “Your promise is meaningless if you fail to deliver.”

      Oberon scowled at his queen but said nothing. They watched the mourners in silence, and the scene rippled once more. It was the queen, and she was sitting on her throne, a fey with wings behind his ears kneeling before her.

      “What did he say?” she asked, her eyes fierce but her lower lip trembling.

      “Your Majesty.” The messenger looked nervous. “He said the human world deserves his gifts and he does not intend to return anytime soon.”

      “And has he addressed the plight of our people? Has he taught the humans to take care of the planet, to stop poisoning our streams and our air?”

      The messenger licked his lips, then shook his head. “He said he will get around to it after his next world tour. He doesn’t think his host’s fame is big enough to make any changes yet.”

      “Please. I’ve seen the humans and how they fawn over Oberon and his host. The king has fallen in love with the human world at the detriment of our own.” She smacked her hand on the armrest of her throne and rose. “What is it about the human world that seduces our kind, even our very own king? What can be so wonderful about them that he would willingly stay away?”

      “He says the people love him.” The messenger ducked his head in fear as the queen’s fist lit up with emerald light. She spun out of her throne and slammed her fist into the empty throne next to hers, causing it to explode.

      “But I love him,” she cried. “Is my love not good enough? What of the love of our people, our children?”

      On the ground, the real queen was shrieking in agony as she was forced to relive her worst days. More images flitted by of another king of music, one who would drive people to scream in his very presence. Mike recognized the singer immediately but also the silhouette of Oberon superimposed on top of him. The fairy king did not look well, and the final memory showed the queen with dark tears streaming down her face, kneeling over the broken throne.

      “Why?” she whispered, clutching what was left of the throne. “Why did you stay until he died? You couldn’t control him, and he couldn’t comprehend you, and now you’re both dead as a result. Why must I be cursed with the burden of eternity all by myself? Was I not worthy of your love?”

      The real queen was motionless now, and Mike watched as her body began to flicker as if she was about to vanish. She bit her lip hard enough to draw blood and came back into focus, only for Oberon to appear near her side.

      “You weren’t good enough,” he whispered. “Not enough for me to stay.”

      “Shut up,” she whispered, and her body flickered again. Another Oberon stepped forward from the mist, then another, and all of them chastised the queen. Some pointed out her failings, while others spoke of the wonders of the human world, and she flickered rapidly now, her shoulders hunched forward.

      She was about to wake up. Mike was about to win, and he should have been elated, but all he felt right now was sadness. The queen may have treated him and Cecilia unfairly, but knowing now the true reason for her rage, he felt like he understood why.

      “Let her out,” he said, squeezing Lily’s hand and hoping she was still there.

      “What?” Her voice echoed, but the queen didn’t seem to hear it.

      “Let her out, Lily.” He couldn’t see her, but he could feel the succubus’s presence. “Before she wakes.”

      “Romeo, are you fucking nuts?”

      Mike yanked his hand out of Lily’s and now stood outside the door. He hooked his fingers in the lock and yanked, ripping out the mechanism and the doorknob itself. When he let himself in, the queen was almost gone, and when he touched her shoulder, she spun on him, her eyes wide in terror.

      “Come on,” he said, then led her out of the anxiety and back into the front yard of his home. The others were waiting for him as if they were statues, all except Lily, who looked very disgruntled.

      “Is this some trick, Caretaker? Now that you’ve seen my shame, you would—”

      He put a finger to her lips. “Enough. Our fight is over.”

      “No, it isn’t. Neither of us has awoken yet.”

      “It is.” He looked over at the others. “No more fighting. You can all relax.”

      “I…I don’t understand.” Her eyes moved back and forth between the others in suspicion.

      “But I think I do.” He took her hand in his, and she tried to pull away, but he held tight. “All this time, I thought you just really hated mortals, but it was more than that. My world took something important from you, didn’t it?”

      “Oberon knew better,” she whispered, her hand relaxing in his. “Yet he still went away.”

      “And it goes deeper. Cecilia fell in love with a mortal.” He pictured her once more hanging over the shattered throne. “It’s not so much that she loves me but that one day I’ll be gone and her heart will be broken, just like yours.”

      The queen scowled. “She doesn’t deserve that.”

      “But that’s life. You aren’t used to the idea of losing a loved one, because your kind live forever. It’s different for humans. Try as we might, we all move on, and we spend our brief lives learning we will lose those we hold most precious.”

      “If you’re trying to sway me with words, Caretaker, it won’t work.”

      “Not words. Actions. I challenged you to a duel, but there’s a fundamental truth about me you may not understand. I hate fighting. Maybe it would be easier to duke it out in here and make you miserable, but that wouldn’t do anything to solve the fundamental issue here. If I win, you will still hate me, maybe even more so than before. Am I right?”

      The queen said nothing, then nodded.

      “I assume I won’t wake up unless I want to, right?”

      She nodded again. “We are in here until you choose to wake or your mortal form dies. I’ll admit, that was my contingency plan; our agreement said nothing about keeping you alive.”

      “Lily?” He looked over at the succubus. “Can you stretch us out?”

      “Oh, always.” She swung her tail around and stroked it seductively. “It’s pretty much a guaranteed fit.”

      He rolled his eyes. “I mean time. Can you stretch out time?”

      “You’re no fun, but yes. Not like I did before, but that’s your fault for being weak of mind and spirit.” She released her tail, and it whipped around behind her. “I won’t bore you with the math, but I’ll toss this bitch back into her bad dream long before I think you might die. Whatever your agenda is, it isn’t the same as mine, you got it?”

      “That’s fair.” When his gaze swept over the others, it stopped on Naia. She was smiling, and the runes tattooed on her body were glowing fiercely beneath her dress. “I challenged you to a duel, but maybe we can do something more productive, find some common ground to stand on. Come on, Your Majesty. Come inside my home and learn what it means to live, and see what it means to love. See it from our point of view.”

      “What trap is this? Are you trying to seduce me, to convince me to join your harem of spiritual concubines?” There was anger in her voice, and her grip tightened like iron. “I would rather fight and lose than indulge in your erotic fantasy.”

      “That’s not what this is about. I want you to see what Cecilia sees, what the others see. Learn that it’s better to have loved and lost than to have never loved at all.”

      “I hate human idioms,” she muttered. “I almost would have preferred ‘live, laugh, and love.’”

      Despite her protests, when he pulled her toward the house, she went willingly.

      Once they were inside, the home brightened as if it was a beautiful summer day outside, and he led her to the dining room, where Sofia had laid out a feast for him.

      “Look through my memories,” he told the queen. “See how I met her, how we connected. We didn’t get along at first, but we found a way to connect. I’m an open book. I want you to have it all.”

      “But try not to linger on some of the memories,” Sofia added, her forehead furrowed. “They’re a little embarrassing. Oh, and I hope you like pie.”

      The queen sat quietly and watched as the others came in and chatted with one another. None of them spoke to her, and Mike just allowed her to sit and observe. The meal proceeded with laughter and smiles as they all talked and had a good time. Even Zel and Abella were there, for his Dreamscape home could accommodate everyone.

      After dinner, they went for a walk out back by the fountain. Naia danced and sang for the birds while Tink challenged Lily to a game of horseshoes. It was clear that both of them were cheating, but nobody seemed to mind. At one point, Daisy appeared and swatted horseshoes out of the air.

      “This is so saccharine that I’m going to be sick,” noted the queen. “There is no chance you actually live this way.”

      “When I’m not about to be murdered or fixing the house, we kind of do. I like spending time with everyone, and I love them all in my own way. Obviously, I love some of them differently, which is why the others aren’t in here, so…”

      “Husband likes us best,” Tink interrupted, then lined up a shot that rang the stake when it struck. The sound rippled into the sky, causing it to shift in color for a few seconds. Looking disgruntled, the queen wandered out into the Dreamscape, and Mike worried when she stayed gone.

      When the sun went down, Mike sat with Cecilia on the porch and watched the sky turn dark as technicolor stars dotted it like sparkling confetti. They were quiet and held hands as he watched the sky, waiting for the queen’s return.

      The next day, she showed up around lunch and watched as Mike had a water fight with Naia, then went fishing on the beach with Abella. The gargoyle was reeling in a massive fish that had no business existing in the real world, and when lunch came, Sofia made fish sandwiches for everybody. The queen was silent as she watched them, but Mike didn’t mind. He was happy for the peace and quiet.

      When he went flying with Abella the next day, the queen came along, staying just out of sight behind them. Once they landed, she approached him with a frown on her face.

      “Is it truly possible that you can love all of them? Do none of them suffer as you favor another?”

      Mike shrugged. “I can only do the best I can.”

      He wasn’t sure if the answer satisfied her, for she remained silent the rest of the day. The next morning, he was awoken by Tink, who was playfully biting his thigh. Figuring he should just be up front about it, he made love to her for almost an hour before they migrated into the tub to join Naia. At one point, he looked up to see that the queen was in his bathroom, watching them, but left her to her thoughts.

      Days passed, then a week. The queen watched silently for most of the time, and he couldn’t tell if she was gaining anything from the experience. She started taking long walks by herself, and he was wary she might be planning something.

      However, one day she invited Cecilia to go with her. While the two of them were gone, he felt a slight pressure inside his head as the queen looked through the banshee’s memories and his own. He could feel her silent judgment but made no effort to disrupt her search.

      Nightly walks with Cecilia became a tradition, and he was surprised when the queen asked Abella to go flying with her. The two of them made regular trips off the island, and he wondered how far they could go over the water before Abella was forced to turn back. He assumed she was bound to the island much like he was.

      Lily assured him that because of the sleeping powder, only a few hours had passed in the real world, but it made him nervous. At some point, his body would need water to survive. Would Cecilia spoon it into his mouth? Or was the queen playing the long game now, intending to turn his kindness against him?

      It was something he would have to figure out if things went sideways. For now, it was peaceful in the Dreamscape. Despite the queen’s foreboding presence, he wasn’t actively fighting anyone, or repairing his house. He spent plenty of time with the women inside his head. Ratu taught him how to play Go, which was difficult at first because the Dreamscape kept misplacing pieces when he looked away. Zel taught him about some of the plants, but the names sounded made up and would change from day to day. Such was the chaotic nature of the human mind.

      One night, when everyone was at dinner, the queen picked up a fork and inspected it. “Why bother with this?” she asked.

      “I’m trying to make a point,” he replied between mouthfuls of roast beef.

      “Not what you’re doing here. I mean this meal. We are in the Dreamscape. You do not require sustenance here.”

      “It’s nice to sit down as a family,” Sofia replied. “Don’t be a bitch about it.”

      Mike thought the queen was going to be angry, but a small smile crossed her lips.

      “Like a tradition,” she mused, then became quiet for the remainder of the meal.

      The next morning, when he got up, he noticed the queen had finally removed her armor, and she wore an intricately decorated dress and carried a staff made of wood that had been braided into shape. She was outside at the fountain, speaking in detail with Naia, and once the afternoon came, she went for another flight with Abella.

      His plan was working, and this was the most relaxed he had felt in a long time.

      ---

      Kisa was sitting in the old man’s kitchen. There was a storm outside, and rain was striking the glass of the windows hard enough to rattle them. She had no memory of how she had gotten here, but when she looked at her hands, she realized this wasn’t a memory. She was in control, and she stood to look outside.

      Out the window, there were rows of dimly lit buildings. Even though she could hear the rain, she couldn’t see it, which was very odd. Even more striking was the dark cloud overhead that swirled down like a giant snake, circling each building before moving on to the next.

      “Maybe we ignore that for now.” The old man startled her, and she stepped away from the window as he lowered the blinds. He was holding a cup of tea, which he handed over to Kisa. “In fact, stay away from window. Is bad idea to keep watching.”

      “Where am I?” She backed away from him and went to the front door of the apartment. When she opened it up, she saw a long hallway that led to the stairs. At the end of the hall was a younger, human version of herself trying to climb the final step while using braces.

      “What’s going on here?” She moved back into the room and saw herself as a human, lying on the couch with wary eyes cast at the old man’s bedroom. There was another version of herself going through the pantry and emptying it out, preparing to run away.

      They were her memories, but they were faded and translucent. The old man, however, was not a memory.

      “This is safe place,” he informed her, his accent as thick as ever, then sat at the table. “Maybe last safe place for you.”

      “Who am I?” she asked. “Who was I?”

      He shook his head, sadness lining his features. “I cannot answer what you don’t already know. I am limited.”

      “Who are you?”

      He shook his head again. “I cannot say. That part of you is lost, but what I am is self-preservation, Kisa. Part of you that speaks from deep within, reminds you that you matter.”

      “Like my conscience?” She sat at the table with him, wondering what was going on. “If you’re my conscience, am I asleep?”

      “No, not asleep. On brink.” He pointed up at the ceiling. “That woman, she has pushed her way in, wants to lock you away.”

      “Is that what the storm is?” she asked.

      He nodded. “Your body is a temple, and she has invaded. Even now, she looks for you, but she didn’t count on most important fact.”

      “Which is?”

      “You are more animal than human, Kisa. Normal human, easy to lock away. Animal? Much harder to cage. She is looking through memories in attempt to find real Kisa, but so much confusion has led her astray.” He grinned. “In this way, your body is mixed blessing.”

      Intense pain radiated through Kisa’s arm, and she looked down to see bite marks on it. Through the howling storm outside, she heard someone shouting in a high-pitched voice that reminded her of Tink.

      “What’s happening to my body?” she asked.

      He shrugged. “Your guess is good as mine. If you—” He held deathly still, and Kisa felt it now, a heavy presence that descended over the building. She ducked away beneath the kitchen table as the window covering rattled itself open. From beneath, all she could see were the old man’s legs, and he held perfectly still at the table as her memories manifested throughout the room.

      There were hundreds of them. Kisa yelling at the old man, confiding in him, mourning the loss of her legs, then crying on the floor, frantically trying to pull her collar off.

      She grabbed at her throat, and briefly felt something around it, but was relieved when it was just the smooth fur of her neck.

      The presence moved on, and when Kisa tried to come out, the old man cleared his throat. She stayed where she was, and the front door banged open. Based on the legs she could see, it was a woman in dark robes, and she stomped her way over to the table.

      “Where is she?” demanded the woman in an angry voice.

      “Kisa is Kisa,” replied the old man. “Sometime wander, rarely come home. Have you come in from storm as well?”

      The woman ignored him, wandered around the room, and stopped next to Kisa’s memories. She kicked at a few, grunting in disgust when her feet passed through them.

      “I know you’re in here,” she said. “Look, all I want is to get away from this damned house, and your lack of cooperation is making it very—”

      The whole world turned sideways for a moment, and if Kisa hadn’t grabbed onto the table leg, she would have slid free. The old man, however, didn’t budge, as if affixed to the universe itself.

      “Fucking goblin,” muttered the woman, then she left.

      Kisa pulled herself free from beneath the table and felt a searing pain on one of her legs. She looked down and spotted some fresh bite marks, then spat when her mouth filled with the taste of blood.

      “She wishes to wear you, Kisa. To wear you like a collar of her own.” The old man stood, pushing the chair back. “If you obey her, you will lose what is left of yourself. This much I know.”

      Kisa was about to reply to him when the woman reappeared in the doorway. The woman had blonde hair that was frayed at the ends, like she had just been in a fight, and her robes had deep scratches in them.

      “Okay, look,” she said, her voice desperate. “We both stand to benefit from an agreement. I was planning on dumping your body as soon as a better replacement comes along, but what if I told you I know some powerful people? People who could make you human again?”

      Kisa opened her mouth to say something but saw the old man shaking his head. “All the way human?” she asked.

      “Yes!” The woman came closer, and her eyes were glowing. “My mother is a powerful witch, and she knows one of the most powerful men on the planet. We could not only turn you back but maybe even find out who you were. I can see inside your mind, Kisa, and I know you aren’t happy here.”

      “I—” She looked at the woman. “What would I have to do?”

      “Just…let me in. Stop resisting.” She stared daggers at the old man. “And quit listening to this one. He’s not even real, just a manifestation of your conscience. You don’t have to listen to him.”

      “Is true, Kisa.” The old man sipped at his tea. “The choice is always yours.”

      She thought about it for a moment. She really did want to know who she was, and maybe this woman could help. After all was said and done, maybe her place wasn’t in the home after all. Her thoughts touched on Mike, and she felt a sudden betrayal from her thoughts.

      “That’s not real,” the woman told her. “You’re his familiar now. You’ll always be beholden to him. It’ll be just like wearing that collar, and—”

      “Stupid cat wake the fuck up!” It was Tink’s voice, but it had come from the old man. “Tink no let go, make cat—”

      He slammed his mouth shut and looked at Kisa with a raised eyebrow. “She fights for you, not against you,” he told her. “Even when you were mean.”

      “Shut the fuck up,” growled the woman, her face turning red. “She doesn’t want any of this; I know she doesn’t. She just wants a normal life, and—”

      “Bad bitch making Kisa wear stupid collar!” Tink’s voice blasted out of the old man again, and Kisa reflexively grabbed at her neck. This time, she felt her fingers close around something, and she pulled as hard as she could.

      The entire world screeched like a car slamming on its breaks, then exploded into fragments of glass. Kisa was tangled up in someone’s Halloween decorations and was covered in blood. She was on the ground with Tink and currently had a piece of fabric that looked like gauze wrapped around the goblin’s neck. Tink was making choking noises, so Kisa pushed her away and fell forward on the ground, gasping for air.

      In her left hand was the necklace. When she paused to inspect it, she had a sudden urge to put it back on so tossed it away from her and went to check on Tink. The goblin was covered in scratches, and when Kisa rolled her over, Tink hit her in the face with a punch that knocked her teeth loose in her head.

      “Owwww, fuck…” Kisa grabbed her mouth and rolled away.

      Panting, Tink stood, moving as if in slow motion. “Tink no let stupid bitch take Kisa.”

      “Ith me,” Kisa said through her fingers. When she looked at the goblin, Tink had adjusted her goggles and appraised her now, then let out a grunt and fell backward on the ground.

      “Stupid cat run too fast,” Tink said, then flopped over onto her back. “Witch girl make fast run. Tink follow but just barely. Now Tink tired.”

      “Tink.” Kisa moved over to the goblin and felt that cold pit in her stomach again. “We need to hide,” she whispered and looked around.

      They were in someone’s front yard, and the whole place had been decorated like a giant spider’s nest. Huge, bendable spiders had been put out in the yard, and the two of them squeezed beneath a bush covered in cobwebs just as a pale figure stepped around the corner.

      “Sarah?” It was the woman with the long braid, and she was holding a wand in her hand that glowed with a sinister light. She waved the wand over the yard, and the discarded pendant flashed in response.

      The woman ran to the pendant and knelt to pick it up while holding the wand at the ready. She tucked the necklace away in her pocket before backing out of the yard, her gaze scanning the terrain. Once on the sidewalk, she broke into a run and disappeared.

      “That can’t be good,” Kisa said, then helped Tink out of the bush. “We should get back before anyone sees you.”

      “Ha! Everybody love Tink. Nobody want to see stupid cat girl.” Tink let out a wheeze and stood to her full height. “But Tink glad—”

      “Hey!” The front door of the home they were near banged open, and a man with a flashlight stepped onto the porch. “You kids need to go home, get out of my yard.”

      Tink blew a raspberry, then mooned him. Stunned, Kisa allowed Tink to grab her wrist and pull her elsewhere, and it wasn’t until they were almost a block away that she realized Tink was cackling like a madman.

      In that moment, she had a flash, and dozens of memories blew through her mind. They were vague in nature, but all of them involved time spent with Tink inside Emily’s home. The two of them teasing the Mandragora plant with tofu chunks, or catching the fairies in jars to squeeze lube out of them, or eating all the ice cream in the house and trying to frame Abella. They had been thick as thieves back then, and Kisa realized how much she wanted to feel that way again.

      The memories were few and far between, and she was certain Tink didn’t remember them at all. But maybe, deep down, it was something the goblin felt, and it explained why she always seemed to have Kisa’s back, even when the two of them were at odds with each other. Maybe those memories could never be recovered, but as they ran down the street, all Kisa could think about was how much fun it would be to make new ones.

      She laughed along with her friend.
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      Mike opened his eyes. He was lying in his bed with Tink wrapped around his feet. The ceiling up above had somehow become a dome-shaped skylight, allowing him a perfect view of the stars as they swirled about in the night sky of the Dreamscape.

      Sleep in the Dreamscape was an enigma for him. Despite knowing he was asleep, he still became tired after a while and allowed himself to crash on his bed. He didn’t actually have dreams while he was here but instead entered a meditative state where he simply floated somewhere warm and comforting, alone with his own thoughts.

      He had asked Lily about it once, but she had shrugged. Apparently there were some things about the Dreamscape even she wasn’t entirely sure of.

      Somewhere in the distance, somebody was singing. He sat up and walked to the window, rubbing large chunks of sand out of his eyes. Down in the backyard, he could see Naia dancing around in her fountain, her movements slowed down to a crawl. It wasn’t the first time he had seen such an anomaly after waking up, and he often wondered what happened to this place when he was in a state of faux sleep.

      Out in the gardens behind his home, a figure glowed beneath the light of the moon. He realized he was watching the fairy queen, and when he opened the window, he also realized it was her voice that he was hearing.

      Curious, he climbed onto the windowsill and then slid out, landing softly on the hard ground. He walked down the path and through the back gate, then kept his distance as he watched the queen move about. He didn’t understand any of the words of her song, but he felt a tremendous sense of loss in her melody that moved him nearly to tears.

      Deciding it was probably better to leave her alone with whatever haunted her, he turned to go back toward the house and jumped when the queen appeared in front of him, her eyes wild and fangs bared.

      “Are you following me?” she asked, her voice too loud for his ears.

      “I heard you singing,” he confessed. “I was curious is all. This is my head, you know. Don’t worry, I was going back to the house to give you some privacy.”

      Her features softened, and she held up her hands. “Wait. Don’t go, not yet.”

      Mike hesitated, wondering if he should really be alone with her so far away from the safety of his home. Then again, he also felt like the queen had ample opportunities to ruin his slumber and hadn’t taken them. Resigning himself to whatever happened next, he nodded at her.

      “Okay, I won’t.” He didn’t dare say anything else, for he had no idea what the queen actually wanted from him.

      “Tell me about the house.” The queen turned her back on him and started walking away. “I’m curious what your plans are for it.”

      “My plans?” He followed a few steps behind her, his brow furrowed in concentration. It was sometimes hard to access his own thoughts in any logical order while he was dreaming, and this seemed to be one of those times. “Well, we’ve got a room on the third floor that’s locked off. I would love to get inside there. Depending on what it is, we could use the extra bedroom, but that all depends on Quetzalli. I keep thinking someone else will show up any day now so would like to be prepared with a bed and some furniture. Poor Kisa was just sleeping in random rooms for the longest—”

      “Don’t toy with me, Caretaker. I want to know your long-term plans.”

      “Oh. Um…” He wasn’t entirely certain how to answer. “Honestly, I wouldn’t mind figuring out a better defense system. I hate that our protection is based on a magical sundial. Abella is great to have as backup, but the number of times I’ve had to fix my house has gotten kind of old. Tink has been spending forever fixing the electrical system, so maybe some sort of modern upgrades?”

      “Ugh. I thought maybe you were playing dumb with me, but I can see from inside your head that you have no idea what I’m even talking about.” She turned to face him, her cape flaring dramatically behind her. “I mean the great game. What are you planning to do to win it?”

      Mike stared at her for several moments, his thoughts suddenly bogged down. He could feel her now, probing his mind for answers, and the sensation wasn’t pleasant at all.

      “Gods. You really have no idea, do you?” The queen’s expression became one of astonishment. “You’ve amassed so much power already, yet you don’t even know the stakes for which you are playing.”

      “Nope.” He shrugged, more than a little embarrassed. “The shadow mentioned a game once, and I sometimes have visions where I see a chessboard with pieces I can move, but I really haven’t thought about it much past that. Actually, my dream training was an attempt to help me connect with the house, maybe ask it what it wants from me.”

      “You want to know what the house wants from you?” She blinked in disbelief. “Shouldn’t that be the other way around? Don’t you want anything from the house?”

      “Well, maybe a little peace and quiet. I don’t really think of it as my house; rather, it belongs to everybody who lives there.” He turned to look at the silhouette of the house in the darkness. “I guess maybe if we’re being very honest with each other, it’s already given me what I want. Somewhere to belong and a family that loves me.”

      “I can’t believe it,” she muttered. “You are aware the house holds massive amounts of magical power within its walls, yes?”

      “Oh, God yeah. It’s been brought up by pretty much everyone that tries to break in. I’ll admit, I’ve been tempted to go digging around for magic items to protect everyone, but I keep getting caught up in almost being murdered and rescuing my friends from imprisonment. No disrespect, just stating a fact is all. Frankly, if people would leave us alone, I would be more than happy to just kind of let things be and enjoy my time with everyone.”

      “Hmm.” The queen put her chin in her hand as if contemplating something difficult. “Would you like to know about the game?”

      Mike wondered where she was going with this but wasn’t about to look a gift horse in the mouth. “Yes, I absolutely would. That would save me so much time I would rather be spending with the others.”

      “You mean sexually.” Her tone was matter-of-fact.

      “No, not always. Heck, not even with everybody. I’m the Caretaker, so I try to spend time with them each day so they don’t get lonely, and that sometimes means connecting on a more physical level. You can choose to see sex whatever way you want, but others, especially the women in my house, tend to see it as no different from a couple of friends just hanging out naked and giving each other orgasms. It doesn’t have to be a big deal if everyone is having fun, but you shouldn’t assume I’m just in it for some monster booty.”

      “You can see why I may have made assumptions.”

      Mike nodded. “For me, it’s just so important to make sure everybody feels special in their own way, especially the ones who don’t get along with the others. Frankly, I’m a bit worried about Jenny, but that’s mostly because she’s…well, a bit standoffish. Oh, and Yuki. Her heart is broken in so many places; I have no idea the best way to help her. I wouldn’t mind helping Kisa get her memories back, but that would require her to actually be around more often.”

      “Is that the cat girl I keep seeing around the house? I only catch her from the corners of my eyes, then she’s gone.”

      “Wow, I haven’t even seen her here yet.” Mike looked at the house again and wondered why Kisa’s soul hadn’t shown up with the others. Then again, it wouldn’t have been here for very long. “So, yeah, I assume so. I didn’t know they were all living in here until we started our duel. I have no idea how any of this works. Well, I knew Naia was here. She was going to be my secret weapon.”

      “You really do spend time with everyone like you have spent time with them here. Conversations, games, meals. Things like that?”

      “I do.”

      The queen looked at the sky and took a deep breath. “Your home isn’t the only place the Architect built. And it didn’t always look that way either. It’s been around a very long time.”

      “How many other places were there?” Mike asked.

      The queen smiled. “I couldn’t tell you if I wanted to. When a home like yours dies, it leaves a massive hole in the memory of nearly everyone involved. When I try to count them in my head, it’s like they are a bunch of children running around. Just when I think I have them all, I see a new one in my head, and another disappears. I’m afraid the geas isn’t exclusive to your own home, you see, but I can tell you that at one time, there were many. Right now, I can only say for certain that your home is still active, but that’s because I have had firsthand dealings with you.”

      “And what’s the purpose of the house?”

      “That I can tell you to a degree. Your home, like the others, is its own pocket dimension. The Architect wanted to create a puzzle with the ultimate prize, but it could only be found by someone who was truly worthy of it. But how do you decide who is worthy so many centuries in advance? The solution was simple: the Architect created many such places, each with a different set of rules. The owners of these places often went by different titles. For example, you are the Caretaker, but I have known others such as King, High Priest, and even Captain.”

      “Of a boat?” Mike was almost excited at the idea of a magic ship sailing the high seas and full of magical denizens.

      The queen’s eyes went dull for a second. “I assume so. I can almost picture it, but then it fades. I’m sure you understand. But yes, each home is its own puzzle, and yours just happens to be a refuge for monsters who have no other place to call home. I have a vague recollection of the Captain needing to sail their vessel along every known sea, but even they didn’t know for sure if that was the key to unlocking it.”

      “Interesting. I’ve lived through some of Emily’s memories, and she seemed to think she needed to find more monsters to live in the house to unlock its secret.”

      “And if that’s the case, would you do so?”

      Mike shrugged. “I don’t know. What’s this prize supposed to be?”

      The queen laughed. It was like the ringing of distant church bells, and it made his head swim. “You know as much as I do, but it’s supposed to be something really good.”

      “Hmm.” The idea of chasing down an unknown treasure seemed more than a little asinine. Emily had devoted a good chunk of her life to such an endeavor, and it hadn’t ended well for her. She could have had so many good years with Yuki, and maybe the others in the home, if she had just decided to be happy. “I can’t say I wouldn’t go looking if I ran across a clue, but I guess it’s kind of hard for me to care when I’m already perfectly happy to just do my own thing.”

      “Interesting take. You aren’t lured by the promise of power?”

      Mike shook his head. “Not really. I’m plenty happy as it is, and I’ve seen what happened to Emily when she pursued it. But now I have a question. Why is it called the great game?”

      “Ah, that’s a good question. I can only speak secondhand, but here is what I know. At some point, the other Caretakers found a way to communicate with one another. Though they all sought the same prize, they discovered they enjoyed the collaborative effort of sharing clues and ideas. It was a friendly competition, and they genuinely looked out for one another.”

      “Boy, I bet that didn’t last.” They had exited the forest and were now on the beach.

      “You are correct. It was discovered that if a Caretaker killed another one, they would take control of the dead Caretaker’s property. These new places would act as an extension of the original home.”

      “Wait, really? So this shadow, if he killed me, would he take the house?”

      The queen shrugged. “A good question, considering you’ve already appointed heirs. I don’t know if your death would bypass the laws of the human world.”

      “Damn.” He didn’t like that idea at all, but something else occurred to him. “Wait a minute! I know that I own some land in other places. Are those…former homes, or whatever?”

      The queen nodded. “They were taken by previous Caretakers. Emily was ambitious, but she wasn’t responsible for their acquisitions.”

      His head swam at the implications, and he suddenly remembered a conversation with the shadow. He had been standing in a magnificent garden that was empty of others, but the shadow had told him it had once been full of life. Had that been the meeting place for the others?

      “You look troubled.” The queen frowned when she said this.

      “I am. The idea that there may be others out there like me is exciting, but what if they are like the shadow? What if they want to conquer and dominate instead of collaborating? I wouldn’t mind having someone to talk to about running things, but I don’t want to put the others in danger.”

      “On this, we see eye to eye.” The queen let out a sigh. “Oberon and I had ruled the fairy lands since the beginning of time. When he died, I didn’t just lose the love of my life. I lost my partner, my support, the person I could go to when I couldn’t make a decision. Heavy is the head that wears the crown, but it was much lighter when there were two to wear it.”

      “I’m sorry for your loss, Your Majesty.”

      The queen looked at him, her face scrunched up as if deciding something.

      “Call me Titania,” she said. “When we are alone, anyway. It isn’t my true name, but it’s one the humans are fond of calling me, and I don’t mind it. In fact, I was surprised you never referred to me as such.”

      Mike chuckled. “I saw you had a few different names, but didn’t want to call you the wrong one and piss you off.”

      “So you’ve been polite all this time out of self-preservation?” The corner of her lips curled up into a smile.

      “You are queen of the fae, after all.”

      “Indeed I am.” They were walking on the beach where the water drifted onto the shore. The water was cool and rolled just over Mike’s ankles as the two of them continued along the beach.

      “Since we’re being so informal, you can call me Mike,” he told her. “But only when we’re alone.”

      Titania laughed, and all the tension in her body seemed to disappear. Her wings hung off her back like a floating cloak, and he wondered what it would feel like to touch them.

      “I have to say, this has definitely been an interesting experience for me,” she told him. “Not so much the fighting. I am used to being angry and getting my way.”

      “Naturally,” he agreed.

      “I’m more referring to the fact that I’ve spent so many days in your head without a care in the world. It has been quite some time since I’ve been able to let my guard down, to not worry about what is happening in my realm.” She stopped and looked out at the water. “Without Oberon, I’ve had to make the tough calls by myself. In some ways, he was the light-hearted one, the regent who understood what made his people happy. In the same way Sulyvahn and Cecilia are counterparts, he was mine. His weaknesses were my strengths, but that was by design. Between the two of us, we made the perfect team.”

      Mike nodded. “I’ve never had a second half, not in that sense, anyway. I was too messed up as a kid, and that carried over into adulthood. Naia is the closest thing to one, but only because she smoothed all my rough edges so I could function. Everyone in the house contributes in some manner, but I’m sure you understand that.”

      “I have enjoyed spending time with them myself.” She looked at him, her face suddenly serious. “If I asked you if I could move into your home, would you let me?”

      Mike shrugged. “Personally, I’m all about second chances, but the others would also get a vote. I’m not technically their leader. I’m just the guy who turns the sundial and keeps the bills paid, and most of those have been automated already. But I would be willing to put in a good word for you.”

      “Could you imagine it though? A former queen, being able to live in your home, free of her burden?” Her eyes were closed now, and the wind from the ocean tousled her golden hair. Fireflies had emerged from the sand and flitted around them, blinking yellow, blue, and green. “These are ideas I can never confess to another being, but I feel I can safely speak of them here.”

      He nodded. “If anyone’s listening in, I’m unaware of it. And you have my word that I won’t share anything you tell me in confidence, as long as we’re on friendly terms.”

      “It is considered ill-advised to make such a promise to the fae,” she whispered. “What if I should decide to take you up on it?”

      He shrugged. “If you think it would help you feel better, go ahead. Vent a little. Cry. Throw a huge temper tantrum. I won’t tell anyone about it.”

      “Do you know why I’ve been taking long walks with the others, Caretaker?” She opened her eyes, and golden light blazed from them as if a switch had been flipped.

      “I thought you wanted some personal space with a little company is all. Everyone here is really nice. Some just take longer to get to know.”

      “I spoke with them to ensure they were not enslaved, that they were here of their own free will. That you did not pretend for my sake, did not try to trick me with this strange soul of yours. In terms I think you can understand, I wanted to know if you were too good to be true.”

      This made him laugh. “Honestly, I’m just doing my best to stay alive and be myself. I think the others see me as better than I really am, but that’s okay. That’s how love is supposed to work, right?”

      “Indeed.” The queen took a step toward him and grabbed onto him with all four hands, two on his shoulders, the others on his waist. “I would like to make a bargain.”

      “A bargain?” It suddenly occurred to him that he was no longer close to the house. If she were to try something, would the others even be able to come and save him? Would they even know to?

      “This Dreamscape of yours has become a refuge for me, a place where I do not fear appearing weak, nor do I fear dishonesty.”

      “Have you talked to Lily yet?” he muttered. “’Cause I know she has to tell the truth, but she will bend it quite a lot.”

      Titania snorted. “Indeed. But what I refer to is the idea that all these souls of yours have value, not in their essence, but in their counsel. In fact, the nymph is far wiser than expected.”

      “Absolutely.” There wasn’t a doubt in his mind that this was true.

      “I spoke of my woes to each of them and asked that they keep it a secret from you. Tonight, I have discovered to my delight that they have kept their word, and you are hearing this tale for the first time. This is something I value highly, for any decision I make in the fae realm has no bearing on their existence here.”

      “You can trust them to be objective.”

      “Precisely.” Titania was so close to him now that he could feel the warmth of her body, smell the mint of her breath. If she was getting ready to pull one over on him, he was not ready for it. “I want you for your mind, Caretaker. I wish to be able to come and visit this place as I please, to be free to roam, to speak of my problems with no fear of reprisal. This place is special, even to an immortal such as myself.”

      “That…uh…” He wasn’t so sure about giving the queen unfettered access to his brain, but how could he put it politely? “I guess I have some concerns.”

      “I understand. But you should know that my presence here would be on your terms alone. I cannot visit while you are awake, and even while you sleep, you may not notice my presence at all. I would do nothing to hinder or harm you, though I may seek your advice or company on occasion. I wish to see the man you become, Mike Radley. You intrigue me.”

      “As long as you intend no ill will and cause no harm, I think that would be fine.” If there was a loophole she intended to exploit, he would have the actual Lily come inside his head and beat her ass, if necessary. Between his gut telling him it was okay and the sheer vulnerability radiating from the queen, he felt it was a good deal.

      “Good. In exchange for this access, I am prepared to give you something valuable in return. I will lose our duel, but I cannot simply forfeit.” She tilted her head knowingly. “Even though it would be a sound decision to forfeit, such actions can create powerful magic of their own and may weaken my hold on the fae realm. There are dark forces that wait everywhere, Caretaker. This is a valuable lesson I believe you have already learned.”

      “Indeed, but…what, you just want me to beat you at the duel?”

      She nodded. “I wish for you to use your magic on me, per our agreement. If I lose the duel, it will be known that it was by your magic and trickery alone. Any status I lose among the nobles will be seen as minimal, and the fallout will be arbitrary. Showing favor to a mortal is one thing, but a complete forfeiture of a duel is unacceptable.”

      “You do know what my magic does, right?” He wanted to be absolutely sure she understood what was about to happen. “It isn’t just about being able to scream like Cecilia or manipulate the Dreamscape like Lily. It’s…kind of a sex thing.”

      “This is your world, Mike Radley. I ask that anything you do here with me remain a secret between us.” Her upper hands slid up to his neck, and her lower hands moved around to his back as she pulled him close. “Can we agree on this?”

      “Yes,” he whispered, swallowing the lump in his throat. “I guess I’ll just tell everybody that I got really lucky and won somehow.”

      “Oh, you’re about to get luckier than you’ve ever been. Let me feel it, Caretaker. Show me your true power.”

      The Dreamscape rumbled. In the real world, his magic felt like a snake, coiled around his spine. Here, however, it was part of the terrain itself, and the cool wind of night howled around them as the sky lit up with distant lightning blasts. He had never tried to use his magic while inside his own dreams and watched in awe as the ocean churned, sending twisted geysers into the sky.

      “Interesting,” noted Titania. “I really thought that—”

      Her eyes went blank for a second as the air around them crackled with electrical energy. Blue sparks had formed along the beach, and the fireflies now lit up in sync with the lightning. Filaments of light hummed from the trees as the world around them was saturated in his magic, and Mike lifted his hand to touch the queen on her lips.

      When his finger connected with the delicate flesh, there was a loud pop of electricity. For just a moment, he was standing inside her body. Every inch of her flesh became known to him, and he could feel the sudden flood of heat that suffused her body from her stomach to her thighs.

      His consciousness shifted, and now he was back. The world had taken on a purple hue, and the moon above them shimmered as if it was reflected in a pool of water.

      “Oh.” Her eyes were on him, her pupils wide in surprise.

      He nodded knowingly, then stepped forward and pressed his lips to hers. The magical energy between them hummed, and the grains of sand on the beach jumped about like oil in a hot pan. Her upper hands fought to remove his shirt while her lower hands undid his pants. Meanwhile, he moved his hands across the front of her body, squeezing her breasts through the thick fabric of her gown.

      She moaned into his mouth, and his cock became hard. Her aura permeated his very body, and he felt as if his whole being was vibrating. The magical energy in the area intensified, and Titania melted into his arms. He pushed her head back to kiss at her neck, then pulled down the front of her gown. When her breasts popped free, his eyes widened in the realization that the queen was even more endowed than he’d thought. Maybe she used magic, or a sturdy fae undergarment to contain them, but now that they had been revealed in all their glory, it really didn’t matter.

      “Yes,” she hissed, and he lifted her bountiful breasts to his mouth and sucked at her nipples. Her areolae were gold in color and shimmered as if painted with glitter. He knew exactly where to nibble and lick to get her excited, and he had that odd sensation of being in her body once again. There were so many buttons of hers to push, and he knew exactly which ones would do the job.

      The beach had formed a giant depression around them, and seawater was rushing in, only it created an odd swirling pattern around the edges, as if afraid to come closer. Titania’s wings unfolded, and she lifted the two of them into the air. His body became weightless, and he had no trouble keeping up with her.

      “That’s it, Caretaker, show me what it means to be loved. Fill that empty void inside me with something other than loneliness.”

      He sucked on her neck, just beneath her ear, as he lifted the front of her gown high enough that he could trace his fingers along her inner thighs. A slippery fluid had already accumulated along her legs, and when he touched her molten core, he found she didn’t have any pubic hair. Her labia were laid out in multiple layers, just like a rose, and he stroked her until the petals unfolded, allowing him to dip his fingers inside.

      “Oh, gods, I haven’t had anything within me in decades,” she gasped. “I can feel your energy surging through me, making my blood boil for more. Do you know what it means to make love to the fae, Caretaker? Can you even handle it?”

      He chuckled, then put his lips against her ear.

      “I’m going to fuck you until you are little more than a puddle,” he told her. His cock was positively throbbing now, and he lifted it and let go, causing it to smack against her belly. “And then, when you can no longer move, I plan to fuck you some more.”

      “Oh gods,” she muttered, then pressed her breasts together for him to bury his face into. They were now tumbling about in the air as the Dreamscape inverted around them. His mind was constantly flipping between her body and his own, but he was always in control of his actions.

      Mike grabbed the queen by her hair and pulled, tilting her head back. He now hovered over her, and he stuck his thumb inside her mouth.

      “It’s time for the queen to suck my cock,” he said, then moved his dick over her face.

      Her face flushed green and pink, and her eyes had widened to the point she looked intoxicated. All she could do was nod and open her mouth wide, her tongue licking at her lips as he laid his glans on her lower lip. All four of her hands were touching his thighs and his scrotum, moving about and causing him to shiver with pleasure.

      When she inhaled him into her mouth, he felt a massive power shift, and his magic flowed into her. She groaned, causing his shaft to vibrate inside her mouth. While one hand worked the base of his shaft, another crept along his taint and teased his ass while the other two grabbed tightly onto his butt cheeks.

      She pulled him into her as far as she could, then gasped and spat him out. His cock was covered in her spit, and she tried to consume him again only to fail.

      “You need more practice,” he chuckled. “Maybe this is what I should do to you every time you come here.”

      “Don’t…make promises,” she warned him, then sucked him into her mouth again. When she gagged, she spat him out again. “You’re only human, after all.”

      “But we aren’t.” It was Lily’s voice, and she spoke from just over his shoulder. “You wanted to see the full extent of his magic…”

      “And that includes us.” It was Naia this time, and she hovered behind the queen. She reached around Titania’s waist and grabbed her thighs. The nymph spun about and buried her head between Titania’s legs.

      Lily grabbed Titania’s hair and pulled, forcing her onto Mike’s cock. When the queen gurgled and choked, Lily knelt and whispered, “You don’t need to breathe. Chill the fuck out.”

      Titania relaxed, and Mike felt the head of his cock pop past the back of her mouth. His eyes rolled back in pleasure, and it was only when the queen let out a loud grunt that he looked down to see what had happened.

      “She is so smooth.” Abella was hovering behind the queen, rubbing the base of the fairy queen’s wings. “There’s a small patch of fur back here. It feels like I’m petting a baby bunny.”

      “Gah!” Titania’s mouth popped free for a second, her eyes blank as her hips swiveled in circles. Naia’s head had become translucent as a part of her body created a thick, circular streaming loop of water that blasted the queen’s pelvis like a high-pressure bathtub faucet.

      “I bet she’s wet enough for you now, Romeo.” Lily’s hands were running along Mike’s chest and stomach now. “I want to watch you fuck her so bad I can taste it.”

      Naia moved wordlessly out of the way as Abella shifted the queen up so that Titania’s parted legs were now in front of Mike. The queen looked down at Mike, her eyes pleading.

      He teased her with his fingers, noticing almost at once that she didn’t have an anus. So much for pulling the stick out of her ass, he thought to himself. Her flowerlike labia opened like the aperture of a camera when he stuck his finger inside, and he was surprised to see not one but several bright-green fleshy nubs that emerged from between her lips.

      “Whoa, lucky girl,” muttered Lily. “I can’t imagine why she’s so damn grumpy. Bet she could get off just wearing pants.”

      “Be nice,” he told her, then pressed more of his fingers inside Titania. The queen’s needy cry sounded almost pathetic, but she didn’t ask him to stop, so he kept going. Her vagina accepted three fingers easily, then a fourth, and he now wondered just how big she could be stretched.

      And, for that matter, how big Oberon’s dick was.

      “Do it, Caretaker. Let me feel you inside me!” Her face was turning green now, and she reached over one shoulder and grabbed Abella’s head with one set of hands. The gargoyle looked surprised but gave in when the queen pulled her in for a kiss.

      “This one’s got a pretty big freak flag. The bitchy ones always do.” Lily kissed her way down Mike’s neck. “Let’s give her a show, shall we?”

      Mike grinned, then placed his cock at the head of Titania’s floral vagina and pressed his way forward. Her juices shimmered and sparkled as he penetrated her, and Titania moaned in Abella’s mouth.

      Titania’s labia slid apart, allowing him to bury himself deep inside her. When she moaned, her labia tightened like a ring around his shaft, then rotated.

      “What the—” He looked down to see what was going on and was surprised to see Lily’s tail curling up from between his legs. The stinger stretched into the shape of a narrow cock and pressed against Titania’s tight opening, forcing her labia to slide apart and allow her entry.

      Once Lily’s tail was inside, it unfolded into what felt like tongues that gripped, licked, and teased the head of Mike’s cock. Titania’s eyes had popped open, and she broke the kiss with Abella to let out a moan.

      “Might not be able to pull the stick out of her ass, but let’s fill this bitch up, shall we?” Lily licked Mike’s ear, and her tail expanded inside the fairy queen.

      “OH GODS!” Titania was gripping Abella’s wings and arms now. The gargoyle steadied the queen while she took Mike’s cock and Lily’s tail at the same time, her lower belly bulging out just a bit.

      “That’s right, Romeo, this bitch is just like those fairies at home, all nice and stretchy.” Lily grabbed Mike by the waist and rammed her hips into his, forcing him deep inside the queen. He could see the lump caused by the head of his cock moving up and down inside her body.

      Titania let out a cry, causing Mike to become even harder. When he tried to pull out of her, Lily rammed him again, causing the queen to cry out once more. The world around them was now a swirling vortex of sand and surf, and the others emerged from the water with grins on their faces.

      Daisy and Cerulea circled overhead, landing on occasion to lick up the shimmering fluid on Titania’s thighs. Lily was controlling Mike and making him roughly fuck the queen. Tink joined in the fun and was sitting on Titania’s stomach, playing with the queen’s breasts and mischievously biting her nipples.

      “Bitchy queen like Tink’s teeth best,” she declared, then licked her way up to Titania’s neck. Mike gave Tink’s tail a playful tug, and the goblin twisted her head around and gave him a lusty look. “Maybe bite husband too.”

      Naia’s water swirled around them, and he could feel her hands on his thighs and stomach. Lily’s thrusts were becoming more frantic, and she bit down on Mike’s neck, which caused him to gasp in pleasure.

      Suddenly, his mind was inside Titania’s body, and he felt so incredibly full, like he would burst. Now he was back in his own body, but that full sensation had carried over. Naia’s fingers had slid along his backside and into his ass, pushing against his prostate. He let out a low moan that sounded like a musical chord. It was powerful enough that the world warped around them, and Titania let out a cry of her own to match.

      “Mo shíorghrá, my love.” Cecilia appeared in front of him, floating upside down. Her floating hair made it seem like she was underwater, and she tilted her gaze for a better look at where he and the queen were joined. “Let me help you.”

      She gave Mike a tender kiss on the lips that electrified him further. All around them, the swirling sand was now saturated with blue-and-white lightning, and his magic was further amplified. All the women touching him let out cries and moans of delight. Cecilia floated down toward his crotch, her spectral head passing through the queen’s belly.

      Her cold lips parted around the glans of his cock, her tongue teasing his urethra. The sparks in the air were transforming now, becoming butterflies and birds that circled around them like tiny comets, leaving streaks of light behind.

      Cecilia’s mouth on his cock became the sole cold spot on his entire body, and it was clearly having some effect on Titania as well. The queen’s face had turned bright green, and she was biting her lower lip hard enough to draw blood. Where the sparks sank into Titania’s body, tiny flames emerged now that floated into the air to attach to the other women.

      “Romeo,” Lily whispered in Mike’s ear. “She’s sucking on the tip of my tail, and Naia is doing things to me. I’m…I’m going to…”

      “Oh, no you don’t.” He reached back and wrapped his arm around her neck, pulling her face against his. Her skin was hot to the touch, and smoke was rising from her hair as her horns became thick on her forehead. He tilted her head forward and bit her on the ear with a playful growl.

      Now he was inside Lily’s body. He could feel Naia’s lips on her clit, and the watery tendrils that penetrated both the succubus’s holes. His mind jumped back, and the world around them was beginning to break apart. Through the gaps, the world was full of nothing but stars that sang in an interstellar chorus, their voices overlapping in a harmony that kept pace with the action at hand.

      “Holy shit,” Mike whispered as he felt his orgasm building. Titania had let go of the others, her hands frantically scrambling around for anyone to hold on to. The flames and sparks were sizzling along her body, and his blood boiled along with it, his cock throbbing as his orgasm built.

      When Titania came, the world stopped. Mike’s dream shimmered as a single, beautiful note rang outward from the queen, sending a crimson shock wave out to the stars. Everything was frozen for nearly a minute, or perhaps an hour. Time was always iffy in the Dreamscape, and when time resumed, it came with a wave of heat that roared like a wildfire.

      The sparks and flames that had been chased away returned with the blazing light of a million stars. Mike grunted, and his own orgasm built up in the world around him before channeling through his body.

      When he blew his load into the queen, the world sloshed like a bathtub full of water, then exploded. The streaming light of the stars circled them, forming into giant multicolored rings of light that rang out with musical notes as they wobbled. The wave of sexual energy triggered another orgasm in Titania but didn’t stop there.

      Everybody came. The sexual feedback loop wasn’t just going between him and the queen but among everyone involved. His last thought before riding that eternal wave of pleasure was that it made sense. As everyone but Titania was currently riding shotgun with his soul, it was no different from what should have happened. However, the loop was not losing steam as it usually did. With so many of them crammed together, the effects were somehow intensifying, and when Titania’s orgasm triggered another violent wave of energy that radiated outward, the process repeated itself once the energy came rushing back in.

      “Oh, gods, oh gods!” Titania yanked Tink in and kissed the goblin, then bit her. Tink was swapped out for Abella, who then maneuvered her body to make the queen eat her out.

      Mike’s point of view was now hopping among everybody involved, and he found himself in several places at once. This caused his magic to intensify even further, for now all the women were shedding sexual sparks that pulled them in.

      Titania’s vagina was overflowing with his shimmering spooge, yet it only provided further lubrication to continue. Tink spun about and attempted to add her fist to the fun, which caused everyone to make a mad scramble and shuffle about. Cecilia had manifested fully now, and while she kissed Mike, Titania sucked his cock.

      Time became a blur. Music played about them, the stars singing a choir of pure joy. He gazed into Titania’s eyes and watched as she became a being of pure light, her wings now extending dozens of feet behind her.

      The others were transforming as well, becoming luminous beings. His mind shifted rapidly among them as the world closed in, pushing them tighter together. His viewpoints began to merge until it was just him and Titania, locked together by powerful bands of energy.

      They gazed into each other’s eyes, the only distinguishing features they had left. His core was molten, and he lost himself in between her legs as he filled her once again, and she cried out in sweet agony.

      A strong hand clamped down on his shoulder and yanked on him, hard.

      His consciousness shifted violently out of his body, and he was looking at a tiny star in an empty universe. From inside, he could hear Titania crying out in pleasure, his own voice singing in harmony with hers. The hand remained on his shoulder, and he expanded, the swirling star of sexual energy shrinking. The world brightened, an azure sky formed overhead, and his bare feet were on cool grass. He stood in a majestic garden, and the star had become a gazing globe that shed light, comparable to the sun’s, up above. Feeling disoriented, he held up his hands to see that his fingers were now slender and delicate.

      “Seriously? This is how I finally get your attention?” His voice was no longer his but a woman’s.

      The entity in his body laughed. When it spoke, it was with the same feminine voice, but he sensed the tremendous amount of power behind it.

      “I come to you as an act of preservation. In a moment, the beings inside will become a singularity,” she told him. “The human soul may be capable of experiencing the shores of eternity, but the human mind will break and shatter on its rocks.”

      “Eternity? It’s just a dream. It would have ended eventually.” He felt a buzzing in the back of his mind that only intensified when he looked at the globe, so he took a step away from it.

      “I assure you, the ramifications of your actions are nothing more than an accident. Even Titania could not foresee this, for you are something new, a being that has never before existed.”

      No longer in control of his arms, he pointed at the viewing globe, and it clouded over, sealing away what was occurring inside. The buzzing in his head disappeared. “The fairy queen does not have a soul in the sense you understand. When she is in your head, it may as well be her true form. In a moment, your magic will initiate the swap, and her innate nature will reject it. Her essence is indivisible, and what will occur is a single moment stretched into eternity.”

      “Wait, so my soul is still in there?” he asked.

      “It is. But your mind is out here with me.” The voice sounded pleased with herself. “Do not worry, Caretaker, your soul is perfectly safe.”

      “You’re the house, aren’t you?” He remembered the time he had tried to channel it directly and flushed with embarrassment. “I’ve been trying to figure out how to talk to you for so long.”

      “Indeed. And I have watched your efforts with great interest.” They were strolling through the garden now, leaving the viewing globe behind. “As you are my Caretaker, I do have a vested interest in your success, after all.”

      “Then why make it so hard to speak to you?” he asked. “You only seem to show up sporadically, which is a bit frustrating.”

      “I’m here now. What would you ask of me?” she replied.

      “Um…” He had so many questions but didn’t know where to begin. From experience, he knew he wasn’t likely to be here long. “I guess, how am I doing?”

      “Your soul is currently making love to a deity and experiencing an eternal state of bliss. I would say you are doing just fine.” They were now walking through a palatial corridor. Large marble pillars were attached to a building that looked suspiciously like the Parthenon. Shimmering pools dotted the architecture.

      “Okay, well, then how about you? What do you want?”

      “I want you to win the game, silly.” The house giggled, then sat down on the edge of one of the pools. Mike tried to force her to lean over the water so he could see her reflection, but the body no longer obeyed him.

      “Why though? What happens when I win?”

      “I can’t tell you,” she said, much to his chagrin. “You should know that by now.”

      “Okay, well, what do you get? Why would you want me to win, other than some sense of team pride?”

      He didn’t receive an answer, but the house looked away from the pond and across the palace grounds. The world they were in was silent, and he was struck with a profound sense of loneliness.

      “There were others, like you, right?” It was something the shadow had mentioned to him, something about how others used to be here. “Do you miss them?”

      “They used to call it the great game,” she said after several moments of silence. “As the years passed, it became more like a war than a game. If I were able, I would blame such a thing on the avarice of man, but this outcome was by design. The Architect foresaw every possibility, and even now, there are some outcomes that are too terrible to mention. You ask why I would see you win, so I offer this: I believe that you wouldn’t be the worst person to take the prize.”

      Mike laughed, the sound breaking the silence. “So it’s not that I’m the best candidate; I’m just not the worst. It’s not a huge vote of confidence, but I guess I’ll take it. Is it because I haven’t really been trying to figure it out? I assume you heard my conversation with the queen where I admitted I’m not super motivated to solve the puzzle.”

      The house laughed in return, then sighed. “Maybe things would have been different if the magic weren’t so weak. While I slumbered, my magic waned, and I was all but gone when you inherited me. It is why I have not been more amicable to your attempts at communication.”

      “And you will be now? If I try to talk to you, will you answer?”

      She waved her hand and summoned a large game board. It was the interior and exterior of his home, and pieces were scattered around it. He recognized most of them, but some were still blurry and tucked away in the rooms of the house. When he tried to focus on them, they disappeared. As he scanned the board, he noticed other boards had been set up off to the side. These also contained blurry pieces, and the one closest to him looked like a cabin in the middle of the woods.

      “You have so many pieces already,” she told him, then picked one up off the cabin. It blurred before his vision, and he was unable to make out any detail. “And with so little effort. Astonishing.”

      Her cryptic reply wasn’t entirely unexpected, but the sudden yanking sensation inside his belly was. He was ripped free of the house, his mind rocketing across the garden and back inside the viewing globe. There was a burst of light, and he was back inside his own Dreamscape body. He was on the ground, his limbs entangled with Titania’s.

      “Wow,” whispered Titania. “I didn’t know pleasure like that with a mortal was possible.”

      He said nothing, his body still experiencing postorgasmic bliss while his mind was frustrated about a lack of straight answers from the house. He cuddled with her for a bit before shifting his legs, startled to discover they were lying on something hard.

      Turning his head to the side, he saw they were inside a crater of smooth glass. The heat from their lovemaking had melted the sand around them.

      When Titania sat up, she let out a deep sigh, then rolled back on top of him and pressed her lips to his.

      “If you ever tell anyone about this,” she whispered, “I would be forced to kill you. And you know what the worst part would be?”

      “Being dead?” he asked.

      “No.” She kissed him again. “It would break my heart a little. You have done me a kindness, Caretaker.”

      “It’s just Mike. At least when we’re in here,” he told her.

      She smiled, and her body became translucent, made up of tiny stars and mist. “See you on the outside. Mike.”

      And she vanished from his mind, leaving him alone in the sand. For nearly a minute, all he heard was the steady lapping of the waves against the shore, then a voice called to him from across the distance.

      “Mo shíorghrá.” It was Cecilia, her voice echoing across the sky. It started to rain, and he closed his eyes. When he opened them once more, Cecilia was cradling his head in her lap, tears of joy falling from her cheeks to his own. “You came back to me.”

      He touched her chin with his fingers, then smiled.

      “And I always will. Let’s get you home.”

      ---

      “Tell me the truth.” Beth was standing in the front yard, her hands on her hips while she surveyed the house properly in the morning light. “How bad is it, really?”

      Sulyvahn scratched his head and let out a laugh. The centaurs had returned and now milled about the yard with stunned looks of disbelief. Giant gouges in the turf had ripped out most of the maze, and the storm summoned by the thunderbird had created giant mud pits that ran out to the street like dirty rivers.

      “Lord Mike will have to be in a right craic mood to overlook that his house be banjaxed.”

      “I figured.”

      The home looked like a failed demolition project. Not a single visible window was intact, and Tink and the rats had already amassed a giant pile of destroyed furniture in the front yard. Abella had placed some timbers beneath the porch to hold it up, but this was mostly so it wouldn’t collapse while they were using the front door.

      Kisa was up on the roof in a tank top and jean shorts, taking pictures for Tink to look at. The cat girl had been quiet since her return, but Beth had noticed she had been inseparable from the goblin.

      The smell of sulfur was followed by a loud thump, and Lily stood next to Beth, her wings folding into her back. She whistled appreciatively. “Boy, you really fucked this one up. Daddy isn’t going to leave you in charge ever again.”

      Beth grimaced, then threw the succubus a dirty look. “Where have you guys been? I heard that tower thing collapse in the middle of the night and then had to listen to what I can only assume was a demon gangbang right outside my window.”

      It was Lily’s turn to frown. “Yeah, that little outing went completely sideways. The asshole left a bunch of traps in his castle that slowed us down, and by the time we found his little treasure room, he had already emptied it out. Yuki didn’t take it well, so we spent forever digging ourselves out of the rubble while the demons got into a huge fight over these weird soul fragments that appeared all over the place. I can only assume one of them belonged to Emily, because Yuki went ballistic. Then we had to fight off an angry demon horde after she literally iced a bunch of them. Cerberus is helping her sniff around the Underworld for Emily’s spirit piece, but I decided to check in here and see if you needed my help.”

      “Only if you are ready to pick up a hammer. Place is in need of some serious repair, and I don’t like the idea of Yuki wandering the Underworld by herself.”

      “As long as she has Cerberus, she’s fine. The demons chased one another off.” Lily waved her hand dismissively, and a hard hat appeared on her head. “So what happened? Did you fuck the shadow and make him your buddy?”

      Beth blushed. “No. In fact, we almost lost. The shadow knew you were planning something, so he lured you off with his castle.”

      Lily frowned. “So did he get away?”

      “He didn’t. Death came home, and the shadow pissed him off by incinerating his candy stash, so he got reaped.”

      Lily’s jaw dropped open, and she let out a maniacal cackle. “No shit, seriously? Oh, man, that must have been fucking hilarious.”

      Terrifying if you were there, Beth thought but kept it to herself. “Anyway, he got killed, and Quetzalli chased off the ghosts with an electric field, so things are finally calm.”

      “Maybe not quite.” Lily’s face became serious, and Beth turned around to see that a police cruiser had pulled up in the front drive.

      A pair of officers got out and approached, oblivious to the centaurs milling about them.

      “Wow.” One of the officers whistled appreciatively while looking at the house, then turned to look at Beth. “You must have thrown one hell of a party.”

      “Can I help you?” she asked.

      The other officer cleared his throat. “Are you the homeowner, ma’am?”

      “I live here. The owner is out. I’m not sure when he’ll be back.”

      Or if he’ll be back.

      It was a terrifying thought, but Mike had been gone long enough that she was worried something had happened. It was an idea she would need to get used to.

      She also didn’t like the idea that the police might have come looking for Marco. After he had been definitively pronounced dead, the centaurs had agreed to bury him in the greenhouse where prying eyes would never find him. She hated the idea of the man just up and disappearing, but she couldn’t think of a safer alternative. Faking a murder scene was definitely outside her skill set, and she didn’t want to accidentally leave any evidence behind.

      The officer pulled out a notepad from his pocket. “Nearly twenty calls last night about noise out here. Seven calls about some teen dressed as a goblin damaging property around the neighborhood that was seen coming out of your home by witnesses. Three calls about a guy dressed up as a skeleton peeping in people’s bedroom windows. Also a woman dressed as a…fox?” He lifted his sunglasses to squint at the paper. “She apparently scared the pants off some kids at a local park. They said she threw snowballs at them…yeah, this one may be a prank call. There’s no snow on the ground.”

      “Sure sounds like a lot of phone calls, Officer.” Beth raised her eyebrow. “Were you here because you wondered if I saw anything?”

      “You were clearly having a party, and it was likely they were your guests. This isn’t the first noise complaint we’ve had out here.” It was clear he was baiting her, hoping she would say something he could use.

      “I can honestly say I was here all night and saw no party. As for a goblin coming out of my house, we had a ton of trick-or-treaters last night, so I doubt that would hold up in court.” Beth looked at the state of the home, then back at the police. Kisa had stopped what she was doing and was watching the scene below, and Tink’s face had appeared briefly in the front window. “In fact, do you have any proof of this party?”

      “We got calls,” the officer said.

      “Circumstantial at best. Did you send a cruiser by to verify? Otherwise, those sounds could have been from anywhere.” Beth waved her hand at the home. “Besides, does this look like I’m cleaning up after a party?”

      The first officer looked disgruntled, but the other one frowned. “Looks more like someone drove a car up into your yard and did some doughnuts. Lots of toilet paper everywhere. May have been that same goblin kid. Bunch of busted furniture in your yard too.”

      Toilet paper? Beth looked at the house again, wondering how the geas was interpreting information for the two men standing in her yard. Was it creating illusions to hide away all the cryptids out in the open? She was tempted to ask the cops to describe what they saw but felt like it was probably a bad idea.

      “You sure you don’t want to tell us anything?” The first officer was going for one last attempt, undoubtedly hoping she would give them a reason to stay.

      “I’m not interested in answering questions. If that changes, we can wait for my attorney.” Beth looked over at Lily, who had a look of innocence on her face, then over to Suly. Could they even see the dullahan? Even though the geas was hiding things, she wanted the cops gone. “Unless I’m being detained, Officers, I have a mess to clean up.”

      The second officer mumbled an apology and moved toward the car, but the first one took a few steps toward the house and scanned the yard. This one was looking for an excuse to press his line of questioning, but Beth doubted he would find one.

      “If you remember anything, you let us know.” He sounded very disgruntled, and when they got back into the squad car, it was several minutes until they actually left.

      “Well, you handled that all right,” Lily said.

      Beth nodded, then scowled at Tink, who ducked out of sight again. She had no idea what the goblin had actually gotten up to, but decided it was better if she never found out.

      “Lass, a quick word.” Suly reached into his pocket and pulled something out. In his hand was a glittering object that pulsed brightly, even in the morning’s light. “I picked this up after the shadow was defeated. I’m not sure what it is, but it’s certain I am that it’s related to the Caretaker somehow.”

      “Is that a soul piece?” Beth watched as the tiny light flitted about, not properly visible to her eyes. It was almost like she had stared at a light for two long, only the spot kept moving.

      “Holy shit,” Lily muttered. “I think that might be a piece of Emily.”

      Beth looked at Lily, then back to Suly. “Is it?”

      Suly shrugged. “I didn’t know her when she was alive, and there’s not enough o’ the soul to tell for sure and for certain. Figured I would ask Lord Mike when he returned what he wants to do with it. Or better yet, ask my sister.”

      “That’s probably best.” She turned to Lily, who was watching the fluttering soul piece with great interest. “Maybe you should tell Yuki? Perhaps she can identify it.”

      Lily nodded, then went inside the house, undoubtedly headed for the backyard and the Underworld to find Yuki and bring her back. Beth was relieved to know that everyone would soon be home again. Well, everyone but Mike and Cecilia.

      She worked with Suly for a couple of hours, the two of them cleaning out the hedge maze with the centaurs. Kisa was under the porch with Tink, doing something involving the frame, when Asterion came out of the house. His huge shoulders barely fit through the front door, and when he stepped down onto the yard, he sniffed the air and grunted.

      “Asterion, how are you feeling?”

      The Minotaur had lost one of his horns, and his head was bandaged. The rats had found him buried in the rubble of the Labyrinth, and he had accompanied Ratu out of it. The naga was currently with the centaurs, being treated by some of their best healers. If Asterion was here, it likely meant she was currently out of danger.

      “Hmm.” Asterion flexed his fingers, which were also bandaged. “My head no longer hurts. I am restless and wish to help.”

      “Fat cow help by getting off Tink!” Tink squeaked from beneath the porch, and Asterion stepped away from the door and down to the ground.

      “Tink, be nice,” Beth grumbled at the goblin. “I’m glad you’re feeling better. The centaurs could use some help patching the yard, and we still have some trash that can be taken down to the curb. We have a dumpster coming later.”

      “Indeed.” Asterion gathered up some of the broken furniture and carried it down toward the end of the walk. Beth noticed the Minotaur gave Suly a suspicious look as he passed but said nothing else as he carried on.

      They continued cleaning up, and almost twenty minutes later, Asterion dropped his load on the yard, his head cocked to one side as he looked around. The centaurs were affected next, and they shifted about nervously, searching the skies.

      Beth finally heard it.

      It was the sound of a woman in mourning, her song seeping into Beth’s very soul and carrying with it the misery of loss.

      A golden circle formed in the yard, and for a brief moment, she saw a mysterious shoreline on the other side. Her breath caught in her chest as two figures emerged, their fingers entwined.

      It was Mike. He had brought Cecilia home.

      The magical portal shimmered as Cecilia’s song came to an end, then it vanished. Mike, whose back was still to the house, let out what sounded like a sigh of relief when he saw Beth.

      “I’m so glad to see you,” he told her. “I heard there were problems here.”

      “Um…yes. Yes, there were. How did you know?”

      “The queen told me the shit had hit the fan and she would send me home to help out. She didn’t expect me to leave you with all the heavy lifting, and—” He had turned to look at the house, his voice trailing off into a mumble. When he looked back at Beth, he had gone white.

      “Please tell me everybody is okay,” he said with a slight tremor in his voice.

      “Everyone survived,” Beth told him. “The house, not so much. I’m so sorry.”

      Mike bent over as if gasping for air, then stood to his full height and brushed his hair out of his face. It was a simple gesture that somehow looked sensual when he did it, and he let out a sigh of relief.

      “The house can be rebuilt,” he said. “The people in it are the real treasure.”

      “It…might take some time.” Beth moved closer to Mike and realized he smelled of peaches and cream, the scent luring her in. “There’s water damage, and the Labyrinth needs rebuilding. Oh, and the roof needs to be replaced. The centaurs offered to let us stay with them in case it rains.”

      Mike chuckled, then rubbed his jaw. “I guess I’d better—”

      Tink slammed into him hard enough that he tipped over, and she straddled his hips with her short legs.

      “Husband make Tink worry! Now house broken and Tink too busy for proper welcome,” she groused.

      “I can see that.” He patted the goblin on the head, then sat up and kissed her nose. “Well, Cecilia, as much as I would love to just sit with you and relax for a bit, there’s work to be done.”

      “Maybe I can help.”

      The voice came from everywhere at once, and a golden archway appeared in the front yard. A tall figure adorned in radiant light stepped through, revealing the speaker to be none other than the fairy queen herself. Her wings unfolded behind her like a magnificent cape caught in the breeze, and her shining eyes looked over the scene with disapproval.

      “Your Majesty.” Mike bowed his head. “I appreciate your offer, but we have plenty of helpers here.”

      “I’m sure you do, Caretaker.” She moved closer to him and grinned. “Consider this a gift freely given.”

      Behind her, the archway filled with something that looked like flower petals. The swirling foliage burst out of the arch and surrounded the house like a swarm of bees, and it wasn’t until Beth got a close look at one that she realized the petals were actually tiny fairies.

      “This is a magical home, Caretaker. Your goblin may be able to fix it, but it will take her months to do so properly.” The queen knelt and stuck her hands in the dirt. “But many hands make light work. Let’s see if I can’t arrange for some of the heavy lifting to be done for you.”

      The ground beneath their feet trembled violently, and dozens of large trees tore the soil, their branches reaching toward the sky. The swarm of fairies tore into them, showering the ground with sawdust as they toppled them to and fro, causing the centaurs to scatter. Before the branches and trunks could hit the ground, they were caught and cradled by a glowing mist that now swirled around the fairy queen.

      The fairy swarm got to work. Beth watched in amazement as the tiny fae labored en masse to manufacture siding, lumber, and boards for the roof. Thousands of tiny wings carried the replacement parts to where they needed to go, then hovered there, waiting.

      “They can’t use nails,” the queen informed them. “You’ll need to do that part.”

      Tink shrieked with joy and ran at the house, wielding her hammer. Tools were quickly gathered up as the centaurs joined in as well, everyone helping to hammer the home back together. Up on the roof, Abella was using her thumb to shove nails into place, and Kisa ran along the edge with a small hammer of her own.

      The porch was rebuilt in an hour, the roof in two. Where the home had sagged, it was now shored up, and except for the lack of a paint job, it looked as good as new once more. The queen had created a forge made out of clay, and tiny creatures that looked like motes of ash churned out glass for the windows. The yard was being tilled by gnomes and creatures that looked like flowers, all of whom were being eagerly assisted by some very excited centaurs.

      The sun was halfway down toward the horizon when the job was finished. The magical trees had been used up completely, and the hedge maze had been rebuilt.

      Beth stared in awe at the scene before her, her face flushed from working so hard with all the others. The yard smelled of fired clay, freshly cut wood, and smoke. The others went still in the front yard as Mike walked up the porch to finish the final task that had been left for him alone.

      Just to the left of the front door was a porch swing that looked like it had been hand-carved from an ash tree. Intricately designed flowers adorned the swing, and when Mike knelt to pick up the chain, the fae went quiet.

      He lifted the chain of the swing and hooked it into place, then gave the seat a push to make sure it swung correctly. He nodded to himself, then turned around and looked at Cecilia, who was hovering over a rosebush.

      “Welcome home,” he told her.

      Cecilia wiped tears from her eyes as she hovered to her swing and sat on it. The swing shifted beneath her, and a broad smile broke across her face.

      “It’s good to be home,” she whispered.

      Beth looked away from the scene and toward the queen. She had so many questions about what had happened in the fairy realm and had wanted to ask more than once why the queen was suddenly feeling so charitable. Maybe it was something Mike could tell her later. Order had risen from the chaos, and the world seemed to be just a little bit brighter.

      “It is done,” declared the fairy queen, and her denizens winked out in groups like tiny little lights. “Cecilia, my daughter. You are free to live in this house as you choose for as long as you wish.”

      “Thank you,” replied Cecilia.

      “Caretaker? I shall hold you to your new agreement.”

      “Of course, Your Majesty. Thank you for this generous gift.”

      “Sulyvahn?” The queen turned her head, and Beth’s heart plummeted through her stomach. It hadn’t really occurred to her that Sulyvahn would most likely have to leave when Cecilia returned, but now that moment was suddenly thrust upon them.

      “Yer Majesty?” The dullahan, who had been assisting with the garden, knelt before her.

      The queen just shook her head. “Don’t assume I am unaware of what you’ve been doing here. I disapprove.”

      Sulyvahn snorted. “I imagine ye do, Yer Majesty. I don’t ask for forgiveness, ye know. It’s been fun livin’ as the mortals do, and to make friends with them. It’s the most fun I’ve had in centuries, to be honest.”

      The queen sighed. “Do you want to stay too?”

      He chuckled, looked over at Beth, then to Mike. “Only if ye’ll have me. I wouldn’t mind watchin’ over the place, much like my sister.”

      “You may stay as long as you are welcome, then. Your new charge is to assist in the passing of the creatures of this home, and to protect its occupants until I say otherwise.” The queen then threw a knowing look at Beth, which made her breath catch in her throat.

      “Ah, now that is perfectly grand, Yer Majesty.” Sulyvahn rose and stepped back.

      “Now where is Quetzalli?” The queen turned her head, scanning the yard.

      “I am here.” The dragon walked out of the front door, her hands demurely together in front of her stomach. “I was helping inside.”

      The queen pursed her lips, then let out a sigh. “I have had a change of heart regarding your punishment. When you are ready, I will change you back into your true form.”

      “That won’t be necessary.” Quetzalli smiled. “I have discovered I will turn back eventually and am quite enjoying my time here learning how to be human. I never thought there was so much to learn from them and am grateful to continue enjoying this unforeseen opportunity.”

      “Indeed.” A thin smile appeared on the queen’s lips. “In that case, I think I’ve been gone from my realm long enough.”

      The golden archway formed behind the queen, and she walked toward it, only pausing to look back at Mike. Mike nodded as if responding to a question only he could hear, and the queen gave him a smile just as the archway collapsed with a rumble, then a pop.

      “Looks like I’ll be around for a bit, lass.” Sulyvahn tossed his head into the air with a whoop, then caught it. “Lookin’ forward to seein’ what trouble we’ll get into.”

      “I’ve had enough trouble for this year,” she told him with a laugh.

      He put his head back on and embraced her. She closed her eyes and smiled.

      ---

      Dana had been waiting almost an hour in Zel’s yurt. While the wait was an inconvenience, it had given her plenty of time to unroll the maps she had made of the region. She had almost twenty square miles around the village properly surveyed from the air and had spent quite some time putting them together into usable information for the centaurs to use.

      She didn’t pretend to understand the full value of what Zel hoped to accomplish, but even the location of the riverbed was useful information, she supposed. The plan was for the tribe to do some reorganizing in the area, then eventually expand. It really didn’t matter how far the centaurs moved from the greenhouse door anymore, not with the rats assisting with a portal-style shortcut to allow them to remain connected to the house no matter where they went.

      And no matter where they went, Quetzalli had assured Dana that another agreement could be made with the resident thunderbird. It was frustrating to realize all this time that the fluctuating electrical fields inside the greenhouse had been caused by a mythical being with territorial issues, but Quetzalli had smoothed things over between them. As long as a suitable offering was made by the centaurs, the thunderbird would give them a full day of clear skies to do their surveying.

      Dana plopped down on Ticktock, who was currently a chair. The mimic shifted slightly, allowing her to recline a bit. Lying there waiting, she stared up at the ceiling of the yurt and let her thoughts drift to Quetzalli.

      Ever since the night everything had gone crazy a month ago, Quetzalli had moved into Dana’s room. The dragon had developed a fascination with sex and was always eager to assist Dana after her feedings. For a bit, Dana had been concerned Quetzalli had somehow fallen for her. Even if she weren’t still in love with Alex, the idea of an actual relationship just felt like it would be too much work. So many of the emotions that would make a relationship exciting simply weren’t there anymore.

      When the dragon insisted on asking questions about Mike’s cock all the time, Dana had realized the current status of their relationship was more like friends with benefits. She got to get laid after feedings, and Quetzalli got to explore how her own body worked.

      Dana pulled out her phone and turned on her Chinese language program. If she worked hard, she might have six languages done by the end of the year.

      There was a rustling at the tent flaps, and Zel appeared.

      “Sorry about the wait. It’s always something when you’re in charge.” Zel gave Dana a head bow in greeting. “So what do you have for me?”

      They spent the next forty minutes going over Dana’s maps. Half this time was spent listening to Zel mutter to herself and draw lines and diagrams on the maps themselves. Finally, she tapped her pencil along the edges of one of the maps.

      “This is wonderful, but I’m wondering if you could help us get some more info from over here. I’ve got a good feeling about the terrain. I would love to see some cave-type structures we could use for storage, as the temperature underground is fairly stable.”

      Dana looked at the map, then traced her fingers back to where the village was. “I think I can do that, but I’ll need to find a good place to launch the drones. I would like somewhere with a good vantage point to make sure they actually go the right direction.”

      “Hmm. Okay, I think I know a spot, but it’ll take some time to get there. Come, let’s move.”

      They gathered up the maps, and Ticktock transformed into a hiking bag to help her transport them. When she opened the bag, she pushed the grimoire out of the way to make room for the maps. Ratu firmly believed that the key to resurrection was written somewhere in its pages, but wasn’t well enough to look yet. Dana had taken it upon herself to monitor the book and had given Ticktock firm instructions to swallow the cursed thing if anyone tried to take it from them.

      She picked up the bag and followed Zel out of the yurt and to the edge of the village. Once they were away from the others, Zel allowed Dana to mount her back and ran into the jungle. The trails in this part had been recently cleared but were only wide enough for a single centaur, and Dana held tight to Zel’s waist as the two of them began the slow climb up a hill.

      Once at the top, she realized it was a rocky outcrop with good visibility of the horizon. She sat down, pulled out her own version of the map, and tried to locate it.

      “If you’ll excuse me, I’ll be right back.” Zel vanished into the underbrush behind some trees, and Dana focused on trying to find the trails they had taken to get there. It was easy enough to replay the ride in her head, and it was only a few moments before she spotted their location on the drone map.

      The tangy scent of urine hit her nostrils, and she sniffed out of reflex, inhaling the acrid aroma. Deep within the recesses of the odor, she caught just a whiff of something that smelled like depleted ozone and rose petals. It was the scent of magic and not just any kind.

      “Mike?”

      She stood and looked around the jungle. As far as she knew, Mike was supposed to be at home, doing God knew what these days. The fairy queen had been nice enough to rebuild the outside, but her helpers hadn’t been allowed entry, which meant the bulk of redecorating had fallen on the denizens of the house. Not one to overlook the opportunity, Dana had snuck off to start work in the observatory. There was a rather large telescope there that needed rebuilding, and she couldn’t wait to look through it when she was done.

      The leaves rustled, and Zel stepped through them, a curious look on her face. “Did you say something to me?”

      Dana looked at Zel, then out at the jungle. The scent of Mike’s magic was gone, and if not for the fact that her memory was infallible, she would assume she had imagined it.

      “No, I didn’t. Thought I smelled something.”

      Zel shrugged, then pulled a snack from one of her bags. “Mind if I eat? I’ve been nauseous all morning, but it feels like I can finally keep something down now.”

      “Not at all.” Dana turned her attention back to the map. She wasn’t certain why she had sensed Mike’s magic out in the middle of nowhere, but assumed it was nothing she needed to worry about. After marking the spot on her map, she found somewhere to relax while Zel ate her snack and sucked down a bunch of water. Hopefully, the centaur would be feeling well enough soon to make the long trek back, and Dana could get to work on one of her other projects.

      But maybe she would look for Quetzalli first.

      ---

      Mike stood outside the master bedroom of the Underworld home. Inside, Emily was wailing in agony, a sound that raised goose bumps all along his arms.

      However, his attention was on Yuki, who stood across from him, drying her eyes for the fourth time in ten minutes. Cecilia hovered alongside them, her hands clasped together over the soul fragment Sulyvahn had given her. If not for the dullahan’s quick thinking, it would have been snatched up by the demons that now roamed around the Underworld in packs. After the tower had been taken down, the souls that had been trapped there by the shadow had essentially created a feeding ground for the demons. Apparently word had gotten out, and if not for Cerberus, the Underworld would be impossible for them to traverse.

      “I’m sorry.” Yuki apologized for what must have been the hundredth time. Her eyes were red from crying, and she kept wiping the tears away with the edges of her robe. “I’m trying really hard to hold it together.”

      “I know. We’ve got plenty of time.” Though Mike wasn’t sure what would happen when they went in there, Cecilia was fairly certain Emily would completely cross over almost right away. He knew Yuki wanted to be present, but it had taken the kitsune almost a week to mentally prepare herself.

      Yuki took several deep breaths, and her complexion smoothed itself out. She put both hands on her stomach and let out the breath she had been holding. The hallway frosted over.

      “Sorry. I’m ready.”

      Mike took her hand and pushed the door open. Emily stood against the far wall, her fingernails pressed into the wallpaper hard enough to tear it. Upon their entry, she became static and teleported about, then loomed in front of them, her body lifting off the ground as she opened her mouth and howled.

      “That’s enough of that.” Cecilia held up her hands, and blinding light could be seen slipping through the gaps in her fingers. Emily paused, her head twitching as if stuck in a replay loop. When the banshee opened up her hands, the fluttering bit of light danced about before landing in the gaping hole in Emily’s face.

      Once she was whole, the static faded, and Emily sank to the ground. Dark clouds poured out of her body as her newly restored face glowed like a tiny star, the light chasing away the dark. There was a burst of light, and she hovered in the middle of the room, her eyes closed as if she slept. She was in a white gown, and her hands were clasped over her chest.

      “Yuki.” When Emily spoke, Mike felt the warmth of her words in the middle of his chest, and her magic briefly touched his own, causing a surge inside him.

      “Emily.” Yuki took a step toward her, releasing Mike’s hand in the process.

      Emily opened her eyes and smiled, then held her arms out.

      “Let me know if you need me,” Mike told Cecilia.

      “It won’t be long, a rúnsearc.” Cecilia beamed at him. “When she’s ready, I’ll take her the rest of the way.”

      “I know you will.” He touched her cheek, then walked out of the room. Yuki and Emily deserved privacy for their final moments, and he didn’t want the kitsune to hold back on his account.

      He made his way through the house and out into the backyard where Amymone waited, her back pressed against the fountain.

      “Finally.” She put the book she had been reading down. “This last batch wasn’t the best, and you guys have been up there for almost an hour.”

      “Sorry to keep you waiting. I probably should have come to you first.” He took the bag off his shoulders and set it down next to her. In fact, the plan had been to see the dryad right away, but Yuki had been unable to move past the stairs once they’d arrived. Whatever torments had been brought onto Emily’s soul were about to finally come to an end, and he hadn’t felt like telling Yuki that Emily could wait five more minutes.

      “Nah, it’s okay.” Amymone was already digging through the bag. “She’s been awful all day. What did you do to calm her down?”

      “Brought her the missing piece of her soul.”

      “Oh.” Amymone pulled a book out but didn’t open it. “I guess if she’s moving on, that means I’m alone now.”

      “I guess so. But you won’t have to listen to her wailing anymore.”

      “True.” The dryad chuckled dryly. “I’ve gotten so used to her presence that now I fear the silence will be maddening. She’s been my cellmate in this hellish place, and it sounds like she’s getting out early for good behavior.”

      “I’ve got the centaurs looking everywhere.” He didn’t know how to tell Amymone that there had been zero leads. He and Zel had visited the spot where the Mandragora had been and searched everywhere. There was even talk about mounting an expedition to track its offspring through the jungle, but they hadn’t found tracks to follow. “And Ratu said once she gets better, she’ll help.”

      “She still stuck as a…you know?” Amymone twisted up her limbs and fell on her back.

      “No, she’s getting better.” Ratu was still under the care of the centaurs. When they had found her, she had been little more than a mass of flesh, scales, and stone. Over time, the naga was slowly regaining her ability to shape-shift and had managed to make fingerless hands just the night before. “Might be able to walk in another week.”

      “Good.” Amymone picked up her book and set it back down with a sigh. “You’re still going to come visit me, right?”

      “Of course.” He had reached into his bag again and pulled out another letter from Naia. “Every day, if I can help it. Naia said she’ll drown me if I don’t.”

      “I bet she did.” Amymone took the letter with a smile.

      Up above, the sound of sobbing penetrated the window, and Mike felt his own breath hitch in his chest when the unmistakable song of the banshee began. He knew she would be able to come home but was now filled with terror at the idea that she may vanish again.

      “Looks like they’ll be done soon. I better get Yuki home. She’s gonna need time to heal.” He pulled several more books out of his bag. “I brought as many as I could find today, didn’t know how long I’d be here.”

      “I appreciate it. I appreciate you.” Her shimmering brown eyes found his. “Look, if you don’t find it, I just want to let you know I don’t blame you. I don’t want you to blame yourself either. Real life isn’t like books, and that’s okay. Not everybody gets a happy ending.”

      “Amymone, I—” He had no idea how he intended to finish the statement, and the dryad was now suddenly interested in the book she had been holding. How many years would she be stuck here, waiting to fade into nothingness? It was a problem with no good solution.

      “Mike?” Yuki stood just inside the back door. Her head was turned away, as if she was hiding her face. “Can we go home?”

      “Yeah, c’mon.”

      He bade Amymone farewell again and escorted Yuki to the front yard where Cerberus waited. The ride home was largely silent, though between the random howls of wandering demons, he could hear the faint sound of sobbing from Yuki.

      Once home, Cerberus turned into her human form and followed them through the gate. A chain formed around her neck, and she stopped a few feet away from the gate and let out a whimper.

      “Good girl,” he made sure to tell her, patting each head. “You did a great job today, thank you.” Her tail wagged even though her faces remained stoic, and the hellhound wandered back through the gate. Abella was waiting nearby with the lock, which she placed around the bars to secure it. The key was safely tucked away in Naia’s fountain, which meant the Underworld was secure. On the other side of the gate, Cerberus growled, warning some wandering demons away.

      After making sure Yuki made it to her room okay, Mike went to the office. The new desk he had was covered in tea stains and a deep gouge where Death had dropped his scythe by accident while trying to find something in his pockets.

      “Would you like some tea, Mike Radley?” Death stood by the far wall, looking at the map they had drawn so many days ago. It had been torn in half by a feisty spirit, but Death had taped it back together.

      “Yes, please.” Mike sat down in the chair and let out a sigh.

      “It sounds as if you’ve had a long day, Mike Radley.” Death picked up his teapot and wandered over to the side of the room where an empty cup had been set. “Would you like to talk about it?”

      “Not a whole lot to say. Just emotionally draining is all.”

      “You should relax more. I heard a saying the other day, something about kicking up your feet. What does that mean?” Death came over, holding a cup in each hand.

      “Oh. Some people like to put up their feet sometimes, to relax.”

      “That sounds very strange. Why would they do that?”

      “I think it’s something about blood flow.” Mike leaned back in his chair, causing the wooden legs to creak beneath him, then put his feet up on the desk to demonstrate. “See? The blood can now leave my legs and my heart doesn’t have to work so hard.”

      “The mortal world is silly.” Death handed over Mike’s tea. “I don’t pretend to understand it.”

      “You’ll get there, though some of it isn’t worth—” In his reclined position, when Mike had lifted the tea to his lips to blow on it, something large and black tumbled out of his cup and landed on his chin. All his brain was able to process was the number of legs it had, and he let out a yell as the chair slipped out from beneath him and he crashed to the floor.

      “I HAVE TRICKED YOU, MIKE RADLEY!” Death danced about the room, then knelt, picked something up off Mike’s chest, and dangled it in front of his face. “Though you should know you are safe, for the spider isn’t real.”

      “You about gave me a heart attack!” Mike fought to untangle himself from the chair.

      “That is a lie, Mike Radley. I would have sensed your impending doom.” Death chuckled to himself, then took a sip of his tea. “Tink was right about waiting to trick you.”

      “Mike?” Beth appeared in the door, worry on her face. “You okay?”

      “Just dealing with Death’s sense of humor.” Mike pulled himself off the ground.

      “She helped me with this prank, Mike Radley. She knew about the spider and never said a word. This makes her my accomplice.”

      A stunned look crossed Beth’s face, and she started sputtering out denials. Death made a clacking sound with his jaw as he moved past her.

      “I must find Kisa and tell her about the time I tricked you, Mike Radley. She will be so proud of me. I will be back.”

      “Take your time,” Mike muttered.

      “I swear, I didn’t know about the spider,” Beth said. “Well, I did, but only kind of.”

      “It’s fine. They just freak me out is all. And what do you mean, kind of?”

      “It fell out of his pocket when he was trying to find his scythe. During the fight with the shadow. He even mentioned he was going to prank you with it.”

      “Ha! That makes sense.” He looked over at the gouge in the desk. It was only a couple of days old, and he now wondered if Death had intended to use it that day but chickened out. It also occurred to him that Death had tricked him into tilting his chair back first, which meant he had planned the whole thing. “I think I have underestimated how far he’s come.”

      “Oh, absolutely. I feel like we’re raising a gifted toddler, only he excels in reading maps and reaping assholes.” She smiled, then sat on the edge of his desk with her legs crossed. “So how did it go? I heard Yuki in her room. She’s struggling but wanted to be left alone.”

      “Emily moved on; I know that much. I won’t feel right about it until Cecilia comes back though.” He tapped his finger on the wood. “If I have to fight a demon king or something, I’m just going to take Tink’s approach. Shoot them in the face.”

      She laughed. “I doubt that. That isn’t who you are.”

      “Yeah, you’re right. I’ll just let Tink do it for me.” He ran his fingers through his hair and put his hands on the desk. “Shit, now I wish he really had given me some tea. I feel all worked up.”

      “Here, let me get it.” Beth walked past him to where the tea kettle was. He handed over the cup that had contained the spider, and she poured in some tea. He couldn’t help but notice she was wearing a white dress with red spots on it that hugged her stomach and butt, then flared out dramatically just under her thighs. The last week had been so busy with home repairs that he had barely seen her except at meals.

      “Thank you.” He took the cup from her and sipped it, the sweet aroma of chamomile flooding his sinuses.

      “You’re welcome.” Beth sat down on the edge of the desk again. “I feel like I haven’t seen you.”

      “It’s been busy,” he replied. Was Beth wearing perfume? He couldn’t tell if it was the chamomile or her, but he caught the occasional whiff of something pleasant. “Between fixing everything, buying new computers. That police thing where they came looking for Marco.”

      Apparently after Marco had been reported missing, police had done a welfare check on Marco and had discovered the ramblings of a madman in a journal he had kept by the bed. Though they didn’t suspect Beth had been involved in his disappearance, they did tell her they thought he was dangerous and to be careful.

      “Oh my God, don’t even get me started. How many times did they want a statement from me? I hated having to lie like that, but I wasn’t about to tell them any semblance of the truth. That was emotionally exhausting, and I hated how much time I wasted every day giving them official statements. As for new computers, that lightning storm of Quetzalli’s had fried everything again, which meant we were in the dark ages for a few hours. Sure, I got a new phone out of the deal, but now I have to redo all my playlists.” She tossed her hair back and laughed. “Kisa has been giving me recommendations. She’s really opened up.”

      “She has.” In fact, when he had woken up that morning, it was to discover that Tink and Kisa had curled up with him during the night. The memory of what had happened next put a smile on his face. “Though, I still need to figure out what it means to have a familiar.”

      “You’ll get there.” She leaned back on the desk and looked at the wall. “I’m still sorry that the house got wrecked so bad.”

      “I thought I told you to stop apologizing for it?”

      She shrugged. “You did, but I still feel bad. I just keep thinking that you would have done a better job of protecting the home.”

      “Hmm.” Mike set down his tea. “I haven’t talked much about what happened with the fairy queen, but that’s been deliberate. I didn’t want bad blood with anyone else, but I feel like I can share this with you. When I was trying to rescue Cecilia, she showed me what was happening to the house.”

      “Oh?” Beth arched her eyebrow and turned to look at him.

      “Yeah. Like, she actually showed me. It wasn’t just some offhand comment; I actually saw what you were going through. She wanted me to know just how bad it was and tried to convince me you couldn’t handle it. Of course, that would have meant bailing on Cecilia.” He spread his hands wide. “Obviously, you know what I chose.”

      She looked away from him, her hair hiding her face. “But did you really have a choice?”

      “I did. She even offered to send me home right away. But I’ll tell you the same thing I told her. I trust you. You’re way smarter than I am, and I know you love this house and its occupants just as much as I do.” He stood and moved around the desk so they could stand face-to-face.

      When she turned toward him, their eyes locked, and his mouth was suddenly dry. Now that he was thinking about the conversation with Titania, he was remembering the rest of it too. About how it made sense to have a life with another human, about how they could have a family of their own. An image of Beth with a swollen belly flashed through his mind, and his ability to comprehend English temporarily vanished.

      Was that future a possibility for him? Could he start a family with Beth or someone else in the house? Was it even a good idea? These questions were very new to him, and he had no idea what to think or feel. It was a mixture of curiosity and terror, and he couldn’t figure out which emotional thread to untangle.

      “—and I’ve just been feeling like I don’t contribute to the home like the others do,” Beth continued.

      Mike realized his mind had wandered, and he hoped he had at least been nodding along.

      “So I guess I want to say thank you. Thank you for believing in me.” Her eyes were shining now, and it felt like her face was closer than before. “It means a lot to know that you do.”

      “Uh, yeah, um…” He could no longer think. Now that she was close, it was her scent he could smell. It reminded him of roses with just a faint hint of cherries, much like the circles on her skirt. Was that her perfume, or was it just her?

      Her hand touched his, and his heart slammed in his chest. What was it about Beth that made him so afraid?

      “I’m just so grateful to know I can lean on you when I need someone I can count on.” It was the best he could do, and her lips blossomed into a smile. The floral scent washed over him now, suddenly stronger, and he inhaled it, allowing it to seep into his senses.

      She was so close now, and her eyes were closed.

      “Wait.” He held up his hand as a thought occurred to him.

      Beth’s expression went from soft and alluring to puzzled as she opened her eyes and scooted away from him.

      It had been a stray thought, just a tickle on his mind, and he fought to recapture it. He closed his eyes and focused on what had snapped him out of his reverie with Beth. It had been her scent, almost like a sense memory, and he saw the flash of green in his mind’s eye.

      The Mandragora! Her smell had reminded him of the Mandragora, but it was more than that.

      “What did I say to you just now?” he asked.

      “Um…wait?”

      “Before that!” He grabbed onto her arms with his hands, his thoughts now buzzing about loudly in his head.

      “That you could lean on me.”

      “Lean, lean, Mandragora…”

      On the night the Mandragora had eaten Sarah, it had handed over a hiking staff. At the time, he had been injured and had figured the staff had been given to him to help him limp home.

      But what if it wasn’t?

      He ran out of the office, leaving a bewildered Beth behind. In the living room, Reggie sat on the new table, engrossed in a game of checkers with Jenny. The rat king looked up to watch Mike run through, allowing Jenny to shift two of her pieces unnoticed.

      Mike ran down the hall to the back door, then shoved the door open hard enough that the door bounced off the siding of the house, eliciting a shriek of rage from Tink, who was currently working on a new dresser for Beth.

      “Lover?” Naia called to him with concern in her voice as he sprinted to the greenhouse.

      The day after he had returned from almost dying in the Mandragora’s clutches, he had tucked the walking stick just off to the side of the greenhouse, thinking he might use it later. In typical fashion, he had promptly forgotten about its existence, and he nearly slid on a bald spot in the yard when he tried to come to a stop.

      The windows of the greenhouse had long ago been repaired, the bushes outside it now growing in tight clusters around its windows. From the outside, it looked ordinary enough yet somehow contained a world within.

      Just around the corner, he found the walking staff the Mandragora had given him. It was on the ground now, having slid from its resting spot against the side of the greenhouse.

      He knelt and picked it up. It looked like an ordinary stick that had been polished to avoid splinters and had a good heft to it. Much like the greenhouse, there was nothing extraordinary about it from the outside.

      “But what if?” he wondered aloud, then ran back to the fountain.

      Tink looked ready to give him hell, but he held the stick up high, causing the goblin to eye it with suspicion.

      “Naia, where should I plant this?” he asked.

      “What?” Naia moved to the edge of her fountain, a look of desperate hope in her eyes. “Did you…is that the heart wood?”

      “I don’t know. But if it is, where should I put it?”

      Naia cupped her hands together and squirted a stream of water that landed about thirty feet from her fountain. Mike ran to the spot she had marked and jammed the staff into the ground.

      “Husband no plant tree that way,” grumbled Tink, who shoved him and the stick out of the way. She was holding a small shovel in her hands. “Tink have to do everything.”

      She quickly dug a hole about a foot and a half deep, then stepped aside and let Mike put the butt end of the staff into the ground. The two of them scooped dirt back inside, and by now, Abella and Yuki had appeared to watch them. Sofia came next, still in an apron, and stood on the back porch.

      “Now what?” Mike asked.

      “Water,” Naia declared, then sent a steady fountain of it at the staff.

      Mike and Tink stepped away as the ground became saturated. Beth now stood next to Sofia, and at her feet, Jenny and Reggie had joined them. Jenny was wearing Reggie’s crown, and the rat king squinted against the light of day.

      The wind had gone still, and Mike felt like the whole world was holding its breath with him.

      Minutes passed, and Naia stopped spraying water. The staff, now wet, looked otherwise unchanged.

      “Shit,” he muttered, then sat down on the ground in frustration. He had been so hopeful that he was right, and now just looked like an idiot.

      “It’s okay, lover.” Naia blew him a kiss from the fountain. “At least you tried.”

      “Yeah.” Her encouraging words didn’t make him feel better, and he stood back up and walked over to the staff to yank it out of the ground.

      It didn’t move.

      Beneath his hands, the oaken wood vibrated at such a frequency that he could feel his hand going numb. Thick tendrils of wood curled around his fist, trapping him in place as a tremor went through the ground. Everyone else had moved back, and Mike was unable to pull himself free. Branches sprouted from the staff, and he dodged them as best as he could. Tiny buds formed along the edges, then unfolded into thick green leaves.

      The ground beneath his feet ruptured, and he was carried into the air by the branches of an enormous tree. The tendrils holding his hands finally let go of him, and he tumbled down through its branches, the leaves guiding his fall. It was almost a twelve-foot drop from the bottom branches to the ground, and when he fell, a pair of roots lifted and deftly caught him, cradling him like a child before lowering him to the ground.

      The wood at the base of the tree creaked, and he looked over his shoulder to see a demure figure step away from the base. Her skin was slightly lighter than the bark of the tree, and her hair was a dark green. When she opened her eyes, he felt like he was staring into the heart of nature itself.

      Amymone took a deep breath and let out a sigh of pleasure, then touched her face in disbelief. The others in the yard were cheering, but Mike was close enough that he could hear the dryad speak.

      “Oh, wow, the ecosystem here is completely out of whack.” Amymone shook her head, sending a cascade of leaves to the ground. Then she winked at Mike. “But it’s an easy fix.”

      Overhead, the leaves of her tree turned from green to a brilliant gold. All around Naia’s fountains, the plants went into fast-forward as well. Petals from flowers fell off, and the grass turned yellow and became dormant. Leaves were already falling around them, creating the illusion that Amymone was surrounded by a golden halo. Her hair changed color as well, to match the leaves, and she knelt and held out her hand to help Mike up.

      “Now that,” she told him, “is a proper happy ending.”
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      Darren walked along the edge of the forest, his eyes on the tracks in the snow. It wasn’t uncommon to spot something strange in these parts, but he found himself staring at a pair of markings carved into a tree. They looked like letters from an ancient alphabet.

      “Hey, Foot. What do you make of this?” His voice was rough, like a rock tumbler full of gravel. Some days it hurt to breathe, but that was the price you paid for getting old. He coughed hard and spat some blood in the snow.

      The cancer didn’t help either.

      He heard snow crunching behind him and turned to see Bigfoot appear between a couple of trees. The cryptid walked over and studied the shallow grooves in the bark.

      “Most likely a small animal,” Bigfoot replied. “Though they appear man-made.”

      “Man-made ain’t possible.” Darren turned his attention to the woods, then frowned. He had wandered just outside the protective boundary again. So it could be man-made, but didn’t seem likely. The cuts looked fresh, but the snow had been around for a few days now. Unless something had crawled down the tree and done it, he must be making a mistake.

      Darren coughed again, his chest on fire. He would be surprised if he made it through the winter at this rate. A heavy hand fell on his shoulder, and he looked up into Bigfoot’s brown eyes.

      “You are not well.” Bigfoot was stating the obvious, but Darren heard the pain in his voice.

      “Yeah. I know.” Darren wiped his mouth and stood.

      “We should probably head back.” Bigfoot let out a heavy sigh. “The girls are worried about you.”

      Darren smiled. “I bet they are, bless them both. But I intend to finish what I started. Got a few more miles left in me.”

      Bigfoot nodded, then walked to the nearest tree. “Holler if you run into trouble. The girls would hate me forever if something happened to you while you were out here alone.”

      Darren nodded and watched time and space fold over Bigfoot as he was transported somewhere else. He shook his head and wandered back inside the boundary of the magical land he had lived on for most of his life.

      “Don’t gotta worry about me, you damned yeti.” A smile tugged at his lips as he looked into the shadows of the forest. Some people would find them unnerving, but to him, they felt like home. “Cause I’m never alone.”

      The old soldier stepped through the boundary and back into the woods, unaware of the blazing red eyes that watched him from up above.
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